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我的作品在中国

——新版文集总序
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 阿兰·德波顿

我很清楚地记得我的首度中国之行。抵达北京时是2004年5月的一个清晨，我的几位中国编辑亲自前往机场迎接，随身带着我所有作品的中文版。从机场前往市区的路上，我的编辑向我解释，对于将我的作品引进中国市场她真是既充满期待又有些担心。她说，要想让中国读者接受一个全新的欧洲作家的作品真的很难，除非是那些教你如何取得商业成功或是如何操作电脑软件的书。不过，我的中国编辑也充满信心。因为中国读书界自有一群严肃的读者，他们渴望读到内容深刻、发人深省的优秀作品。结果，我的中国之行就演变成一连串的图书推广活动：接受采访、在媒体上露面以及在书店里朗读和签售。虽说大家事先都有过各式各样的疑虑，不过好消息还是接踵而至：我的作品确实在中国卖出去了。《拥抱逝水年华》——一本描写以晦涩著称的法国作家普鲁斯特的书竟然卖了两万册！

写书的人可以分成两种：一种人搞不懂为什么他的大著地球人没有人手一册；另一种人则不敢相信自己的好运：竟然有人肯巴巴地花钱买他的书而且认真读过。我属于后一个阵营，所以对于我的书竟然能在中国赢得这么多读者，我深怀感激。我有个网站（www.alaindebotton.com
 ），我每天都能看到中国读者的留言，他们想跟我交流几句，想表达他们对我作品的喜爱。写作是桩难上加难的营生，可是拥有这么热心的中国读者，感觉确实容易了很多。

返观我已经出版的几本书，我有时仍不免有些犯嘀咕：我到底属于哪一类作家——究竟是什么将这些只言片语连缀到一起，成为一本完整的书。从一开始写作，我就缺乏一个明确的定位。在明确知道我想成为哪一类作家之前我只知道我不可能成为哪一类作家。我知道我不是诗人，我也知道我不是个真正的小说家（我讲不来故事，我“发明”不了人物）。而且我知道我也做不来学者，因为我不想墨守那一整套学术规范。

后来，我终于发现了自觉正好适合自己的定位：随笔作家。据我个人的理解，所谓随笔作家，就是既能抓住人类生存的各种重大主题，又能以如话家常的亲切方式对这些主题进行讨论的作家。如果一位随笔作家来写一本有关爱的书，他也许会对爱的历史和心理稍作探究，不过他最终必须得用一种个人化的调子来写，使读者读起来就像跟朋友娓娓谈心。这种朋友般的阅读感受对我而言非常重要：我希望我的书读起来就像跟朋友谈心，不想拿大学问的帽子来充门面、唬人。

初习写作，我还认识到我喜欢写得尽可能简单朴素。这当然也挺冒险的，因为虽说你是刻意写得朴素，可难免也会冒乏味和幼稚之讥。不过我在自己的学习过程中发现，要想附庸风雅、假充聪明实在是再简单不过的事儿了，你只需故作高深，让人弄不懂你就成。如果有本书我看不懂，也许就意味着作者比我更聪明——这是我们作为读者都未能免俗的一种普遍的受虐欲心理。我则宁肯抵挡住这种诱惑，用日常生活中的语言来写作，因为我讨论的主题本身就是跟每个人息息相关的：恋爱、旅行、身份焦虑、美与丑以及分离与死亡的经验等等。

除了要写让人看得懂的书之外，我还立志要写在某些方面能对人有所助益的书。有一种观念认为好书就不该（没义务）对人有任何用处，为艺术而艺术嘛——并非为了实际的进步或是事业的成功而艺术。在一定程度上我也认同这种观念。为了完全改变自己而去啃那些严肃的书籍确实愚不可及，不过，我也认为，抱定为了更好地理解自己以及自己所处环境的目的去读书，是至关重要的。最好的书能清楚地阐明你长久以来一直心有所感，却从来没办法明白表达出来的那些东西。

恋爱和阅读之间或许真有某种重要的关联，两者提供的乐趣差堪比拟，我们感到的某种关联感或许就是基于这个根源。有些书跟我们交流的方式与我们的爱人同等热烈，而且更加诚实可靠。这些书能有效地防止我们因自觉并不完全属于人类大家族而滋生的伤感情绪：我们觉得孑然孤立，谁都不理解我们。我们身上那些更加隐秘的侧面——诸如我们的困惑、我们的愠怒、我们的罪恶感——有时竟然在某一书页上跟我们撞个正着，一种自我认同感于是油然而生。那位作者用确切的文字描述了一种我们原以为只有我们自己才有所会心的情境，一时间，我们就像两个早早地去赴约吃饭的爱人，兴奋不已地发现两人间竟有这么多的共同点（陶醉之下，只能嚼几口眼前的开胃小食，哪有心思再去吃什么正餐），我们也会把书暂时放下，带点乖张地微笑着盯着书脊不放，仿佛在说，“何等幸运，邂逅此君。”

马塞尔·普鲁斯特曾表达过类似的意思，他说，“事实上，每个读者只能读到已然存在于他内心的东西。书籍只不过是一种光学仪器，作者将其提供给读者，以便于他发现如果没有这本书的帮助他就发现不了的东西。”不过，书的价值还不止于描绘我们在自己的生活中习见的那些情感和人物，好书对我们各种感情的描绘远胜过我们自己的体会，它处理的感知和认识虽确属我们所有，却又是我们根本无力予以明确表达的：它比我们更了解我们自己。

我读书时总抱着非常个人的理由：为了帮我更好地生活而读书。我十五六岁时开始认真地读书，当时最喜欢读的就是爱情故事。我把书中的人物都想象成我的生活中真实存在的活人：我读得如饥似渴，又感同身受。这足可以解释文学何以能够为失恋的人儿带来舒解和慰藉。在文艺作品中认出我们自己，可以使我们换一种达观的态度看待我们自身的困境，因为我们可以学着站在普世的高度看问题，这正是作家们为了创作而采取的立场。

学着读书——写作又何尝不是——也就等于接受这样一个现实：我们的个性并非如我们乐于想象的那般密不透风，我们自以为只归我们独有的很多东西其实根本没那么私密——当然并不是说它们就是客观超然的，像你在快餐店里招呼侍应生那么不带感情色彩，而是说它们其实都是人类所共有的东西。我们在发现自己并非如此孤立的同时也要付点代价：我们也并非如我们想象的那般与众不同。

我自己在读书时总是很自私：我不想只是为了读书而读书。我读书是为了学习，是为了成为一个更好、更有自知之明、更多才多艺的人。我几乎从来都不为了“取乐”而读书。

我希望这能有助于解释我为什么写了这些书——写这些书是期望它们能有助于我们更好地理解我们人类的处境。中国竟然也有些读者愿意跟随我探索的旅程，幸何如哉！

2008年10月于伦敦

（冯涛 译）


权作译序

余斌


眼前的这本书，直译名应为“普鲁斯特怎样改变你的生活”，书中的九个章节，都是以HOW打头，从怎样读书，怎样交友到怎样谈恋爱，一一开出方子。根据这个纲目，我们大可推断这是一部励志书，或者换个说法，准生活教科书。是吗？——也是，也不是。

《科克斯书评》上有人撰文赞道：“德波顿浑不费力，谈笑之间即胜过布鲁姆、丹比对经典名著的品评”，似乎视之为文学批评。《每日电讯报》上的书评说得更为斩截——“此书引人入胜，实属多年未见最为有趣的文学批评之作。”《出版人周刊》上说：“德波顿写活了普鲁斯特，读德波顿的普鲁斯特，是极愉快的经验。”似乎又看作普鲁斯特的传记或准传记。《星期天快邮》上的书评说：“德波顿把严肃的哲学思考、给恋人的建议及文学上的见解，当作彩球抛向空中做杂耍表演，令人叹服。恰是此种表演，令他置身于欧洲机智、婉妙的文学传统之中。”虽语涉多面，落脚却在幽默文学的传统，当然是将其看作了一部上佳的小品文。说法不一，各执一端，哪一说为是？——都不是，又都是。

这是一部关于《追忆逝水年华》的书。书中有大量的引证、摘录，有对普鲁斯特笔下人物、情节、场景的描述、分析和品评。德波顿对普鲁斯特的巨著烂熟于心，不惟人物的拿捏、风格的把握，甚至书中最长句子可达何等长度也算得毫厘不爽。含英咀华，剔隐抉微，他出入书里书外，跳挞不已，于书中所述信手拈来，引申延展，发为高论，每每别有会心。若谓赏鉴含玩也是批评一义，此书正不妨当作“另类”的文学批评，或是读《追忆逝水年华》的一部心得。但是作者无意于文学评价，甚至也无意做文学意义上的导读，——《追》书固为文学名著，在他那里，却首先是一部人生之书。七卷洪文，权当普鲁斯特写在人生边上的脚注，他这里再来注上加注，从中演绎出一套完整的生活哲学、处世态度。普书因此成为通向德波顿就人事各端生发议论的跳板。

这是一部以普鲁斯特为主角的书。普鲁斯特的大名，几乎出现在全书的每一页，普鲁斯特的性情脾性，浮现在德波顿的字里行间。德波顿似乎谙晓关于普鲁斯特的一切，不仅了然种种生平故实，还知道普氏诸多怪癖和鲜为人知的细枝末节。普鲁斯特的家庭，《追忆逝水年华》出版的经过，人物的原型，他的恋母，他的同性恋倾向，他的哮喘病，他娇嫩无比的皮肤，他的喜好奢华，他第一次冶游领受的难堪，他与詹姆斯·乔伊斯尴尬的会面，乃至他在巴黎的电话号码，他付小费的作派……作者均闲闲道来，谈得津津有味。凡此之类，林林总总，岂不都是传记的好材料？然而德波顿显然无心给普氏做传，考订事实既非其所欲，写成一本轶事汇编，同样非他所愿。《拥抱逝水年华》并非关于普氏的“戏说”，但若想了解普鲁斯特的一生，此书决非上选。普氏生平种种，均被掰开揉碎，纳入作者议论的人生事项，如此如此，这般这般，拿普鲁斯特开刀，拿普鲁斯特说法，以普鲁斯特解《追忆逝水年华》，以《追忆逝水年华》解普鲁斯特，人书互证，竟是要向我们提供生活的参照。

这是一本风趣的书，然而里面不乏一本正经的教诲之言。

这是一本教训之书，然而全书贯穿着揶揄调侃的语调。

……

最后，只好说这书于各种成分兼而有之，德波顿摊开大包小包关于普鲁斯特的资料，指指点点，评头论足，谈文学也说人生，开宗明义，曲终奏雅，声明要给读者上一堂生活的咨询课。硬要归类，也许就得拖泥带水说成这样：“一本索解普鲁斯特生活智慧，出诸小品风格的励志书。”

励志之书，坊间多有，大费周章方得归宗定性，说明此书与通常励志书大大不同。借名著，借“模范”人物明生活之理，算不得德波顿的创意，奇的是放着无数名著名人不选，他偏偏挑中了普鲁斯特和他的书。普鲁斯特诚然是举世公认的文学大师，现实生活中他却是彻头彻尾的失败者。进取、乐观，普鲁斯特的身上看不到，健康、自信，到他那儿去找肯定找错了地方。门窗紧闭，足不出户，他终日盘踞床上，坐拥种种疾病，时时为了失眠、伤风、便秘之类担惊受怕，屡屡宣布自己已然死期不远。人生诸项，于他几乎是一连串失意的连缀：著书无人赏识，爱情全无着落，至于他看重的友谊，他那些社交场上频频聚首的朋友对他寄赠的书稿甚至翻都懒得一翻。而立之年他的自我评价是：“没有快乐，没有目标，没有行动，也没有抱负。有的是已经到头的人生路，是父母忧心忡忡的关注。没有什么幸福可言。”直到写出《追忆逝水年华》，他还不住地嘀咕：但愿我能更自信一点。这么一位“没有幸福可言”，从生理到心理都有必要请人咨询的人来充我们的人生指导，是否有点搞笑？

普鲁斯特本人却担保，他虽终日与病相伴，生活中一无所获，却有能力为他人献上摆脱痛苦，求得幸福的良方，并且这是上天赐他的“仅有的才能”。说这话时，普鲁斯特于谦抑中倒含着一份自信。他的资格是从痛苦与失意中来，他相信“快乐对身体是件好事，但惟有悲伤才使我们心灵的力量得以发展”。他并且以病为例：“病痛让我们有机会凝神结想，学到不少东西。它使我们得以细细体察所经之事，若非患病我们对之也许根本不会留心。一到天黑倒头便睡，整夜酣眠如死猪的人，定然不知梦为何物，不惟不会有了不得的发现，即对睡眠本身也无体察。他对他正在酣睡并不了然。轻微的失眠倒让我们领略睡眠之妙，如同黑暗中投下一道光束。”德波顿服膺这逻辑（痛苦与智慧间的辩证法），坚信普鲁斯特从失意、痛苦中酿出的，正是人生的智慧。普鲁斯特有言，获得智慧的途径有两种，一种是老师传授，毫无痛苦，一种得自生活本身，充满痛苦。他认为得自痛苦的智慧方是真知。准此而论，普鲁斯特就似百病成医的高人，患过的病痛不惟不足为累，反倒是他开方抓药的资本。他给世人开出的方子至详至备，便是煌煌七卷、数百万言的《追忆逝水年华》。依德波顿之见，此书“并非一部感叹韶华易逝的感伤回忆，而是一个切切实实，具有普遍意义的故事，它告诉人们应该怎样停止生活的浪费，该怎样去领略生活的美妙。”

普氏千言万语，却有片言据要。德波顿拈出的“别太快”三字，就是通向普鲁斯特生活智慧的秘钥。当他人描述某人某事某物之时，普鲁斯特总嫌其讲得太快，“别太快”成了他的口头禅。这固然见出他对细节无比的兴趣，他的生活态度实亦暗寓其中。“别太快”即是放慢脚步，细细品尝生活的滋味。“抓住现在”似乎是要只争朝夕，“别太快”念的则是“慢”字诀，二者岂不相犯？殊不知在普鲁斯特看来，惟有放慢节奏，才可领略生活的妙处，惟有领略到生活的妙处，才是对“现在”的真正占有，生命才不致沦为无谓的浪费。普鲁斯特式的幸福生活不重外在的成功，重在对生活的体验。酒肉穿肠，美食落肚，都不算数，齿上留香，舌有余甘，回味咀嚼，才当得起体验二字。未加咀嚼的日子，等于白过；未浸透体验的生命，等于白活。“快”是技术，通向外在的攫取和占有，“慢”，才是真正的生活艺术。德波顿告诉我们一桩趣事，英国某海滨度假区搞过一次“全英普鲁斯特小说梗概大赛”，要求参赛者十五秒内概述《追忆逝水年华》的内容。此举纯属游戏，当作象征去看，却又恰好暗示了我们粗鄙的状态——我们活出的，往往只是一个生活的梗概。普鲁斯特提示的活法，则是要活出生活的全过程，生活全部的细节。

普鲁斯特拒绝梗概式的活法，同时也拒绝梗概式的阅读。阅读是普鲁斯特生活中的一大关目，德波顿书于此也是致意再三。普氏的阅读不仅是书本，还有绘画、报纸，以致火车时刻表，读法却是一般无二，要点是联想，是建立与生活间的联系，是与人生的参证，终而至于经验的获得与延伸。艺术与生活的关系可以玄而又玄，德波顿理解的普鲁斯特却是将其还原到朴素，阅读处处与生活的体验接壤。触摸生活在普鲁斯特那里是阅读的第一义，倘若书本不能唤起我们对身边世界的兴趣，倘若它不是引领我们去拥抱生活，反成鲜活人生的阻隔，或者干脆取而代之，那就宁可弃书不观。“弃书不观”恰是该书最后一章的标题，一本谈论普鲁斯特的书以此作结，未免出人意表，然而由此彰显的，或者正是《追忆逝水年华》的本意：一切的一切都指向生活，指向对生活的体验。

关于生活，普鲁斯特还有何忠告？德波顿寻绎人物故事，结合普氏生活实况，又以书信文章中采撷的吉光片羽相互发明，爬梳演绎，给出的答案看上去还真是“切实”。宏观者如抓住今天的享乐哲学，琐细者如选医生的妙招，传情达意的诀窍。德波顿甚至代“圣人”立言，模拟普鲁斯特，对恋爱的新奇感能维持多久，首次约会该怎样着装、谈话，婚前性行为有益无益之类的问题一一作答。但若当作实用手册去读，我们就是舍本逐末，愚不可及。

万勿以为德波顿挟了普鲁斯特的“圣旨”，来对我们做布道式的演讲，尽管开列多项，他却也不是在给我们提供尽可照此办理的生活建议。德波顿既不耳提面命，甚至也说不上循循善诱，教师爷的身份，一定非他所喜。有评家说，德波顿虽是英国人，书中洋溢的却是法国式冷静的机智。法式幽默抑或英式幽默，无须辨它，反正西人的写作，自蒙田以降，有轻松风趣，娓娓而谈的一路，德波顿无疑是这一脉的流裔。以诙谐风格、随笔（小品）笔调写励志之书，确为《拥抱逝水年华》建立起此类书籍的“另类”格调。德波顿以写小说成名，其小说《爱情笔记》即在中国亦颇有人缘，但他情之所钟，端在随笔。其次接受访谈时他给《爱情笔记》等书定位，说是随笔风格的小说，或曰参以小说笔法的随笔，《拥抱逝水年华》是他第一部非小说之作，自可将随笔作手的本色，尽皆表露。

励志之书，易成高头讲章，随笔的特点，却在其轻松随意，德波顿的手腕，常见于对正经与幽默二者善加调理。从头至尾，他写来亦庄亦谐，游走于说教与游戏之间。普鲁斯特固然是文学圣殿中的神明，德波顿却将他从云端拉到凡间俗世，让他和芸芸众生一起，面对日常生活中种种的琐屑烦难。此时的普鲁斯特与常人无异，怯懦、笨拙、矫情……常人的弱点他几乎都有；失意、孤独、病痛……常人的不幸他亦一一经历。德波顿缕述普氏生平种种，时有打趣调侃之语，有的时候，他简直就像是在拿普鲁斯特开涮。但是谑而不虐，先抑后扬，德波顿终不忘说教之旨，滑稽梯突，假语村言，不掩普鲁斯特对生活的虔敬之心，反衬出普氏从寻常情境中蒸馏出的人生慧见。而一旦转入普氏对人生的慧见，德波顿即变谐语为庄语，反复申说，惟恐不能尽意。借着庄谐杂出的笔调，他将《追忆逝水年华》与普鲁斯特生平点滴打成一片，同时也完成其人其书与你我日常生活的转换钩连。

此书原本有一副标题：“——不是小说”（HOW PROUST CAN CHANGE YOUR LIFE: NOT A NOVEL）。既然其非小说性质一望而知，德波顿画蛇添足多此一笔，或者意在强调“普鲁斯特改变你的人生”之说，并非游戏笔墨。果然如此，书名就可译作“普鲁斯特改变你的人生——并非天方夜谭”。德波顿于此是严肃正经，推心置腹，还是故神其说，游戏三昧？《纽约时报》上的书评倒是言之凿凿：德波顿“成功地向我们展示了普鲁斯特小说的精义”；“普鲁斯特巨著可作励志之书？没错”。媒体上的书评常常张大其辞，普鲁斯特之博大深邃，是否尽在德波顿掌握，我们可以存疑。化普氏巨著为人生俗讲、街头哲学即可助我们改变人生？一册小书哪有此等法力？但是，见识见识人间普鲁斯特，可以会心一笑，领略领略普氏人生疗法，不为无益。如若神游普鲁斯特的世界可以比作从我们已然麻木的生活的“出走”，那就不妨借用张爱玲关于“出走”的一个比方：我们未必就能走近日月山川，然而即便是从后楼走到前楼，换一个风景，也不错。
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弄人的造化让人来到世上，惟一的目的似乎就是让他受罪，果然如此，我们就得为自己对此项使命如此热衷，去向造物主表功。受罪的来由数不胜数：疾病缠身，情场变幻，朋友反目，世态炎凉，还要加上因生活千篇一律而生的郁闷麻木。痛苦既如此之多且没完没了，我们自然巴不得早点死了拉倒。

在上世纪二十年代的巴黎，想找份报纸看看的人或许会随手翻开一张名为“不妥协”的报纸。这家报纸刊载新闻追踪、都市花边消息、分类广告、尖酸刻薄的社论，且以此享有名声。该报还另有一招，即隔三岔五弄出些不着边际、大而无当的问题，让法国的名流做答。比如，“尊意以为对令媛当施以何种教育为佳？”再如，“您对改善目下巴黎交通拥挤状况有何高见？”1922年夏天，报上给撰稿人出了这么个挖空心思想出来的问题：





一位美国科学家宣称，世界末日即将来临，至少这个大陆的大部将被毁灭，遭此巨变，数十亿人将难逃一死。倘该预言应验不爽，在确知死期不远到死亡降临这段时间里，你认为人类对该预言会做出何种反应？再者，据你所想，你在这最后的时刻会做些什么？





第一个面对这人类、地球均遭没顶之灾的惨淡图景做答的名人，是位名叫亨利·波尔多的知名文人，此人现已无人问津，当时却是大名鼎鼎。他断言，预言会令大多数人乱作一团，径奔离得最近的教堂，要不就是窜入最近的卧室。他本人则不会狼狈至此，他会利用这最后的机会去登山，尽赏阿尔卑斯山美景，礼赞奇妙的大自然。另一做答的巴黎名流是位叫贝尔特·鲍维的名伶。她没说自己将有何举措，倒是要让读者来分担她有点不大好说出口的隐忧——男人对其行为的长远后果没了任何顾忌，岂不是要变得无法无天？此种论调颇令人心寒，对另一名人弗莱雅夫人来说却是“深得我心”。弗莱雅夫人在巴黎以善看手相闻名，据她判断，在末日将临之际，人们没工夫沉思来世，他们及时行乐尚且不及，哪会想着修炼灵魂，以待来生？——她真是不幸言中，另一作家亨利·罗贝尔兴头头地宣布，他要尽情享乐，去玩最后一局桥牌，去打最后一场网球、最后一场高尔夫。

最末一位就临终计划发表高论的名人是个离群索居、唇上留须的小说家，没听说他对桥牌、网球、高尔夫之类有何兴趣（虽说他曾试着下过一次国际象棋，且靠别人帮忙，放过两回风筝）。此君生命最后的十四年是在一张狭窄的床上度过，这十四年他的常态是身上覆一堆薄薄的毛毯，就着床边一盏微暗的灯，写他那部长得令人称奇的小说。小说名为《追忆逝水年华》，自打1913年第一卷问世，已然被推为经典之作。一位法国批评家认为作者可与莎士比亚相提并论，一位意大利批评家则把他比作司汤达，另有一位奥地利公主，甚至愿意与他谈婚论嫁。不用说，此人就是马塞尔·普鲁斯特。普鲁斯特并非自视甚高之人（“但愿我能对自己的估价高一点！——可叹，那是不可能的”），有一次甚或将自己比作一只跳蚤，又曾将自己的作品形容为一块让人无法消受的牛皮糖，不过他还是有理由感到满足。有位出使法国的大使，也算是见多识广，不轻许人的了，他就认为，该给普鲁斯特颁发文学大奖，即使不是马上。大使如此描述普鲁斯特：“他是我所见过的最不寻常的人——甚至赴晚宴他也穿着长外套。”

普鲁斯特给报纸投稿很热心，并且总是一副游戏心态，他将对《不妥协报》前述问题的答复寄给报社，同时还将他的那番末世论寄上一份给那位美国科学家：





果如你所言，我们都将面对死亡威胁的话，我想生活对于我们会忽然变得美妙。想想吧，因为我们的懒惰，总想着来日方长，做何事都能拖则拖，竟致那么多的计划、旅行、恋爱、对人生的探究与我们失之交臂，未见实行！

但是让这预言永远别应验吧，一旦恶运不再，我们的生活将是何其美妙！啊！只要这一次世界末日并未降临，我们该再不会错失良机，我们会去参观卢浮宫的新画廊，去拜倒在某位小姐的脚下，去启程做一次印度之行。

大难不至，我们就会什么也不做，我们会发现自己又回到日复一日的平庸生活，生活的欲望在此消磨殆尽。但是要热爱生活，抓住现在，我们无需等到大难临头。想想这一点就尽够了：我们是人，终有一死，也许今夜死神就会将我们带离人世。





当我们明白死亡正在逼近之时，对生命的依恋之情就会油然而生。这意味着，问题或许不在我们因其单调冗长、不见尽头而觉兴味索然的生活本身，而在我们每日对生活采取的态度；我们的不满与其说是起于对往昔无可奈何的追悔，不如说是起于我们似乎理所当然的活法。一旦明白人终有一死，放弃了永生之念，我们会忽然发现，在看似冗长无聊的生活表层之下，藏着那么多人们未加尝试的可能性。

承认人的肉身难逃寂灭或者会促使我们重新掂量生命中的轻与重，然而果真如此，我们也得先问上一问，这轻与重当如何分解。当我们尚未明白死亡意味着什么之时，我们也许一直过着残缺不全的生活，但是完整的生活究竟是何模样？简单地承认我们难免一死并不能保证一举寻到什么明智的答案，即使我们说得头头是道，把日记本余下的空页填得满满。死亡之钟的嘀嗒声令人心惊肉跳，惶恐中我们做出的，也许是洋相百出的种种蠢事。巴黎名流们给《不妥协报》的答复就够矛盾的了：你道是尽赏阿尔卑斯美景，他说是要沉思宇宙的未来，还有什么网球、高尔夫，真是不一而足。但是天塌地陷之际，这些度过最后时日的高明法子又有何益？

普鲁斯特的法子（逛卢浮宫、谈情说爱、旅行印度）也未见高明。对了解普鲁斯特性格的人说来，这简直就是奇谈。他从来也算不上是博物馆的常客，卢浮宫已有十年足迹未至，他宁看复制品也不愿在博物馆与吵吵嚷嚷的游客为伍（“人们以为对文学、绘画、音乐的喜爱已成风气，愈演愈烈，实则真懂的人一个也无”）。至于他对印度的兴趣，也从未有人听说过——那年头去印度可真算得上一场考验，先须坐火车到马赛，然后得坐邮轮至赛得港，还得换乘P&O公司的船在阿拉伯海上过上十天。对一个下床都困难的人，这样的旅行实在未可称善。说到某小姐之类，那正是他母亲的伤心事——普鲁斯特对其迷人之处根本无动于衷，从A小姐到Z小姐，他一概毫无感觉。甚至有很长时间，他连有无可以作伴的“同志”也懒得费心。他曾有言，饮酒之乐，胜于做爱。

即使他真想照计行事，付诸实施的可能也微乎其微。寄出给《不妥协报》的答复之后刚过了四个月，多年来他不断预言的事情竟真的发生了——他患了感冒，不治身亡。这一年，他五十一岁。死前他应邀去赴一个宴会，尽管已有染上风寒的征兆，他还是裹上三件外套、两条毛毯，如约前往。返家时他不得不在冰冷的庭院里等出租车，就这么患了感冒。感冒随即发展成高烧，要是普鲁斯特听请来的医生的话，高烧是可以退去的，但是怕打断了写作，他不让医生给他注射樟脑油。他继续工作，除了热牛奶、咖啡和煮过的水果，什么都不吃，什么也不喝。感冒转成支气管炎，随即又恶化为肺炎。好转的希望一度出现，有次他在床上坐起来，要吃烤鳎鱼，可待鱼买来烧好，他却突觉一阵恶心，碰也不愿碰了。几个小时之后，他即死于肺部脓疮破裂。

所幸普鲁斯特对生命的思索并不限于写给报纸的游戏文章（报纸出的题不着边际，他的答复则不惟语焉不详，而且让人摸不着头脑），事实上，直到临终前，他一直在惨淡经营一部体大思深、叙事形式复杂的书，而这部书所解答的问题，与由那位子虚乌有的美国科学家的预言引发的命题，不妨说是正相仿佛。

这部大作的书名——“追忆逝水年华”——意蕴丰富。虽说这书名普鲁斯特本人一点不喜欢，每逢提起就要下“糟糕”（1914）、“不得要领”（1915）、“丑陋”（1917）之类的贬语，它的好处还是显而易见，因它径直道出了该书的主题：探究人们何以会将光阴虚掷、生命空耗。《追忆逝水年华》并非一部叹息韶华已逝的感伤回忆，而是一个切切实实，具有普遍意义的故事，它告诉人们该怎样停止生命的浪费，该怎样去领略生活的美妙。

可以想见，一旦得知大难将临，每个人都会倍感时间宝贵，生命无价，普鲁斯特这部富有教益的书则更进一程：但愿生命的思索与我们长相伴随，不要等到末日将至的那一刻；但愿我们在玩最后一次高尔夫，在水已没顶之前，已然端正了对生命的态度。
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普鲁斯特生在一个医生家庭，这个家庭将解除人的病痛当作一门艺术，孜孜以求。他的父亲是个医生，身材高大，满脸胡须——典型的十九世纪人的样子。普鲁斯特医生神情威严，目光坚定，与那眼神相接之人会禁不住觉得自己有点女里女气。他身上洋溢着从医的人特有的道德优越感。须知医生这一行的价值对社会而言是根本不消说的，不拘咳嗽打喷嚏抑或盲肠破裂，但凡生了病，谁都得仰赖于他。其他行业的人在医生面前也许会自感气沮，因为干哪一行也不能如行医那样理直气壮，对自身价值居之不疑。

阿德里安·普鲁斯特医生出身算不得高贵，他是个杂货商的儿子，家里专营蜡烛，以供左近家庭和教堂之用。他在医学研究方面才华过人，其潜心之作是一篇名为《脑软化症诸形态》的论文，完成学业后他致力于改善公众的卫生状况，尤其关注抑制霍乱和鼠疫的传播。他曾游历各国，就传染病问题向各国当局进言。不懈的努力得到了回报，他曾被授予五等荣誉奖章，且荣任巴黎医学院卫生学教授。此外，土伦市（这个港口城市一度有霍乱流行的苗头）市长赠他以城市金钥匙，马赛的一家防疫医院则以他的名字命名。到1903年过世之时，阿德里安·普鲁斯特医生已享有国际声誉，他这样为他的一生做结：“我度过了幸福快乐的一生”，观其生平，这话他还真当得起。

有这样一位父亲，难怪马塞尔会有几分自卑。他生恐自己成为父亲诸事遂顺的一生中的缺憾。他对十九世纪末一般中产人家趋之若鹜的职业毫无兴趣，惟独钟情于文学。钟情归钟情，年轻的时候他大体上是光说不练，似乎是对文学太虔诚、太在意，以致于他难以落笔。他是个乖儿子，起初也试着从事父母定会首肯的行当。他有过种种想法，比如进外交部，当律师，做股票经纪人，或者当个卢浮宫的馆员。然而谈何容易？干了两个星期的律师，他就吓坏了（“即使最糟的时候，我也想不出有什么比在律师事务所更恐怖”），而一想到当外交官要离开巴黎和他依恋的母亲，他就打消了念头。二十二岁的普鲁斯特心烦意乱，他不断地自问：“假如我打定了主意不做律师，不当医生不当神父，那我还能做什么？”

也许图书馆员还是可以胜任的吧。他到马萨林图书馆去应聘，并且被录用了，不过是个不领薪水的职位。至此职业的选择似乎已有答案，可普鲁斯特发现这地方灰尘太多，他的肺受不了，于是隔三岔五地泡病假，他告了假有时是在卧床静养，有时则是去度假，倒是很少伏案写作。他的日子过得有声有色，有滋有味，或是请客吃饭，或是出去泡吧，总之是花钱如流水。可以想象他那位生活严谨的父亲对他的失望。他父亲从未对文学艺术表现出多少兴趣（虽说他曾在喜歌剧院医疗队工作过，并曾一度迷上一位美国歌剧女伶，这位女伶还寄赠一张穿男装灯笼裤的玉照）。普鲁斯特不断地告假，不上班，甚或一年也见不到他的影子，如此这般，终至于弄得挺大度的上司也难以忍受，到任职的第五个年头，他终被图书馆辞退。这一回大家都明白了，已然对他不抱希望的父亲更是心里透亮：再别指望马塞尔找到什么合适的工作了，这辈子他都要靠家里养着，家里得拿出钱来供他捣鼓弄不出名堂的文学。权当是票友玩票罢。

很难看出普鲁斯特还是个雄心勃勃的人，在他父母均已亡故之后不久，有一天他居然对女仆吐露胸中抱负——他终于要开始写小说了。

“啊，塞丽斯蒂，”他说道，“但愿我能像父亲专注于病人那样专注于我的写作。”

但是他父亲为饱受霍乱、鼠疫肆虐之苦的人们做了许多，他以写书能追上父亲的功业？不必当土伦市的市长我们也能了然，普鲁斯特医生可以在改善人们的健康状况方面贡献良多，谁知道马塞尔肚里正在酝酿的煌煌七卷的《追忆逝水年华》是何良方？坐在慢慢吞吞、摇摇晃晃穿过西伯利亚大草原的火车上翻翻这书，或许不失为消闲解闷的法子，然而谁会拿这点好处与完善的公共卫生系统带来的效应相提并论？

若是有人对普鲁斯特的抱负不屑一顾，那也许并非因为他们对文字印刷品一概不当回事，而是因为他们怀疑文学作品究竟有何类于救死扶伤的实际功用。从很多方面看，普鲁斯特医生对儿子的倾心文学一无同情，不过即使是他，对各种出版物也并无轻视之意，事实上他本人就著述颇丰，很长一段时间，书店里他的名气远比儿子大得多。

与儿子不同，普鲁斯特医生的书很实用，这是一望而知的。他前后出了三十四本书，对探究提高大众健康水准的种种途径可谓不遗余力。他的著述内容广泛，既有《欧洲的鼠疫预防》这样的专著，也有《电池制造工人铅中毒问题研究》这样专门讨论新问题的小册子。谁都想学得养身之道，普鲁斯特医生的众多著述均出之以简洁生动、通俗易懂的文字，因此在读者中享有盛誉。说他是养生手册一类书籍的鼻祖和大师，想来他不会觉得是辱没了他。

他最成功的养生手册名为《卫生诸要素》，1888年出版，配有丰富的插图。该书专为少女而写。当时的法国方经一个世纪的战乱，人丁稀少，大家都认为，少女担负着为法兰西制造新一代强壮公民的重任，亟需健康方面的指导。

健康生活方式之日渐受到关注，正始于普鲁斯特医生的那个年代。这位名医的诸多建议颇有洞见，找几条看看，也许大有好处。

普鲁斯特医生教你健康之道

（一）背痛





背痛几乎都是由不良的姿势引起。少女做针线活时须注意，不可身体前倾，不要两腿交叉，也不要用低矮的桌子。矮桌子会压迫至关重要的消化器官，妨害血脉畅通，且会使脊椎过于紧张。左面的插图即警示了问题所在。正确的坐姿当如下图中的这位女士。
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（二）紧身胸衣





普鲁斯特医生并不掩饰对这类时髦玩意儿的厌恶，他把穿紧身胸衣说成是自毁、变态（他担心有人会将苗条和魅力混为一谈，曾给过一个重要的界说，他提醒读者：“瘦削的女人与苗条的女人是不同的概念”）。为了警告那些禁不住紧身胸衣诱惑的女孩，他以一张图示来说明紧身胸衣对脊椎之害。
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（三）锻炼





普鲁斯特医生建议，与其借助人为的招数假扮苗条，不如常常锻炼。他举了些简便可行的例子，比如，从墙上跳下；边跳跃边旋转；摆动手臂；单腿支撑，保持平衡，等等，等等。
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有这么一位精于健身指导，从紧身胸衣到缝纫姿势都说得头头是道的父亲，马塞尔还想以自家的创作与《卫生诸要素》的作者一较短长，实在有点自不量力，若非出语轻率，那就只能说他太不知天高地厚。不过，且慢责备他的轻狂，我们先得问问，是否真有什么小说，具有治病疗伤的功用？小说这玩意儿是否真比乡间漫步、阿司匹林、干邑马爹利更能缓解痛苦？

若是不那么吹毛求疵，我们可以下定义说，小说乃是对现实的逃避。要离开熟悉的环境去远游，在火车站的报摊上买本平装书翻翻，也许不失为一乐（普鲁斯特恰恰就说起过，“我也曾希望自己拥有更大的读者群。我所谓的读者就是那些临上火车买上一本糟糕印刷品供路上解闷的人”）。登上火车的那一刻，我们便已从千篇一律的生活中脱身出来，进入到一个令人愉快的世界——至少新鲜感是让人愉快的。我们偶尔会停下来，看看窗外的景色，手里那本印刷拙劣的书还摊着，也许书里正写到一位戴单片眼镜的男爵怒气冲冲走入客厅。直到旅途终了，长鸣的汽笛、刺耳的刹车声方又将我们带回到现实之中，火车站向我们提示现实的世界，我们看见一大群青灰色的鸽子在废弃的糕饼屋前懒洋洋地啄食。（不过普鲁斯特的女仆塞丽斯蒂倒是有过一番不失有益的告诫，她在一篇回忆中说，别对普鲁斯特的小说太起劲，他的小说可不是供火车上消磨时间的。）

用小说助人遁入另一世界诚然愉快，但这并非对待这种文类的惟一方式。至少它绝非普鲁斯特的方式，当然另一点也是无须说的，以小说为消遣，肯定无法助他实现他对塞丽斯蒂表白的胸中抱负——追上父亲的成就。

要了解普鲁斯特关于读书的见解，也许我们最好是去看看他如何欣赏绘画。他的朋友吕西安·都德在他死后写过一篇文章，追述与他在一起的时日，其中就提到他们的卢浮宫之游。普鲁斯特观画时有个习惯，他总是喜欢将画中人拿来与他生活中的什么人作比。都德描述道，他们走进了一个挂有多米尼克·吉兰达奥画作的展馆，观赏一幅题为《老人与男孩》的画。此画作于1480年，画中的老人神态慈祥，鼻尖上有几粒痈。
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普鲁斯特看了一会，转身对都德说，这老者画得简直与马奎斯·德·劳侯爵一模一样。

马奎斯·德·劳侯爵是当时社交圈的名人，从一幅十四世纪末的意大利肖像画中认出一位十九世纪末的巴黎绅士，真是匪夷所思。巧的是，马奎斯有张照片还在，照片中的马奎斯与几位盛装的女士坐在花园里，那些女士的衣服怕是要五个女仆伺候才得上身。马奎斯头戴高帽，身穿深色礼服，袖口佩着链扣。虽说一身十九世纪的装束，照片拍得又不高明，马奎斯与意大利文艺复兴时期画家吉兰达奥笔下那位鼻上长痈的老人还真是像得出奇，看上去直如老人失散几个世纪、远隔几个国度的兄弟。
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普鲁斯特发现了在生活于迥异的世界中的人之间建立起视觉联系的可能性。这种可能性恰可为他下面的主张做注：“从审美的角度看，人的类型实在有限，以至我们定然到处会有不断认出熟人的快乐。”

这样的快乐并非单纯是视觉上的：既然人的类型有限，我们就可能一再不期然地读出我们认识的人，频生似曾相识之感。

比如，《追忆逝水年华》第二册中，叙事者造访诺曼底海滨度假胜地巴尔贝克，在那里他遇见并且爱上的女子我就似曾相识。这个叫阿尔贝蒂娜的年轻女子双颊丰满，肤色发暗，言动轻浮，笑眉笑眼，常喜戴顶黑色的马球帽。且看普鲁斯特怎样写她说话时的神情腔调：





阿尔贝蒂娜说话时，头部保持不动，鼻翼紧缩，只活动双唇，结果是带着鼻音，拖腔很重。这种声调的组成部分里，可能有外省遗传、年轻人故意模仿英国人的冷漠和外国女教师上课，以及鼻粘膜充血性肥大等各种因素。这种腔调，待她对人了解更深，自然而然又变得孩子气时，很快就消退了。这声调本来可以叫人觉得很不舒服，可是又很有风味，令我着迷。每当一连数日没有与她见面时，我就心浮气躁起来，一面还用她说这话时那种鼻音很重的腔调，人站得笔直，头部一动不动，自己反复说：“从来没见过你玩高尔夫球。”这时我便认为没有什么人比她更适合我的心意了。





有些文学作品中的虚构人物被作家写得活灵活现，常让我们阅读时禁不住想起现实生活中的熟人，二者常常出乎意料地相像。且举一例，读到普鲁斯特笔下的德·盖尔芒特公爵夫人，我就没法不想起我前任女友五十五岁的继母的模样，虽说她不讲法语，不是贵族，现住德汶岛，且根本不像公爵夫人那样多疑。此外，普鲁斯特笔下那位羞涩内向、优柔寡断的学者萨尼埃特也让我浮想联翩，此人常要掩饰真情，他向叙述者询问可否到他下榻的酒店拜访，说话的口气却居高临下，透着矜持。我念大学时有个老熟人菲利普就是这副嘴脸，这位老兄有个毛病，他决不容自己落到遭人拒绝。

“这几天我也许要去巴尔贝克一带，你该不会有事吧？你有事也没什么，我不过是随便一问。”萨尼埃特这样对叙述者说话，那腔调与菲利普约我晚上出去时的口气何其相似。我还在普鲁斯特笔下的吉尔贝特身上找到了朱丽娅的影子，我十二岁滑雪度假时遇见了她，她两次邀我喝茶（她慢慢吃着油酥千层糕，糕屑掉在她的印花衣服上），圣诞夜我吻了她，此后就再没见过面，因为她家在非洲。要是她童年的愿望得以实现，那她现在就该在那边当护士了。

普鲁斯特说得不错：“读小说而不从女主人公联想到自己恋人的某些特征，简直就不可能。”想象一下在巴尔贝克海滨漫步的阿尔贝蒂娜吧，那双满是笑意的眼睛，那顶黑色的马球帽，——多像我的女友凯特！凯特倒是没读过普鲁斯特，她喜欢乔治·艾略特，劳碌一天之后，没准还会翻翻《嘉人》杂志。
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凯特/阿尔贝蒂娜



我们阅读的小说与我们生活之间的这种密切联系，也许正是普鲁斯特说出下面这番话的原由：





在现实生活中，哪怕正读着小说，每个读者也还是他原来的那个自己，但是作家的作品如同透镜，作家借助它就能让读者获得从未有过的经历，没有这本书，读者也许永远不会有这样的体验。而读者从书中得到的体验，恰是作品真实性的明证。





但是，读者为何还要做原来的那个自己？为何普鲁斯特写小说也像他逛博物馆一样，那么喜欢强调现实中的我们与艺术作品之间的联系？

答案是，建立这种联系乃是艺术实现对人生有益影响（而非只是让我们逃避现实）的惟一方式。且将这方式称为“德劳现象”吧。“德劳现象”带来诸多好处，它让我们获得了种种可能性——从阿尔贝蒂娜身上认出凯特，从吉尔贝特的身上认出朱丽娅，泛而言之，从火车站报摊前掏钱买廉价读物的人群中认出我们自己。

“德劳现象”之益

（一）去到哪里均如重游旧地

我们会因普鲁斯特从四百年前的肖像画中认出了熟人而大感惊讶，这一事实说明，要让人们相信人之相似相通，实非易事。正如普鲁斯特所言：





过去时代的人们似乎遥不可及。从他们身上发掘出任何他们自己未曾宣之于外的东西，我们都会不以为然。如果在目下的生活中偶或体验到类于荷马式英雄的激情，我们就会感到不自在……我们想象荷马史诗……就像我们在动物园里隔着老远看狮子老虎。





这样的反应，应属正常——既然我们初识《奥德赛》中的人物，第一反应就是冲着他们瞪大双眼，好像他们是市立动物园栏杆后一群来回打转的鸭嘴兽。想到有个胡须浓密、不怀好意的家伙站在一群整个古人装束的友人中间开口发话，我们的惶惑也不会少到哪儿去。
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但是与荷马、普鲁斯特们相识既久，我们终于得益。我们发现，那个看似凶险万分的世界，本质上与我们的世界真的非常相似，与我们生活的时间、空间竟尔相接。既然如此，我们不妨将动物园的栅栏尽数拆除，让那些深陷特洛伊战争或圣日耳曼之战的生灵们重享自由。只因他们尽叫“尤里克来亚”、“泰勒马修斯”之类的怪名字又不会发传真，我们就不待见，现在想来真是毫无道理。

（二）疗救孤独

我们也应把自己从动物园里释放出来。不论何时何地，一个人对于何为“正常”的感觉常系于外在的“正常”标准，即行为的合度。小说人物的经验则将人类的行为推向了极致，从而提示我们，在现实环境中未能道出的思想和感受，并非不可理喻。因发现恋人整个晚餐心神不属而负气拌嘴吵了一通之后，听听普鲁斯特的叙述者向我们招供，或许是一种安慰：“一发现阿尔贝蒂娜对我不好，我就对她大光其火，而不对她说我心里多难受。”又道：“只有在离不开她时，我才会跟她闹着要分手。”听罢这番表白，我们会觉得自己热恋时的任情使性，似乎并不像鸭嘴兽的行径，古怪到莫名其妙。

“德劳现象”还可使我们感到自己不再孤独。若是你的恋人温柔无比地对你说，她想多点时间一个人呆着，那意味着她要跟你拜拜了，值此失恋时分，躺在床上，看看普鲁斯特的叙述者如何提炼出这样的警句，真是莫大的安慰——“恋人分手之际，还能把话说得平和得体的，肯定是已然变心的那一个”。看到小说中的人物（妙的是，阅读时那些人物仿佛就是我们自己）和我们一样受苦受难，并且遭此大难还能继续活着，我们是何等惬意！

（三）触摸心灵

小说的价值不限于将我们生命中熟悉的情感和人事一一描绘，小说还可将这一切写得入木三分，让我们体验到似曾相识却又无法表达的种种感受，对此我们惟有赞叹。

我们也许有盖尔芒特公爵夫人那样的熟人，且能够觉察到她神情的倨傲和优越，但也只是隐约模糊的感受，直到普鲁斯特借括号中的文字点明她在晚宴中的举动，我们方才知其为人。这次奢华的晚宴上，有位德·加拉东夫人不识眉眼高低，竟对盖尔芒特公爵夫人直呼其名（公爵夫人又名奥莉安·德·洛姆）：





“奥莉安，”（德·洛姆夫人立刻两眼向天，对着冥冥中似乎存在的某个第三者面作惊惧、嘲弄之色，好像在请他做证，她可没让德·加拉东夫人如此放肆，直呼她的教名）……





读这样一本刻意求工，写来婉妙而又犀利的书，其结果就是，或许我们合上了书页就会到自己的生活中去细察、寻思被作者写得活灵活现、宛如就在身边的人与事。我们的内心如同新调试过的雷达，在捕捉漂荡于意识之上的浮物，那情形就像你图清静带着收音机走进一间空屋，却发现收音机里只有一个特别的频率是清楚的，满屋子都是发自乌克兰电台的声音，或是某个出租车中心的午夜闲聊节目。于是你的思绪开始四处游走，看看日影移动，注意一张表情丰富的脸，想想某个朋友的虚情假意，说不定还会为什么事情一阵说不出的悲哀袭上心来，而此前你甚至不知道自己会为此动情。总之，书以其充盈的感性刺激着我们麻木的神经，让我们变得敏感起来。

惟其如此，普鲁斯特才会如此向读者进言：





读天才作家的新作，我们会欣喜于种种的发现，我们在书中找到了我们自感羞惭的念头，我们压在心底、不敢表露的快乐和忧伤——一句话，我们发现了一整个我们曾经鄙薄不屑的情感世界。恰是这书教我们领略这世界的价值，让我们幡然猛醒。





说这话时普鲁斯特很低调，他倒没将自己的小说归入其中。
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◆
 ◆
 ◆ ◆◆
 ◆


普鲁斯特的作品诚然不同凡响，不过最狂热的崇拜者也不得不承认它有一大毛病——这书实在长得没边。如他弟弟罗贝尔所言，“要想读《追忆逝水年华》，先得大病一场，或是把腿摔折，要不哪来那么多时间？”但是诊出肺结核或断腿打了石膏躺在床上，得了闲工夫的人又须迎接新的挑战，那就是普鲁斯特式的冗长句子，它们盘曲缠绕，如同长蛇。最长的句子出在第五册，要是以标准印刷字体排成一列，差不多要有四米长，足可围着酒瓶底部绕上十七圈：

阿尔弗莱德·安布罗从未见识过这样的玩意儿。他是享有盛名的奥兰多夫出版公司的头儿，还在1913年初，作家罗贝尔就请他考虑普鲁斯特的书稿。罗贝尔与这家出版公司有合作关系，一直在促成普鲁斯特作品的出版。

安布罗匆匆翻了翻小说的开头，眼里满是疑惑，“我亲爱的朋友，恕我眼拙，”他答复道，“我实在搞不懂，这家伙干吗花了三十页纸写他在床上翻来覆去睡不着觉？”

真是无独有偶，几个月前，法斯盖勒出版社请的审稿人雅克·马德莱也读过这捆书稿。“七百二十多页读下来，”他说道，“不知因摸不着头脑叹了多少回气，因终不见了局发了多少回烦，到头来还是一头雾水，没一点头绪。整个不知作者在写什么。到底是什么意思？作者究竟是何用意？天晓得！实在不知对这本书说什么好。”
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不过马德莱还是就前十七页的内容写了个梗概：“有个人患了失眠症。他在床上翻来覆去，睡意蒙眬间，昔日的印象和幻象浮上心来，这里面有些就是写他小时与父母住在贡布雷时如何深更半夜还难以入睡。老天爷！写了十七页！有个句子（第四页末至第五页）居然有四十四行。”

其他的出版社反应也差不多。无奈之下，普鲁斯特只好自己掏钱出书（几年后他则可以拿那些因错失良机追悔致歉的商家寻开心了）。但是指责此书繁缛冗长、难以卒读的，仍大有人在。1923年底，《追忆逝水年华》已然名声大噪了，普鲁斯特还收到过这样一封信，写信的是个美国人，她说自己芳龄二十七，现居罗马，生得花容月貌，三年来她诸事不问，专心拜读他的大作。不过她有一事见告：“我就是读不懂，一点也不懂。亲爱的普鲁斯特先生，您就不要阳春白雪，下里巴人一回吧。请用两行字告诉我，您到底想说些什么。”

这位罗马佳丽的沮丧很说明问题：普鲁斯特的拿腔做调有违关于长度的一个基本法则，该法则规定，表现某种经验，自有合适的字数，其长短与欲表现者正相匹配。普鲁斯特的问题不在写得太多，而在他总是抛开主题，没完没了地扯闲篇。睡觉？两个字就结了；主人公闹肚子或是接下去写院里的一只德国牧羊犬在下崽？四行足矣。但是普鲁斯特的假门假式不光在写睡觉时发作，不拘写晚宴、诱惑还是嫉妒，他总是会旁逸斜出，离题万里。

“全英普鲁斯特梗概大赛”的灵感就是从这儿来的，这节目由蒙蒂·派尚在南部的一处海滨度假胜地主持，大赛要求参赛者在十五秒钟以内概述七巨册的《追忆逝水年华》，身着泳装和礼服上场交卷。第一个参赛者是来自卢顿的哈里·巴格特，他匆匆交上了下面的几行字：





普鲁斯特的小说显然写的是时间的一去不返，无知与经验，以及对恒久价值、对重获时光的强调。小说最终是乐观的，同时又放在了人类宗教经验的背景上。在第一册中，斯万去拜访……





此时十五秒钟已到，不能再写了。“很好，”节目主持人有几分勉强地说，“可惜他由对作品的总评开始，未及进入细部。”他对该选手感谢了一通，又对他的泳裤恭维一番，而后就让他鞠躬走人。

虽说这人栽了，整个大赛还是让人充满希望，十五秒内搞掂普鲁斯特，将洋洋洒洒七大本的内容缩为梗概，而且不走样、不弄到鸡零狗碎，并非不可能。只要有一个应征者，就算大功告成。

普鲁斯特拿什么当早饭？病重之前的惯例是两杯极浓的牛奶咖啡，外加一块羊角面包。咖啡盛在镌有他姓名缩写的银壶里，他喜欢在过滤器中装满咖啡，让水一滴一滴滤过。面包则是让女仆专门到一家糕饼屋买来，就这家店做的面包松脆可口，恰到好处。普鲁斯特就这么将羊角面包泡在牛奶咖啡里慢慢吃着，一边开始读来信，看报纸。

对看报这事，普鲁斯特可谓爱恨交加。在十五秒内压缩七大本的小说诚然非比寻常，可就每天都须出报，就内容繁多而言，报纸要做的压缩工作恐怕尤有过之。每天报上的内容都足可写上厚厚二十大本，却不得不压缩成寥寥数行，去同一大堆曾经大红大紫而今没颜落色的故事争夺读者的眼球。

普鲁斯特写道：





读报这事让人生厌，又让人欲罢不能。谢天谢地——过去的二十四小时里天底下出了那么多的事儿：死了五万人的战争，谋杀、罢工、破产、失火、离婚、投毒、自杀，政客与戏子的无情……对我们这些看客，种种的不幸与灾难皆化为一顿可口的早餐，再配上点煽情的牛奶咖啡，火爆刺激，真是妙不可言。





我们本想将这些简无再简的消息看个仔细，老想着再呷一口咖啡的念头却不免让我们心神不属，何况那版面上此时又落了不少面包屑。当然，这也不打紧，报道将事情压缩得越厉害，我们似乎就越不必为弄清事情的原委劳神费心。忘掉五万人死于战火，叹口气把报纸搁过一边，在枯燥的日常生活中来上那么点淡淡的忧郁，想想其实一天里什么事也没有，心里何等轻松。

但这不是普鲁斯特的方式。我们从吕西安·都德不经意的议论中看到的，是普鲁斯特完整的哲学，他的这套哲学不单关乎阅读，而且关乎人生：





他读报非常仔细，甚至连新闻摘要都不放过。他的想象和虚构本事实在了得，一则新闻提要到他这儿可以化为一部或喜或悲的长篇小说。





《费加罗报》普鲁斯特每天必读，该报的新闻提要，胆小的人看了，真得犯心脏病。1914年的某个早晨，读者可在报上看到下面这些内容：





在维尔邦涅大街繁忙拥挤的路口，一匹马突然撞上一辆有轨电车的后部，结果电车翻倒，三位乘客受重伤，被送往医院。

在奥贝一家变电站工作的马塞尔·佩热尼先生在向朋友介绍电站情况时，手指不慎碰到高压电线，当场身亡。

当教师的居勒·雷纳尔先生昨在地铁共和国站以左轮手枪对准胸口，开枪自杀。据称雷纳尔先生患上了不治之症。





难道这样的新闻也能生发出悲剧性或喜剧性的小说？居勒·雷纳尔？这位左岸女子中学的化学老师婚姻不幸，原就患有哮喘，又被诊断得了直肠癌，听上去颇似巴尔扎克、陀思妥耶夫斯基，或是左拉笔下的人物。触电身亡的马塞尔·佩热尼呢？他那么热心地向朋友显摆电器设备知识，终以身殉，乃是为了促成儿子的婚事：他那兔唇儿子塞尔吉看中了朋友不穿紧身胸衣的女儿玛蒂尔德。维尔邦涅大街的那匹马呢？它会一个跟头翻上电车，怕是在怀念过去参加障碍赛的好日子，要不就是在为前些天集市上被撞死的兄弟报仇，人真可恶，竟将它兄弟做成了马排——这故事写成专栏小品颇为相宜。

关于普鲁斯特的借题发挥的本事，还有一更严肃正经的例子。1907年1月，他正读报间，忽被一头条新闻摘要“疯狂的悲剧”吸引。出身中产阶级的年轻人亨利·梵·布莱伦伯格“疯病发作”，用厨刀刺死了母亲。他母亲惊呼：“亨利，亨利，你对我干了什么？”双手伸向天空，倒在地板上。亨利随即将自己反锁在房间里，想用那把厨刀割喉自杀，却找不准血管，于是又拿了把左轮手枪对着太阳穴扣动了扳机。但他玩枪也是个生手，警察（其中有一位碰巧也叫普鲁斯特）赶到现场时发现他在自己房间的床上，脸上血肉模糊，一只眼球悬于眼眶外，与满是鲜血的眼窝似断似连。警察向他询问躺在外面的母亲是怎么回事，他未及说完即一命呜呼。

倘若与案犯是陌路之人，普鲁斯特对这报道也许扫上几眼，深呷一口咖啡，便即放过。偏偏他与这位温文尔雅、多愁善感的亨利·梵·布莱伦伯格在几次宴会上见过面，有过几次书信往还，就在几个星期前，还收到过他的信，信中布莱伦伯格询及他的健康，悬想新年二人运气如何，且希望他们不久即能再度见面。

阿尔弗莱德·安布罗、马德莱和那位定居罗马的美女读者或许都会下此判断：对此骇人听闻的罪案，最相宜的文字表述是一二惊叹之语。普鲁斯特则整整写了一篇满满五页纸的文章，将这个眼球悬于眶外的厨房惨剧放到更大的背景上细加探究。他不肯仅仅将此故事看作一桩闻所未闻、难以置信的凶杀案，宁将其视为人性中固有悲剧因素的又一显例，而自古希腊迄今，人的悲剧性恰是西方众多伟大作品的中心主题。在普鲁斯特看来，亨利弑母时的疯狂一如埃阿斯杀心顿起，令希腊羊倌及羊群惨遭杀戮时那莫名的愤怒。亨利就是又一个俄狄浦斯，亨利眼球悬于眼眶之外，俄狄浦斯以取自其母（亦其妻）伊俄卡斯特死时衣上的金扣刺瞎自己的双眼，二者正相仿佛。亨利看着母亲死去想必会感到心痛欲绝吧？这情景让普鲁斯特联想到抱着考狄莉娅尸身痛哭的李尔王，彼时李尔王哭喊道：“她永远去了。她已归于尘土。再不会，再不会活过来了！为什么狗、马、老鼠之类都还活着，你却再无一点呼吸？”当警官诘问奄奄待毙的亨利之时，作家普鲁斯特却感到自己就像《李尔王》剧中的肯特，正在让爱德加别去惊动意乱神迷的李尔王：“别打扰他的灵魂，哦，随他去吧。”

这一番引经据典并非只是卖弄学问（尽管普鲁斯特碰巧说过这样的话：“若是别人的说法较自己苦思冥想所得更有意思，断不可错失良机，拒不引用。”），我们毋宁认为，这是引导人们思索弑母惨剧背后深意的一种方法。对普鲁斯特而言，梵·布莱伦伯格对每个人均有启迪意义，我们不能以为事不关己，全然置身事外而遽下判断。也许我们只不过是忘了给母亲寄生日贺卡，然当听到梵·布莱伦伯格夫人“你对我干了什么？！你对我干了什么？！”的呼号，隐隐的罪恶感也会油然而生。“‘你对我干了什么？！你对我干了什么？！’——如果于此深思，”普鲁斯特写道，“我们或许会发现，惟有深爱儿子的母亲，才会在濒死之际，如此深切、绝望地责备儿子。事实是，随着时光推移，我们往往会以我们的关爱，以我们令他们承受的忧虑和不时的惊恐，将所有爱我们的人均置于死地。”

经这样一番生发，一个看似并不比本埠消息中寥寥数行的花边新闻更起眼的故事，竟可进入悲剧史，走入母子关系的普遍主题，而它竟能唤起我们复杂的同情。须知这样的同情人们通常只给予舞台上的俄狄浦斯，为一则早报上的凶杀案唏嘘不已乃至大惊小怪，则被认为是过于滥情。

于此我们也就知道，人类的经验是多么微妙脆弱，经不起半点删削压缩，这样的经验原本可以成为明确的路标，引导我们走出迷途，而人们却是那样漫不经心，随手即将其弃置一旁。事实上，许多文学作品和戏剧就其题材而言，与早报上的花边新闻大同小异，若是取了花边新闻的形式，最初又是在餐桌边读到，我们会毫无反应，而这些作品恰恰早已被证明是根本无法删削压缩的。





维罗纳一对年轻恋人的惨剧：一青年男子误认恋人已死，自杀身亡。其恋人苏醒后见情人一命呜呼，亦以身殉。

俄国一年轻母亲因家庭纠葛投轨自杀。

法国外省一年轻母亲因家庭问题饮药身亡。





——此等消息实在平淡无奇。然而莎士比亚、托尔斯泰、福楼拜等却以其卓越的艺术告诉我们：即使琐碎如花边新闻中的罗密欧、安娜·卡列尼娜、包法利夫人故事，亦有深意存焉。只要脑子正常，任何人皆可从中看出，这是些配得上伟大作品、有资格登上环球剧院舞台的人物，而一眼望去，这些人物与维尔邦涅大街冲向电车的那匹马，与奥贝那位触电身亡的佩热尼先生，似乎毫无差别。由此普鲁斯特宣称，艺术作品是否伟大与其取材如何毫无关系，而与对题材的处理则息息相关。进而他还断言，以艺术的眼光，即芥子之微亦可见须弥之大，我们会发现，甚至报上的一则香皂广告，也可以像帕斯卡尔的《沉思录》一样，令人回味无穷。

布莱兹·帕斯卡尔生于1623年，自小即被目为天才（并非仅仅是其显贵的家族自相标榜）。二十岁时他已弄通欧几里得的三十二条定理，继则穷究数学，测算大气压力，制作计算器，设计公共马车。染上肺结核之后他还写了一部为基督教辩护的格言集，这部语带悲观却文采斐然的书，即是鼎鼎大名的《沉思录》。

《沉思录》的价值不言而喻，我们从中获得启示也丝毫不必惊讶。此部大作在文化史上自有其不可动摇的地位。它令我们生出此想：若是掩卷之后仍不晓其价值，应责备的不是作者，而是我们自己。当然《沉思录》的妙处我们还是看得出，因为此书所论具有普遍意义，文字引人入胜且有某种现代的简洁。“我们并非总是挑那些出身高贵者当船长，”——有一则格言这样写道。这是对世袭贵族的抗议，如今我们自不难欣赏其中的冷嘲热讽，而在帕斯卡尔的时代重门第而不重才能，此种言论真称得上惊世骇俗。帕斯卡尔在此一语双关，以航海喻政治，不动声色地讥刺了某些人仅因出身世家即能身居高位的陋规：出身贵胄者或许会反唇相讥，就算他们连乘法口诀都拎不清，到了七乘几便一筹莫展，他们命中注定还是会独揽大权，你又奈何？——帕斯卡尔时代的读者也许会惧于此等盛气凌人的声势，不敢与之争辩；但若是有位对航海一窍不通的公爵要充船长领他们过好望角，再以类似的说词作论据，他们恐怕多半就不会逆来顺受，听之任之了。

再来看看普鲁斯特说的香皂广告吧。这离帕斯卡尔引我们进入的精神领地何其遥远！画中的长发美人喜不自胜，一念全在香皂。但见她手捧前胸，身边即是铺了软垫的首饰盒，盒中与项链在一处的，居然是码得整整齐齐的香皂。
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肥皂泡予人的快感当真能与帕斯卡尔《沉思录》予人的启迪相提并论？这似乎不大说得通。当然也非普鲁斯特本意。他只是告诉我们，即使微末如香皂广告者，也可成为我们沉思的起点，由此直趋深处，其所获或者不下于《沉思录》中那些已然充分表达、充分展开了的思想。此前我们不会对肥皂之类遥想深思，也许是由于因循的观念，这种观念认定思想只可见于此，不可见于彼；也许是起于心灵的麻痹，岂不知正是心灵的力量指引福楼拜将一则少妇自杀的花边新闻升华为《包法利夫人》，也正是心灵的力量令普鲁斯特在他那部巨著的开头就睡意蒙眬的状态整整写了三十页。

普鲁斯特之耽于深思，我们于有关他阅读的另一事例中亦可见一斑。他的朋友莫里斯·多布雷告诉我们，当其难以成眠之时，马塞尔最喜欢读的，竟是火车时刻表。
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火车时刻表



普鲁斯特在其生命的最后八年根本不可能离开巴黎，对这样一个病人，关心圣拉扎尔车站的火车何时发车，可说毫无意义。然而普鲁斯特不仅读，而且还读得津津有味，如同那是一部写乡间生活的引人入胜的小说。单是时刻表上外省火车站的站名，即足以引他浮想联翩，据此他能想象出一个鲜活完整的乡间世界：农舍里家庭生活的活剧，乡下官吏的胡作非为，以及田间的劳作。

普鲁斯特辩称，如此陶醉于随心所欲的阅读，正是作家的典型特征，惟真正的作家才会对那些看似与伟大艺术了不相关的东西深感兴趣，流连忘返。作家正是这样一些人，对他们而言——





不拘外省剧场一场拙劣透顶的音乐演出，或是高雅之士以为可笑之极的晚会，都能唤起回忆，且引人心醉神迷，浮想联翩，大剧院上演的大戏或圣日耳曼区举行的迷人晚宴则未必有此效果。在雅人看来，火车时刻表不过是不得已翻翻的印刷品，然而对他而言，火车时刻表上北方铁道站的站名却远比煌煌哲学巨著更有意思，这表上满是些他从小到大没听说过的地名，他喜欢想象自己在某个秋日的傍晚到了某个车站，下了火车，时已深秋，木叶尽脱，空气里弥漫着秋天清冷的气息。高雅之士不免要出言相讥：才华过人而耽读此类垃圾，真是愚不可及。





——纵使不能说“愚不可及”，也总是大悖常理吧。刚认识普鲁斯特的人，常会产生这样的印象。普鲁斯特往往会问生活中一些细枝末节的问题，诸如日常用品广告、巴黎到勒阿弗尔的火车时刻表之类，但有谁没事干，尽琢磨这些没要紧的事？

1919年，年轻的外交官哈洛德·尼科尔森在里兹饭店的一次晚宴上经人介绍，与普鲁斯特相识。其时一战刚刚结束，尼科尔森作为英国代表团的成员，随团参加巴黎和会。他对自己的使命颇感兴趣，然而他发现，普鲁斯特对此事的兴趣较他尤有过之。

在日记中，尼科尔森记下了那天的晚宴：





一次盛宴。普鲁斯特面色苍白，脸形瘦长，胡子没刮，不修边幅。他不住地问我问题，让我告诉他会上工作是怎样进行的。我说：“是这样。通常我们是十点开会，身后是秘书……”他马上说：“请别，请别，这样说太快了。从头说吧。您乘的是代表团的车。您在外交部下车。而后沿楼梯而上。接着您来到大厅。好吧，接着说。请精确一点，我亲爱的朋友，请精确一点。”于是我只好事无巨细，一一道来。什么装模作样的外交礼节，什么握手寒暄，地图，翻动文件发出的声音，隔壁房间里的茶水，杏仁饼干……总之什么都说到了。他听得津津有味，不时还要插上一句：“精确一点，我亲爱的先生，请别太快。”





“别太快”似乎是普鲁斯特的口头禅。“别太快”的好处是，当我们玩味事情的过程时，这个世界会变得更有意思。尼科尔森原本三言两语就将早上的事交待了（“是这样，我们一般十点钟开会”），现在则说到了握手、地图、翻动文件发出的声音，说到了杏仁饼干。那杏仁饼干尤其值得一提，它可视为普氏“别太快”之说的一个极好的象征——如果我们行色匆匆，就不可能留意到它诱人的香味。

少一点贪欲，多一点体察，放慢了脚步的我们就会变得更有同情心。再想想那位不知所措的梵·布莱伦伯格，我们提起那桩弑母案时，就会将心比心，而不是嘀咕一声“疯子”就将报纸翻到下一页。

其实这样延展思绪，不惟能让我们更好地理解罪案，即对我们的日常生活也大有好处。普鲁斯特的叙述者曾以无比冗长的篇幅来描述面临抉择时的优柔寡断，他不知是否应向女友阿尔贝蒂娜求婚，有时他觉得离了她自己就活不了，有时又确信自己根本不想再见到她，——真是痛苦万状。

若是在前述“全英普鲁斯特梗概大赛”中要求概述这一段，娴熟一点的参赛者不到两秒钟就可将其搞定：“年轻人不知他是否当求婚。”虽说没有简短到这地步，书中叙述者收到的那封信却也有同样的效果。此信是他母亲寄来，信中提及他在婚事上的举棋不定，首鼠两端，其措辞令他顿觉自己夸饰可笑：此前那样思前想后，分析来分析去，真是小题大做，何苦来哉。读罢此信，叙述者对自己说：





我一直在想入非非，事情其实很简单……我是个优柔寡断的年轻人，不过是个再寻常不过的结婚问题，就为了结婚还是不结婚，花上那么多时间。而对阿尔贝蒂娜说来，这事根本就没什么特别。





看来简洁的叙述也并非一无是处。我们“感到不安”，我们“想家”，我们“迁入新居”，我们“面对死亡”，或是“害怕撒手”——就这么直截了当。如此这般，倒可直奔主题，远兜远转，大费周折，似乎显得多余。

可是事情通常并非如此简单。普鲁斯特笔下的叙述者读罢母亲的信，过片刻回头再想，就觉他和阿尔贝蒂娜间的事远不像母亲说得那么易于分解，是故他又重新回到冗长，花了几百页的篇幅将与阿尔贝蒂娜交往的前前后后细加追溯（“别太快”），结末还发了下面这一通议论：





如果置身局外，当然可将任何事都大而化之，权作报上飞短流长的花边新闻看。若是事不关己，没准我自己也是如此。但是和阿尔贝蒂娜之间发生的一切我心知肚明，至少我知道自己的所思所想，知道我从阿尔贝蒂娜眼睛里读出来的话，知道折磨我的恐惧，还有我不断就与阿尔贝蒂娜的关系想着的问题，这些全都千真万确，一样也假不了。优柔寡断的求婚者，没指望的婚约——外人眼中，我的情形也许就是这么个老套的故事，就像一位熟极而流的记者看罢一场戏，马上就塞给我们一篇报道，以易卜生某个剧本的主题将那出戏一言道尽。但是，有些东西注定是那报道不能尽言的。





这一课有何教益？他让我们好好去品戏，耐心读报，如同那是悲剧小说喜剧小说的顶尖之作，或者，如果有必要，就花上三十页去写蒙眬的睡意。如果没那么多时间，至少别学奥兰多夫的阿尔弗莱德·安布罗，法斯盖勒的马德莱，对这二人，普鲁斯特曾下过如此定义：“忙得没工夫做手上的事情的‘忙人’，因‘忙’而总是兴兴头头——尽管忙得毫无意义。”
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要考量某人是否有智慧，细察此人的精神与身体的状况或许不失为一个好办法。可想而知，如果他们的见解当真值得我们关注，第一个从中获益的就是创造出这些见解的人。以此观之，我们不仅对作家的作品感兴趣，而且对其生活也感到好奇，岂不是顺理成章？

圣伯夫乃十九世纪极受推崇的批评家，他想必会对此种说法大表赞赏。他曾有言：





我们应就一位作家向自己出一系列的问题，只有将这些疑团一一解开——即使只是自言自语，自问自答，即使这些问题对作家的写作来说看似无关紧要——否则我们就不能对该作家有完整的把握。这人的宗教倾向如何？自然景观对他有何影响？在女性面前他有何表现？他如何处置金钱？他是富有，还是贫寒？他在饮食上有何嗜好？日常起居如何？他有无不良记录？或者，他有何弱点？凡此种种，均与他的写作息息相关。





纵使有此铺垫，答案多半仍会令我们大吃一惊。不论作家如何才华横溢，也不论其作品如何富于智慧，他的生活很可能是一团糟，充满了种种的不谐、悲惨，乃至愚蠢。

普鲁斯特即据此反驳圣伯夫的论调，他气势颇盛地辩道：关键是作品本身，作家的生平则无关紧要。明乎此，我们才能肯定自己欣赏的确系荦荦大者（“千真万确，有些作家比他们的作品更值得称道，但那恰恰是因为他们的作品算不得好书”）。巴尔扎克举止乖张，司汤达言语无味，波德莱尔压抑病态——也许都是实情，但是这些毛病未在其作品中留下任何痕迹，我们难道会因此对他们的作品弃而不观？

这样的论辩诚然足以服人，不过从中我们也不难察知普鲁斯特何以如此急于澄清该问题的个人理由：他的作品合于情理，结构精妙，常予人静谧安宁乃至不食人间烟火之感，他的生活却被肉体上和精神上的痛苦苦苦纠缠。于此也就不难明白，何以有人对发煌普鲁斯特的一套生活哲学大感兴趣，却再不会想去过普鲁斯特那样的生活。

痛苦至此，一个人当真能安之若素，毫无疑虑怨愤之意？普鲁斯特当真洞明一切，对我们说得头头是道，而依然过着一种苦不堪言的生活？他的事例真的足以驳倒圣伯夫？

对普鲁斯特而言，生活的确是一场考验，单是心理的问题就够折磨人的了。

——犹太母亲问题

普鲁斯特的母亲是娇惯儿子的典型。“对她而言，我永远是四岁小儿，”普鲁斯特夫人的娇宠儿子说。他对她以“妈咪”相称，更多的时候则唤她“亲爱的小妈咪”。

普鲁斯特的朋友马塞尔·普兰德威尼回忆说：“他从不说‘我爸爸’‘我妈妈’，总是仅说‘妈咪’、‘爹地’，每说起就泪眼欲滴，喉头发紧，嗓音因强忍呜咽而显沙哑，简直像个易动感情的小男孩。”

普鲁斯特夫人以一种过火的方式爱着儿子，过火到施之情人也会令其尴尬。至少就其大包大揽的做法而言，这份溺爱导致了儿子绵软的性格。她总觉得普鲁斯特离了她就一事无成。从他出生到母亲过世，他们一直生活在一起，而母亲过世时，他已经三十四岁。即便如此，这位母亲仍忧心忡忡，她最担心的是，一旦她撒手而去，儿子还怎么活。普鲁斯特在母亲死后解释说：“我母亲还想活下去是因为怕我陷入痛苦，她知道一旦她不在我必会如此。我们在一起过的日子就像一场演练。她一直在教我没了她的日子我该怎样生活，……我则在不住地让她放心，说她不在了我自己会打理好一切的。”

尽管是出于爱子之心，普鲁斯特夫人的方式却未免太一意孤行了。普鲁斯特二十四岁那年，很难得的，居然有一度母子小别。马塞尔写信告诉她他的睡眠不错（他的睡眠如何，大便正常否，加上食欲怎样，构成了母子书信不变的话题）。“妈咪”大人却责他说得不够详细：“你说‘睡了好几个钟头’，这等于什么也没说，或者根本就没说到要紧的。我还得再问：

你在__上床睡觉，

你在__起床？”

普鲁斯特通常很乐意满足母亲的控制欲，总是一五一十，详细秉报（她和圣伯夫即此倒是很可以好好谈谈）。时不时地，马塞尔也会主动贡献些鸡毛蒜皮的问题：“我解手时忽然有火烧火燎的感觉，让你不得不打住，过会儿再尿，这样的情况一刻钟里就有五六次。你问问爹地，这是怎么回事。我这些天啤酒喝得没边没沿，小便不畅是不是由此而起？”这是他在给母亲的一封信里嘀咕的。当是时也，“爹地”六十八，“妈咪”五十三，他本人则已经三十一岁。

有次接受问卷调查，面对“何事让你感到不幸”这样的问题，普鲁斯特的回答是：“与母亲分离。”当其深夜不能入睡母亲又已归寝之时，他会给母亲写信，并将信放在她房间门口，以便让她一早起来就能看到。信通常都是这么写的：“亲爱的小妈咪，我怎么也睡不着，只好给你写个纸条，告诉你我一直在想着你。”

虽有此等甜腻的通信，他与母亲的关系中却也潜隐着某种紧张。他发现母亲宁可他灾病不断，诸事由人，也不愿他身体康健，尿路通畅。有一次他在信里写道：“实情是，一旦我身体好一点你就心烦意乱，非到我又病了，你才称心如意。有了健康就得不到关爱，真是叫人伤心。”此信是对母亲自居护士，视他为病人的控制欲的一次反抗性发作。这样的发作可谓绝无仅有，然而却是耐人寻味。

——尴尬的欲望

马塞尔异于一般的男孩，这个真相是后来才慢慢发现的。“一个人是生性内向，还是天生就是诗人，是势利鬼，或是个十足的坏蛋，这些他自己一开始也说不清，道不明。一个惯读色情诗，看春宫画的男孩，即令他身体正贴着一个男生，他脑子里浮现的也是和女人交合的图景。当其读着拉法耶特夫人、拉辛、波德莱尔、瓦尔特·司各特的作品且但觉心心相应之时，他怎么会怀疑自己与常人不同，有反常的倾向？”

但是渐渐普鲁斯特发现，想象与司各特笔下美女狄亚娜·维侬一夜缱绻的情景，对他居然毫无吸引力，反不如与某个男生肌肤相亲来得诱人。在当时尚不开放的法国，此种倾向很难被接受，那位一直盼着儿子了却终身大事的母亲当然也难以理解。每当普鲁斯特的朋友和他一同出入戏院餐馆，他母亲总是请他们邀几个年轻姑娘同去。

——约会问题

他母亲实在应当花心思为他多邀几个男子，因为似他这般对狄亚娜·维侬无动于衷的少男，委实不多见。十六岁的美少年丹尼尔·阿勒维是普鲁斯特的同窗，也曾是他属意的对象，无奈他这边情意绵绵，那一方却并不领情，害得他大发幽怨：“你是如此可人，你的眼睛多么明媚，……你的肉体，你的内心……如此柔顺，如此温婉，直叫我意乱神迷，我觉得自己好似就坐在你的大腿上，两心相映，混而为一，……我的痴情换来的不应是冷言冷语。”

阿勒维的绝情甚至惹得普鲁斯特搬出西方哲学史引经据典。他告诉阿勒维：“我可以自豪地说，我有不少聪明过人、情操优雅的朋友，他们都曾在少年时代一度与男孩相好，后来才回过头来追求女人……我特别想对你说起的是两位冠绝一时的人物，苏格拉底和蒙田。终其一生，这两位都在尽情享乐。他们都认定，正当青春年华的男子就该‘寻欢作乐’，如此才能了然某些不为人知的快乐，也才能让他们盈怀的柔情尽有所归。他们认为，对醉心美感、情窦初开的青年男子说来，这种兼有感官之乐和精神之恋的情谊大有好处，与蠢笨、俗气的女人谈情说爱则大为不值。”

遗憾的是，那位阿勒维瞎了眼，不听他的高论，一如既往跟在蠢笨而又俗气的女人后面打转。

——浪漫的悲观

“爱情是不治之症。”“爱情与痛苦同在。”“陷入爱情的人一定不快乐，快乐的人肯定并未陷入爱情。”

甚至圣伯夫最坚定的反对派也会犯嘀咕：爱情上遭受的挫折，没准对一个作家的创作还真有些影响。普鲁斯特对爱情的渴求近乎神经质，同时他在追逐爱情上的那份笨拙却是无可救药，这二者混在一处，他那份浪漫的悲观，某种程度上即是由此而起。他声称：“当我真正陷入悲伤之时，我的惟一安慰就是爱和被人所爱。”他如此界定自己的主要性格特征：“我需要被人爱，更确切地说，我需要的是别人的娇宠、溺爱，而不是仰慕。”但是他年轻时频频惑于美少年而自作多情，成年后情场上同样是一无所获。他接连迷上过好几个年轻男子，却无一人给他半点回应。1911年在海滨胜地加堡，普鲁斯特曾向年轻的阿尔伯特·纳米亚表露他心中的沮丧：“真想用我整个的心去拥抱你，倘若我能改变性别和年纪，摇身变为美貌的少女，那该多好。”有一段时间，普鲁斯特相与了出租车司机阿尔弗莱德·阿格斯蒂奈里，曾有过短暂的快乐。阿格斯蒂奈里甚至和妻子一起住进了普鲁斯特的寓所，谁料他不久即死于安提比斯的飞机失事。此后普鲁斯特再未动过真情，这段经历只是再度佐证了爱情与痛苦之常相伴随。

——戏剧梦的落空

弗洛伊德的精神分析固然有陷阱，不过我们细察性与爱间的关系，会发现似乎确有难以谐调的一面。从1906年普鲁斯特提交雷纳尔多·哈恩的剧本提纲里抄上一段，正可充当最好的注脚。这段话如下：

一对你敬我爱的夫妻，丈夫对妻子情深意长，神圣、纯洁（不消说，绝对地忠诚）。但这男子是个虐待狂，虽说钟爱妻子，却与妓女有染，他从对自己情感的亵渎中找到了快感。到后来，这个总是在寻求刺激的虐待狂，落到对那些妓女大说侮辱太太的脏话的程度，还要她们说些肮脏之事加到太太身上，他自己也跟着说（五分钟后他即对这套把戏感到厌恶）。他满口污言秽语，太太走进房间他也没听见。她不能相信自己的眼睛和耳朵，晕倒在地。而后她决意离去。丈夫哀求，无效。妓女还想和他寻欢作乐，但此时他心痛欲裂，再不能从性虐待中寻得快感。他努力多次，最终也未能让太太回心转意，她甚至对他理也不理，那男子于是自杀身亡。

惨得很，巴黎没一家剧院对这剧本感兴趣。

——知音难寻

这是天才人物通常会遇到的问题。《在斯万家那边》写毕后，普鲁斯特寄了几份给友人，这些人当中有不少甚至连邮包都懒得拆。

“亲爱的路易，读我的书了吗？”普鲁斯特回想起向公子哥儿路易·达尔布菲拉打探时的情形。

“读你的书？你写了一本书？”他那位朋友应以满脸的诧异。

“当然，路易，我寄了一本给你的。”

“啊，我亲爱的马塞尔，你若送我一本，我一定会读的。只是我不能肯定我收到过这书。”

加斯东·德·凯拉薇夫人那边的情况令人宽慰。她致信作者，以最热情的语句对赠书一事表达谢忱，她告诉作者：“书中写第一次领圣餐的那一段我一读再读，因我经历过同样的痛苦，同样的幻灭。”加斯东·德·凯拉薇夫人读得如此用心，真是令人动容——要是她肯拨冗读这本书，注意到书中根本没提及什么宗教仪式，对作者来说也许倒是更仁慈一些。

普鲁斯特得出了结论：“书出了几个月，人们对我说起来竟是胡话连篇，倒见出他们不是已经忘却，就是根本没读。”

——而立之年的自我评价

“没有快乐，没有目标，没有行动，也没有抱负。有的是已经到头的人生路，是父母忧心忡忡的关注，没什么幸福可言。”

至于病痛，倒可开出长长一份清单：

——哮喘

他十岁那年头一次发哮喘，此后终其一生就没停过。这病一旦发作就来势汹汹，一喘就喘上一个多钟头，一天能发作不下十次。发作常在夜里而不是白天，普鲁斯特的生活因此昼夜颠倒。他早上七点钟睡觉，下午四五点钟起床。他发现他根本不能外出，特别是在夏天。如果非得出门，那也只能呆在密不透风的出租车里。他的寓所永远是门窗紧闭，帘幕低垂。他从不见太阳，不呼吸新鲜空气，锻炼之类根本无从说起。

——饮食

到后来他一天只能吃一顿，不能再多，而这一顿之量委实惊人，至少得管他上床之前的八小时。普鲁斯特曾详列食单，向一位医生描述他通常一天都吃些什么：两个鸡蛋加奶油沙司，烤鸡翅一枚，羊角面包三只，法式炒杂碎一盘，葡萄若干，咖啡若干，啤酒一瓶。

——消化不良

饮食习惯如此，他向医生抱怨“真糟糕，我老是跑厕所”，自然就不足为怪。腹泻之外，便秘于他也是常事，每两星期，他就得用上一剂强力泻药通便，而服用之后，每每又引来剧烈腹痛。小便之不易，已如前述，每小解常伴以尖锐的灼痛感，往往还尿不出，结果是小便不畅，尿酸增高。即此他有一番议论：“吁请身体对我们发发慈悲，真如对章鱼高谈阔论，我们的议论如海潮拍岸之声，空自回响，毫无意义。”

——内裤

普鲁斯特入睡前非得将内裤拉高，紧紧护住肚子，否则就别想成眠。内裤得用一支特别的别针别住，有天早晨他在浴室将该别针弄丢，结果一整天没睡着觉。

——皮肤过敏

香皂、乳液、古龙水，他一概不能用。是故只能用质地柔软的湿毛巾擦洗，再用干净毛巾轻轻拍打，弄干身上（一次沐浴，平均要用十二条毛巾，这些普鲁斯特的专用品须送到一家名为拉维奈的洗衣店打理，因惟有这家洗衣店用的是不含刺激成分的洗衣粉，当时法国演艺界名人让·柯克多洗衣也是送到此店）。他发现对他说来，旧衣服比起新的来更舒服，由此他发展到对旧鞋、旧手帕之类，均恋恋不舍。

——老鼠

普鲁斯特有老鼠恐惧症，1918年巴黎遭德国人轰炸时，他对人说，他害怕老鼠更甚于炸弹。

——畏寒

他总是喊冷。即使在夏日，若不得已要出门，他也要穿上四件针织衫，外面还得穿外套。赴晚宴时，他则从不脱下毛皮上装。即便如此，与他寒暄握手者还是吃惊地发现，他的手冰凉冰凉。因担心屋内生火烟气过大对他不好，他房间里不生炉子，取暖大体靠暖瓶和套头毛衣。是故他伤风、感冒不断，尤甚者，清鼻涕流个不停。有次写信给雷纳尔多·哈恩，他在最后提了一笔，自开始写信到现在，他已擦了三十八次鼻涕。这封信一共三页纸。

——对高度的敏感

有次从家在凡尔赛的叔叔那里回到住处，普鲁斯特突感不适，竟不能拾级而上回自己的公寓。后来在给叔叔的一封信中，称不适可能是由海拔高度变化而起，凡尔赛的海拔高度高于巴黎八十三米。

——咳嗽

普鲁斯特咳嗽起来声震屋瓦。他向人描述过1917年有次咳嗽大作时的情形：“听见雷鸣不断，犬吠不止，邻居会想我若非买了一架管风琴，定是买了条狗回家，说不定某些正人君子（此纯属想象）还会想是不是我和某位夫人有首尾，已为人父，生的恰是个患百日咳的孩子。”

——旅行

普鲁斯特对日常生活及习惯的任何稍小改变均敏感至极，旅行总是令他想家，不仅此也，他还担心旅行会要了他的命。他曾解释说，初到一地，开始的几天他就像某些动物（不知他联想到的是哪些动物），天一黑就感到不安。他曾忽发奇想，筹划过一种游艇上的生活，如此躺在床上即可游遍世界。他对婚姻美满的斯特劳斯夫人建议道：“我们租一条游艇，远离尘嚣，沿海岸漂行，躺在舟中我们的床上（一张或是两张）即可看到世上最美的城市从眼前一一过去。不必下床，尽赏美景，如何？”这建议未被采纳。

——恋床

普鲁斯特对床无限钟情，他的大部分时间都在床上度过，床成了他的书案、办公室。难道床可助他抵御外面那个残酷世界？他曾有言：“当你伤怀之时，躺到温暖的床上去，在暖和的被中，一切的努力、挣扎都已放弃，此时即或蒙头大放悲声，瑟瑟发抖呼号如秋风中的寒枝，也自有一份惬意。”

——邻人噪音

普鲁斯特容不得噪音，稍有一点噪音他就心烦意乱。巴黎街区公寓里过的那些日子，对他简直就像是地狱，最难忍受者，是楼上的人练琴之时：“有件东西，自己无生命，逼人发疯的本事却比任何人都来得大——我说的是钢琴。”

1907年春隔壁邻居二度装修，普鲁斯特几乎给逼疯。他向斯特劳斯夫人描述道：早上七点钟工人即大队人马开起来，“使锤的使锤，使锯的使锯，就在我床边那面墙后狂敲猛打不停，好似如此方显其精神百倍。其后太平了半小时，狂敲猛打声又起，我根本就别想睡觉……我简直要疯了，医生劝我赶快躲开，因为我的情况很不妙，再这么下去非崩溃不可。”还有，“（夫人，恕我唠叨，）这家的厕所紧靠我的卧室，他们马上又要在里面装脸盆和抽水马桶了。”最后是“有位先生搬进了这幢房子的四楼，他房间里什么响动我都听得一清二楚，就像响动就在我的卧室”。他大泄私忿，将那位大肆装修的邻居太太称为母牛，工人前后三次更改马桶尺寸，他就暗讽道，那都是为安顿她庞大的臀部。他且总结道，动静既如此之大，定是埃及法老的陵墓在整修，斯特劳斯夫人对埃及心醉神迷，普鲁斯特因此就近取譬：“十来个工人如此卖力，狂敲猛打，数月不停，春天商场与圣奥古斯丁广场间当已立起一座丰碑，足与埃及金字塔颉颃，令人叹为观止。”当然，金字塔纯属子虚乌有。

——其他毛病

普鲁斯特曾对吕西安·都德说：“有人认为总是生病的人就不会得别人生的各种病，实则不然。”他自己就是一例，这些疾病中，与他相关的就有感冒、发烧、弱视、进食困难、牙疼、肘痛、晕眩症。

——夸大其辞

普鲁斯特屡屡因别人认定他夸大自己的病情而苦恼。一次大战爆发，军方医院招他去做身体检查。自1903年起，他即已缠绵病榻，差不多可说是身不离床，他害怕病情的严重程度被忽视，军方命他去前线扛枪打仗。他的股票经纪人里奥纳·奥塞赫倒是颇感兴奋，对普鲁斯特说要等着见到他胸前佩上十个勋章。未料他的雇主冷冷对他道：“我身体如何你心知肚明，说不定四十八小时之内就会死去。”还好，军方未招他入伍。

大战结束几年后，有个批评家指责普鲁斯特是个纨子弟，自我迷恋，整日躺在床上做白日梦，满脑子尽是豪华的吊灯，富丽堂皇的天花板，晚上六点才会离开房间，目的地无非奢华的晚宴，去和从不买他书的新贵套近乎。普鲁斯特被大大激怒，反驳道，他是个废人，根本下不了床，不管是晚上六点还是早上六点，他的病重到在自己房间走走都觉吃力（他还加上一句，甚至自己开窗都做不到），独自一人去赴宴从何说起？然而几个月后，他倒是拖着病躯去看歌剧了。

——死亡

每对别人说起自己的身体状况，普鲁斯特总不忘声明，他没几天好活了。在其生命的最后十六年中，他隔不多久就要向人强调此乃实情，且语气不容置疑。他说他的常态，是“在咖啡因、阿司匹林、哮喘之间苟延残喘，算起来七天中倒有六天是在生死间挣扎”。

他是不是个不可救药的臆想狂？他的股票经纪人奥塞赫认为他就是，而且最终决定对他直言相告，此前还没人敢这么跟他说话。“恕我直言，”他斗胆对雇主说道，“你眼看就要五十岁了，可你还跟我刚认识你时一个德性，像个被宠坏的孩子。啊，我知道你会搬出一套说词，声辩你根本不是被宠坏了，说一直没人理解你，说你总是被冷落。但这与其说是别人的过错，不如说是你自己的过错。”奥塞赫还说，即使病情真的很严重，到这地步多半也是他自己惹的祸，整日身不离床，窗帘紧闭，拒绝健康的两大要素：阳光和新鲜空气，不如此才是怪事。一次世界大战后的欧洲满目疮痍，奥塞赫规劝他想想这些，不要一天到晚满脑子是自己的病情：“你得承认，就算你已病入膏肓，比起欧洲现在的一团糟，你的情况还是要好多了。”

奥塞赫所言不可谓不雄辩，不过普鲁斯特还是成功证明了他并非危言耸听，第二年他真就过世了。

普鲁斯特是不是夸大其辞？不同的人对同样的病会有不同的反应，患上病毒感冒，有人可能要卧床一星期，另一个人或许只是在午餐后稍感困倦。遇有人因手指划伤而痛得全身蜷曲，我们固然可讪笑此人小题大做，真会做戏，但也不妨设身处地，设想此人皮肤太过细嫩，小小划伤之痛，在此人或不啻常人之承受刀劈斧砍。是故我们不可仅据我们经受相似病痛会做何反应，即对他人的痛苦遽下判断。

普鲁斯特的皮肤倒真是细嫩得可以，以致莱昂·都德说他好似生来就没有皮肤。平常人吃得过饱会睡不着觉：食物堆在肚里，身体忙着消化，坐着反比躺着要舒服些。但是以普鲁斯特之柔弱，一丁点食物或饮料中的颗粒就能搅得他一夜难眠。他曾告诉医生，上床前他只能喝四分之一杯维希矿泉水，如果喝下一满杯就会腹痛难忍，整夜别想睡。童话里真正的公主会因垫被下有一粒豌豆而夜夜难安，我们这位因秉有异能而遭诅咒的作家则能觉察到他肚里一CC水的波荡。

普鲁斯特的身体和他弟弟罗贝尔·普鲁斯特真是不能比。罗贝尔小他两岁，步父亲后尘也当外科医生（著有颇受推崇的专著《女性生殖器的外科手术》），生得体壮如牛。马塞尔是有点风吹草动就能要他的命，罗贝尔则是结实无比，经打经摔。十九岁那年，他在巴黎北边几英里的塞纳河边一名为赫于勒的村庄骑双人自行车，行至一人来车往的路口，他跌了下来，恰在一辆五吨煤车轮下，煤车从他身上辗过。他很快被送往医院。母亲心急火燎从巴黎赶来，没料到儿子很快康复如初，没留下一星半点医生担心的后遗症。第一次世界大战爆发时，罗贝尔已成年，当了外科医生，这壮汉被派驻靠近威赫顿的埃当野战医院，他住在帐篷里，在身心俱疲且几无卫生条件可言的情况下工作。有天一发炮弹落在医院，弹片飞溅到手术台上，此时罗贝尔正在给一德国伤兵动手术。罗贝尔自己挂了彩，却还只手将病人移到附近一宿舍内，就着推床把手术做完。没过几年，他又遇一次严重车祸，其时他的司机睡着了，汽车与一救护车迎头相撞。罗贝尔一头撞在木头挡板上，头骨骨裂。然而还没等家人得到消息，为他操心，他已开始恢复，且又跃跃欲试，准备重过活跃异常的生活了。

若让你选择，你是想做弟弟罗贝尔，还是哥哥马塞尔？罗贝尔可傲视哥哥处可以简单归纳如下：精力过人，喜打网球，爱划船运动，医术高超（罗贝尔的前列腺切除手术享有盛名，法国医疗界因此将此项手术称作普氏手术），收入颇丰，还有个美貌的女儿苏西（伯伯马塞尔对苏西可真是宠爱有加，孩提时代她有次随口说要只火烈鸟，好个伯伯，差点当真就给买了来）。马塞尔又如何呢？弱不禁风，网球、划船免谈，没有收入，膝下无人，很长时间藉藉无名，即至晚年享有盛名，却又病入膏肓，无法消受（马塞尔最喜以疾病为喻，总把自己比为高烧病人，即有美食当前，也难以下咽）。

只有一点，罗贝尔看来难望哥哥项背，即是体察事物的能力。不要说花粉飘飞的季节开着窗，就是五吨煤压在身上，罗贝尔也没什么反应。你让他从珠穆朗玛峰转到死海边的耶利哥，他恐怕根本就不会留意到海拔高度相差如此之大，你把五罐头豆子弄得他一床都是，他照样还是能呼呼大睡。

感官如此迟钝，也许并非坏事，当你在一次大战纷飞的炮火中给人开刀时，就更是如此，不过应该一提的是，细腻敏锐的感受能力（往往就意味着感受痛苦）某种程度上可说与知识的获得有绝大关系。从脚踝扭伤，我们可知身体的重力如何作用；打嗝不止，会让我们察知呼吸系统的某些秘密；遭情人抛弃，则会教给我们关于情感依赖原理的生动一课。

事实上，依普鲁斯特之见，惟有当我们遇到烦难，惟有感受到痛苦，惟有当事难如愿之时，我们才真正学到了点什么：





病痛让我们有机会凝神结想，学到不少东西，它使我们得以细细体察所经之事，若非患病我们对之也许根本不会留心。一到天黑倒头便睡，整夜酣眠如死猪的人，定然不知梦为何物，不惟不会有何了不得的发现，即对睡眠本身也无体察。他对他正在酣睡并不了然。轻微的失眠倒让我们领悟到睡眠之妙，如同于黑暗中投下一道光束。深究记忆现象，其意义并不仅在于求得准确无误的记忆。





当然，并非惟有在痛苦中，我们才会运用心智，普鲁斯特之意乃在于，身当痛苦，我们才会去寻根究底。我们痛苦，所以我们思考，盖因思考能帮助我们恰如其分地了解痛苦。思考令我们知晓痛苦自何而来，探测痛苦之程度，且终能让我们平静地面对痛苦。

由此引申出一个观点：那些并非从痛苦中升华而来的思想，均缺少某种内在的重大动机。在普鲁斯特看来，精神活动似乎可分为两类：一种可称之为无痛苦的思考，此种思考并非由特定的惶惑不安引发，起于纯知性的求知要求，所想了解者无非睡眠是怎么回事，人为何会遗忘之类；另一种则是痛苦的思考，乃是从痛苦不安中脱颖而出，比如因辗转反侧，夜不能寐而生，或由追忆一个名字终不可得而起——普鲁斯特看重的，当然是后一种思考。

有例为证。他告诉我们，获得智慧有两种途径，一种是老师传授，毫无痛苦，一种则是得自生活本身，充满痛苦，他认为得自痛苦的智慧方是真知。假笔下虚构画家艾尔斯蒂尔之口，他将这观点表而出之。这位画家对叙述者论辩道，他宁可犯些错：





再聪明的人年轻时都说过错话，做过错事，或竟过着荒唐的生活，凡此种种，晚年想起真是令人汗颜，恨不能将其从记忆中尽皆抹去而后快。可是我们真不该悔不当初，将过去全盘否定，因为谁也不能肯定现在的自己已经大彻大悟（当然是就我们能够企及的智慧而言），除非我们已犯过种种错误，经历种种缺憾，由此抵达了智慧的彼岸。我认识一些年轻人……从他们走进学校的那一天，老师就向他们灌输高尚的情操、道德的完善之类。将来回首往事，他们也许会觉得了无遗憾，要是愿意，他们甚至可以将过去的所言所行一一公之于众而毫无愧疚。但说实在的，他们是可怜虫，无谓的教条的牺牲品，他们学来的东西毫无意义，只有负面的作用。智慧是教不出来的，只有我们通过自身的经历去发现，没有人可以分担，任何人也不能代劳。





为何不行？为何智慧总是与痛苦结伴而行？艾尔斯蒂尔未加申论，但有一点他说得够清楚了：一个人经历的痛苦越深，则他从此经历中获得的思想越丰富深刻。人心似乎是个迟钝的器官，若非受到真实的痛苦的刺激，它对难解的真实就拒不接受。普鲁斯特告诉我们：“快乐对身体是件好事，但惟有悲伤才使我们心灵的力量得以发展。”悲伤带给我们的是灵魂的操练，快乐之时，我们对此能躲则躲。的确，此话意味着，倘若我们将心灵力量的养成置于优先的地位，不幸就比心满意足更有益，情场失意就比读柏拉图或斯宾诺莎更有好处。





我们钟情的女人往往让我们受尽折磨，可是她们会在我们身上激发出强烈而深刻的情感，任何天才也不能如此令我们神魂颠倒。





有道是“身在福中不知福”，实情也许恰恰是如此。若你的汽车一切正常，你怎会去琢磨它里面的部件有何复杂的功能？所爱者信誓旦旦，我们怎会去深究人类背叛的动机？社交场上风光无限，我们怎会想起了解社交场上的种种势利？惟有陷入哀伤之时，我们才会有普鲁斯特式的冲动，彼时我们或正以被蒙面，暗自抽泣，如秋风中的枯枝，瑟瑟呜咽。

由此可知普鲁斯特对医生何以不信任。按照普鲁斯特的一套理论，医生总是处在尴尬的位置，人们相信他们对身体的种种情状无所不知，无所不晓，实则他们的知识多半并非得自自己的病痛。医生所以为医生，不过是读了几年医学院罢了。

医生最令普鲁斯特反感者，就是他们的自以为是。普鲁斯特深谙病痛之苦，而医生的自以为是的全部根据，则仅是当时甚不可靠的医学知识。普鲁斯特还是小儿之时，曾被送到一位赫赫有名、叫作马坦的医生处就医。这位名医声称找到了一种根治哮喘的法子。他的法子是将普鲁斯特鼻中一隆起的赘肉烧灼除去。手术做了两小时，普鲁斯特大吃苦头。事毕，马坦医生很笃定地对他说道：“你现在可以放心到乡下去了，花粉过敏、发热之类再不会有了。”实情当然并非如此：手术后第一眼看到怒放的紫丁香，普鲁斯特便即哮喘发作，而且来势凶猛，久久不退，以致他手足发紫，差点性命不保。

普鲁斯特笔下的医生也让人不能放心。叙述者的外祖母患病，忧心忡忡的家人连忙请来医界响当当的人物布尔班医生。外祖母病得不轻，痛苦异常，布尔班医生却是不以为意，粗粗一看即开出完美药方：





“太太，你这病好治，什么时候会好？——这全看您，也许今天就没事——什么时候您发现其实根本没病，像往常一样过日子，您这病就好了。您说您不吃不喝，也不出门？”

“可是，医生，我在发热呀！”

“现在可是一点不烧。那不过是个堂皇的借口罢了。您可知道，三十九度高烧的结核病人我们还让他进食，还叫他到户外去呼吸新鲜空气哩。”





外祖母拗不过名医这番大道理，硬撑着下了床，让外孙陪着，步履蹒跚走到香榭丽舍大道，名曰呼吸新鲜空气。不说也能猜得到，如此“散步”要了她的命。

服膺普鲁斯特的人还该不该去看医生？马塞尔毕竟有个医生父亲，还有个医生弟弟，到临了对医生这个行当不免闪烁其词，甚至宽厚得令人生疑：





“相信医生自是愚不可及，然而如果不信医生，那就比愚蠢还愚蠢。”





普鲁斯特这套逻辑给出了如何找到好医生的妙招：本人也屡为疾病所苦的医生方是好医生。

以普鲁斯特遭受的不幸之深之巨，我们对他的见解似不应有半点怀疑。的确，我们应将他经历的磨难视为他的洞察力的最好的前提条件。普鲁斯特的情人在安提比斯海滨飞机失事，司汤达一再陷入无望的单恋，尼采形同社会弃儿，甚或遭三尺童子奚落……凡此种种，正可确证他们的智识不容置疑，毫无假借。给生存的意义留下深刻证言的，并非事事如意，容光焕发之人。就通常的情形而论，这一类的知识似乎专门留待遭逢巨大不幸的人去发现，而这是他们能从人生得到的仅有的恩宠。

但是且慢一厢情愿，将受苦受难想得过于浪漫，我们应该知道，受苦受难本身并非必然就会引出真知灼见。不幸的是，失恋之事许多人都曾经历，写出《追忆逝水年华》的则仅普鲁斯特一人；尝过单恋滋味的人不在少数，却无几人写得出《论爱情》；被社会遗弃的人并不鲜见，《悲剧的诞生》却难得一见。许多人患上梅毒，痛苦不堪，却没几个人写得出《恶之花》，他们只会用枪把自己结果了事。关于痛苦造就人，最可取的说法也许是，痛苦通向了种种可能性，激发起我们的智慧和想象力去探究人生的奥秘。这样的可能性就在我们身边，可惜大多数人不是视而不见，便是拒而不纳。

我们是否还有其他选择？纵使没有写出煌煌巨著的雄心壮志，我们是否也能学会从痛苦中有所收获？哲学家总是关注如何追求幸福，然而于痛苦中学会自处，学会如何超越不幸，似乎才是更值得称道的智慧。不幸不期而至，频频降临，果能学会面对不幸，对我们寻求幸福，一定大有裨益。普鲁斯特终日与病痛相伴，于此自然别有会心：





“完整的生活艺术，在于对让我们陷入痛苦的个体善加利用。”





这样的生活艺术有何具体含义？如果你服膺普鲁斯特，那它首先就意味着更好地理解生活。痛苦让人疑惑丛生，不得其解，我们不解恋人何以弃我们而去，不解宴客名单上自己何以被排除在外，为什么夜里辗转反侧，难以入眠，为什么花粉飞扬的春天就不能到户外逍遥漫步。辨明种种不适由何而来，并不能奇迹般消除我们的痛苦，但由此我们却可向康复迈出重要的第一步。进而我们还可知道自己并非惟一遭受诅咒之人，意识到痛苦的边界在何处，了然痛苦的后面藏着什么样的逻辑：





“当痛苦转化为思想的那一刻，痛苦加于我们的影响即随之减轻。”





可惜更常见的却是相反的情形：痛苦并未升华出思索，令我们对现实有更多了悟，反倒将我们推向另一面。我们对现实仍是一无所知，反为更多无谓的幻想左右，较之未尝痛苦之时更加丧失活跃的思想。普鲁斯特的小说中尽是这类可称之为“糟糕的受苦者”的角色，这些苦命人或是遭情人被叛，或是社交场上失意，他们因自感不够聪明而痛苦，因社会地位不如人而伤心，可是没一个于自己的痛苦中学得半点有益的东西，他们的回应之道是怀疑一切，处处设防，变得傲慢虚矫、冷漠无情、暴戾乖张。

这么说并不有失公允，我们可以从小说举出许多这样的糟糕的受苦人的例子。不过我们也不必责之太过，且以治病救人之心，看看普鲁斯特笔下人物特有的防范心理由何而来，给出些建设性的意见。

一号病人


维尔迪兰夫人：
 中产之家，沙龙女主人，其客厅是高谈艺术、政治之地，座中常客她称之为“小圈子”。极易被艺术打动，然当被优美音乐征服之时，却会感到头痛，有一次因大笑导致下颌错位。


问题：
 维尔迪兰夫人一生致力于社交场上地位的提升，却发现她最想结识的那些人根本不把她放在眼里。显贵家族的宴请名单上不见她的名字，盖尔芒特公爵夫人家的晚宴上她受冷落，她自己的沙龙里来的则都是与她同一社会阶层的人，而且法兰西共和国总统一次也没邀请她到爱丽舍宫共进午餐——总统倒请过在她看来身份比她高不到哪儿去的夏尔·斯万。


症状：
 维尔迪兰夫人对其处境甚为苦恼，却不见于形色。她公然宣称那些拒不邀她赴宴或不肯在她沙龙露面的人都是些“无趣的家伙”，甚至总统于勒·格雷维，她也说是“无趣的家伙”。

“无趣的家伙”一词用来倒也恰如其分，因为“无趣”恰是维尔迪兰夫人所认定的大人物的另一面。这些大人物令她兴奋无比，却又可望不可即，除了以矫情的轻蔑不屑之语遮掩心中的失落感，她实在别无可为。有次斯万在维尔迪兰夫人的客厅里不慎说走了嘴，提起他将与格雷维总统共进午餐，座中其他来客均是一脸艳羡之色，斯万见状却又故作姿态，似乎他并不当回事：





“我向你们保证，这种午宴没什么意思。其实简单之极，你们知道的——赴宴的决不会超过八个人。”





其他人都会想，斯万这么说只是出于礼貌，惟独维尔迪兰夫人当了真，她实在是苦大仇深，忍不住要暗示，凡她足迹不到之处，均不值一去：





“你的话我信，这类午宴无趣得很。你被邀赴宴当然是好事……不过我听说总统聋得像根柱子，还会用手抓东西吃。”






对策：
 维尔迪兰夫人何以耿耿于怀？因为我们得到的总是不及我们未得到的，因为请我们吃饭的人总是不及不肯请我们的。要是我们仅因为自己得不到，就对意下未足的一切抱怨个不停，我们的价值判断一定会出问题。

还是对自己说真话吧——我们想见总统，他却不想见我们，但我们大可不必仅以这点区区小事，就说对他毫无兴趣。维尔迪兰夫人可以学着了解社交圈势利保守的游戏规则，也可学学如何缓解自家的沮丧挫折之感，学学如何对挫折之类坦然以对，她甚至可以不冷不热给斯万来上几句，让他赴宴时别忘了请总统在菜单上签个名，带回来大家共赏。如此这般，她会变得很是讨喜，没准哪天爱丽舍宫的邀请真就来了。

二号病人


弗朗索瓦丝：
 叙述者家中掌厨的仆人，做得一手好芦笋，好牛排。对手下冷酷无情，对主人倒是忠心耿耿，固执别拗是出了名的。


问题：
 没什么见识。弗朗索瓦丝从没进过校门，外面发生的事她知道的极少，对政治和皇室的种种更是全然不晓。


症状：
 弗朗索瓦丝总忍不住要暗示别人，她无所不知，无所不晓，说白了，她是个“万事通”。常会有些事情让这位“万事通”听得茫无头绪，每当此时，她就面露慌乱之色，不过她会很快恢复常态，仿佛早已心知肚明。





弗朗索瓦丝永远是一副无所不知的样子。人们都认为鲁道夫大公死了，她倒是坚信大公还在，即使你宣称大公没死，活得好好的，在踢球哩，她也会应你一句：“是啊。”——就像她早有耳闻似的。





精神分析学的文献中提到过一个女人，无论何时，只要坐在图书馆里，她就感到头晕目眩。被书四面包围着，她会感到恶心，惟有快快离去，才会觉着释然。我们多半会想，她一定对书厌恶至极，实则相反，她渴望书籍，渴望书中蕴藏的知识，她深感自己知识匮乏，恨不能立时将架上所有图书读个遍。正因她没法做到这一点，而在这充溢着知识的环境中越发不能忍受自己知识的贫乏，她才不得不逃离图书馆。

要想成为一个有知识的人，也许首先得能够承认、接受这一事实：从某种程度上说，自己的确无知。他该明白，无知的状态是可以改变的，有所不知并不说明你无能，因此大可不必将其视为个人的弱点。

然而，我们的“万事通”对获取知识的正常方式已不抱希望，像弗朗索瓦丝这么个人对这一套没有信心，也许并不让人感到意外。想想看，她一辈子都在厨房里为她主人做芦笋、做牛肉冻，而主人受过那么好的教育，渊博得惊人，他们整上午整上午地读报，而且喜欢在房里踱着步朗吟拉辛和塞维尼夫人的名句。——顺便说说，你若说起塞维尼夫人的短篇小说，没准弗朗索瓦丝也会宣称她早就读过，虽则塞维尼夫人根本没写过短篇小说。


对策：
 我们固然可以把弗朗索瓦丝的“无所不知”硬说成是因为她求知心切，但是她最好还是不要怕一时丢面子，问问别人鲁道夫大公究竟何许人也，否则鲁道夫究竟如何，对她来说就永远是个谜。

三号病人


阿尔弗莱德·布鲁赫：
 叙述者中学时代的好友，犹太人，知识分子，饶有家产，长得像贝里尼肖像画中的苏丹穆罕默德二世。


问题：
 在重要场合常闹笑话，出洋相。


症状：
 寻常之辈行有不当总觉忐忑不安，道歉连连，布鲁赫则无论何时都是理直气壮，从无羞惭、尴尬之色。

有次叙述者一家邀他共进晚餐，他竟迟到了一个半小时，而且不期而至的暴雨弄得他从头到脚一身是泥。他该为他的迟到和一身泥水说声抱歉才是，可他只字未提，一屁股坐下来就大发宏论，对衣冠楚楚、按时赴约的惯例好一通贬损：





“我从不许自己因气氛不对或是什么时间之类的武断规定而受到哪怕一丁点影响。我倒是很愿意再来说说鸦片烟枪或是马来人的波形刃短剑有何用途，至于手表、雨伞之类，可说是有百害无一益，纯属中产阶级的奢侈品，我是一无所知。”





布鲁赫并非有意让众人不快，只是他似乎不能忍受自己做得不漂亮，担心想讨众人欢心结果却适得其反。索性让人不快到底反倒容易得多，至少是他在唱主角。假如他未能准时赴宴又被雨弄得狼狈不堪，何不干脆以攻代守，化尴尬之事为炫耀之资，宣称遇雨迟来正是他求之不得之事？


对策：
 一只手表，一把雨伞，外加道歉。

四号病人

她在小说中只同我们打了个照面。我们不知她眼睛是何颜色，不知她衣着怎样，也不知她的全名。我们只知她是阿尔贝蒂娜好友安德烈的母亲。


问题：
 像维尔迪兰夫人一样，安德烈的母亲一心想的就是在社交场上出人头地。她就盼着达官贵人邀她赴宴，却总不能如愿。有次她十几岁的女儿带阿尔贝蒂娜到家中玩，阿尔贝蒂娜无意中说起她曾好几次与法兰西银行总裁一家一同度假。几句话在安德烈的母亲听来竟如五雷轰顶：她可是从来无缘进得总裁的豪宅，巴不得有朝一日能有这份荣幸。


症状：
 每天晚上一同进餐，听阿尔贝蒂娜说起总裁豪宅里的所见所闻，（安德烈的母亲）不禁心驰神往，虽说脸上倒是一副无动于衷甚或不屑与闻的神情。她仿佛已置身总裁府第之中，一个个来客的名字让她兴奋无比，这些名字她几乎全知道，或是从哪儿看到过，或是耳熟能详。想到自己只能于遥想之中亲近这些显贵之人，她不免有几分气沮。她就总裁府中的细节问来问去，问时撇着嘴，神情冷淡倨傲。阿尔贝蒂娜所说的一切令她因自己社会地位之无足轻重大为不安，她简直没了自信，若非借着呼喝管家摆摆威风，真是难以回到“生活的现实”。她吩咐管家道：“告诉大厨，豆子烧得不烂。”——抖抖威风，她总算找到了一点平衡。

这点平衡只能靠迁怒厨子，厨子得为那些豆子负责，他的主人在小说里只走了个过场，他更是连露个面都轮不着。我们该叫他吉拉德还是图埃尔？他是什么地方人，布列塔尼还是朗盖道克？他是在哪儿学的手艺，银塔餐厅还是伏尔泰咖啡馆？这些问题颇有趣，不过我们最该一问的却是，法兰西银行总裁未邀他主人一起度假，主人何以要拿他问罪？豆子何辜，竟要为女主人上不了贵人邀请名单担干系？

无独有偶，盖尔芒特公爵夫人也以同样荒唐无理的方式给自己找平衡。公爵夫人的丈夫是个登徒子，他们的婚姻名存实亡。公爵府里有个叫普赖恩的男仆，正与一年轻女子热恋。那女子在另一大户人家做工，也是个仆人，二人休假日不一，一同休假的日子百不遇一，所以难得见面。这一日，总算等到见面的机会，不想恰遇一位叫德·高齐的先生来公爵府与夫人共进晚餐。德·高齐先生是个打猎好手，席间说要将在自家庄园打下的六对雉鸡送夫人为礼。公爵夫人连忙道谢，称高齐先生实在是慷慨，不过既已受此大礼，不好意思再劳他遣人送来，故她坚持要让自己的仆人普赖恩去取雉鸡。德·高齐先生对公爵夫人之礼数周全、为人着想，留下深刻印象。哪知公爵夫人如此“仁慈”另有缘故：她的惟一动机便是不让普赖恩如约与心上人相会，旁人甜甜蜜蜜反证的是她与美满姻缘之无缘，坏了他人好事，也算让她找到那么点平衡。


对策：
 放仆人、厨子、还有那些豆子一码。

五号病人


夏尔·斯万：
 此人曾受邀与总统共进午餐，威尔士王子的好友，最风雅的沙龙里的常客。漂亮、富有、聪明，有那么点天真，还是个情种。


问题：
 斯万收到一封匿名信，称他的情人奥黛特过去曾与无数男人鬼混，且时常出入妓院。斯万心烦意乱，苦想何人如此歹毒，会给他写这么封信。他注意到信中提到的一些细节，猜想写信者必是他认识的某个熟人。


症状：
 为了找出作案之人，斯万将他的朋友一个不漏，挨个想来：德·沙赫吕先生、劳梅亲王、德奥尚先生……想来想去，终不能相信这封信会出自其中任何一人之手。再无怀疑对象了，他又倒过头来，在心里将众人再重新掂量，这一想又觉事实上他认识的每个人都有可能干出这等事来。他该怎么想？他该如何评价他的朋友？这封折磨人的信逼着他去寻求对人更深一层的理解：





这封匿名信证明，他认识的某个人确能干出这等叫人不齿的勾当，但人心难测，阴暗的念头往往蛰伏于内心深处，他实在找不出任何理由怀疑某类人，而将另一类人排除在外。冷漠的人做得，一盆火似的人就做不出来？布尔乔亚做得出来，艺术家就做不出？下人做得出来，贵族难道就做不出？要判断一个人，我们该采取何种标准？说到底，在某种情形下，他所认识的人谁都有可能做出这等下作勾当。那么他该和他们都断绝往来？他越想心里越乱，频频以手加额，要不就掏出手帕擦拭镜片……最终，他还是继续和被他怀疑过的那些朋友见面来往，握手寒暄，但现在纯粹是出于礼貌了，——既然他们当中每个人都有可能曾想将他置于死地。






对策：
 斯万因匿名信而饱受折磨，但是此事并未引起他对问题做更深一层的思索。也许他经此事会多了一份世故，明白朋友表面的所作所为背后可能藏着叵测的心机，却不知这心机会怎样形之于外，也无法明白这等阴暗心理由何而来。他的心头是迷雾一团，他擦干净了镜片，却放过了深思了悟的良机，——在普鲁斯特看来，要想了然背叛与妒忌究竟为何，此其时也。足以催生出这等阴暗念头的，正是妒忌，它可让人想方设法、挖空心思去发掘他人的隐私。

我们偶或也会疑心周围的人有些事对我们秘而不宣，可总要等到深陷情网之时才会有探究的冲动，而于寻求答案之时，我们才会发现人们在现实生活中将自己的真面目掩饰到何种程度。





妒忌的功能之一就是向我们展示，当外在的事实和内心的情感相互作用之时，会是怎样的说不清道不明，由此竟能派生出无尽的猜疑假设。我们以为对某些事情或是他人所想了然于心，只不过是因为事不关己，一旦我们像妒忌的男人那样急欲刨根问底、了解真相，马上一切就会变得难以捉摸，如同变幻不定的万花筒，再无“真相”可言。





生活中充满了矛盾，这是个简单的真理，斯万也许并非不知道，可是就他所认识的一个个人而言，他总相信他们身上他所了解的一面与他尚不了解的一面，应当不会相去太远。他只能从他们显之于外的一面去理解隐之于内的东西，此所以他对奥黛特一无所知，与他相处时显得那么高贵的女子曾一度频频光顾妓院，实在让他难以置信。与此相似，他对朋友其实也并不了解，午餐时还和他一处把酒言欢的朋友，晚餐时便发了这么一封用心歹毒、揭他女友老底的信，两相对照，他简直不能接受。

此中有何教训？普鲁斯特警告我们说：“张见他人生活的真相，发现表象底下潜藏着的真实世界，往往会让我们大吃一惊，如同造访一所看去极寻常的屋子，入内却见里面满是宝藏、刑具或是骷髅。”即便如此，当面对他人意想不到的伤害行为之时，我们仍应将其视作一个机会，去延展自己对生活的理解。





比之于上面提到的几个倒霉蛋，普鲁斯特本人面对不幸的方式似乎更值得赞赏。

虽说哮喘令他一到乡间即有性命之虞，虽说看上一眼怒放的紫丁香就让他满脸青紫，他却绝不来维尔迪兰夫人那一套，他不会找碴说花儿令人心烦，也不会宣称一年到头闷在门窗紧闭的屋里大有好处。

虽说知识上有不少欠缺，他却不羞于设法弥补。他问吕西安·都德（其时都德年方二十七岁）：“《卡拉马佐夫兄弟》的作者是谁？”“鲍斯威尔（他把BOSSWELL说成BOSSWELLE）的《约翰生传》（他将书名说错）有没有译本？狄更斯的小说哪一部最好？（他的书我一本都没看过。）”

此外，我们也从未听闻他拿下人出气之事。普鲁斯特深谙化痛苦为思想之术。他相与的那个司机奥德隆·阿尔巴赫甩了他与一女子结婚（那女子后来成了他的女仆），遭此情场变故，他还能在新人成婚之日发电报祝贺，而且信中没几句自怜的话，还尽量不让对方感到歉疚。下面即是电报全文，活体字的一句尤堪玩味：





恭喜。我不能多写，因我得了感冒，人很疲乏，但我还是要向你和你的家人送去最诚挚的祝愿，祝你们幸福美满。





此中有何教益？教益即在于，我们须认清幸福生活的秘诀乃是从各种以密码形式出现的痛苦中获取智慧，咳嗽、过敏、社交场上失态、遭人暗算，等等，等等，无一不是了悟的契机。千万别学忘恩负义之人，这种人不是骂别人讨厌，就是拿豆子撒气，要不就派时间和天气的不是。
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观察一个人对何事最为恼怒，往往可知其人，学会这样去观察，也许不失为有意义的事。普鲁斯特最受不了的，是某些人的说话方式。吕西安·都德告诉我们，普鲁斯特有个朋友以为说法语时来上几句英语很潇洒，因此每到分手时便说“Goodbye”，或者更随便点，就说“Bye，Bye”。“这让普鲁斯特极不自在，”都德描述道，“他会发出怪声，如同粉笔划过黑板嘎吱作响，而后便是攒眉蹙额，做痛苦不堪状，还要大嚷着加上一句‘真让人酸掉大牙，什么玩意儿！’”普鲁斯特对人们喜用老套的表达同样表现得很不耐烦，比如提到地中海，便说“碧蓝碧蓝”，提到英格兰，便称“阿尔比恩”（ALBION为英格兰旧称），说到法国军队，必称“我们的小伙子们”。他受不了有人一说到下大雨就是“大雨如注”，一说到天气冷就说“冷得刺骨”，说到某人耳朵不好使则必说“聋得像个罐头”。

这些词语何以让普鲁斯特如此不耐？自他那个时代到现在，人们说话的方式已有所改变，不过上述例子表达之贫乏拙劣，还是显而易见。普鲁斯特尽管大皱眉头，他所不满者却并不在语法（他曾自卖自夸道：“句法我是一窍不通。”），他难以忍受的是喜好卖弄词句背后的心理。1900年那时节，操法语而夹杂些英文字眼，不说英格兰而说阿尔比恩，不说地中海而说蔚蓝海洋，可以说是时尚中人的标记，如此说话即显得风雅新潮，见多识广，实则这些字眼空洞无物，大而无当，纯属陈腔滥调。告退时来上一句英语的“再见”实在毫无必要，除非你是要在英国风大行其道之时显示你一点都不落伍。“大雨如注”之类虽不像法语中没必要地夹杂“Bye，Bye”那么无聊，却也并不就好到哪儿去，频频遣用这些字眼正好说明说话者对道出特定的情境并不在意。普鲁斯特讥嘲挖苦，其实是意在捍卫一种坦率、明快的表达方式。

吕西安·都德向我们描述了他怎样开始体味到了这一点：





有天我们去听贝多芬的《合唱交响曲》，听罢从音乐厅里往外走时，我想表示自己刚才大为感动，便随口含混地哼了几句，以夸张的语调高声说：“这一段真是妙不可言。”（到后来我才明白这真可笑。）普鲁斯特笑起来，调侃道：“亲爱的吕西安，哼几个音符可传达不出该曲的妙处。别光哼哼，你最好说说看，它妙在何处。”我当时很有几分不快，不过，他真是给我上了难忘的一课。





普鲁斯特有个叫加布里埃尔·德·拉罗什富科的朋友。此人是公子哥儿，祖上乃是因写《箴言集》在十七世纪享有盛名的拉罗什富科。他最喜泡在巴黎各家有名的夜总会，以致同辈中喜挖苦人者给他起了个绰号，叫作“马克西姆酒店的拉罗什富科”。但在1904年，加布里埃尔忽从欢场中抽身退步，要到文坛上一试身手。结果是一部名为《医生与情人》的小说。此作刚杀青，他即将手稿寄给普鲁斯特，请他指点一二。

普鲁斯特作书回复道：“请相信我，大作精彩有力，匠心独运，是一部不同凡响的悲剧小说。”这封长信的开头颇多称颂之辞，可再读下去，加布里埃尔恐怕就有点不自在了。因为这部不同凡响的悲剧小说似乎有点毛病，满纸陈词滥调就是一端。普鲁斯特斟词酌句地解释说：“您的小说中写到一些优美的大场景，彼时读者或许更喜欢作者的描绘带有独创色彩。日落时分，天空的确像在燃烧，但是类似的表述别人用得太多了。此外，说月亮羞涩地发着光也很落套。”

我们该问问，普鲁斯特何以对陈腔滥调如此反对？难道日落时天空不是像在燃烧？难道说月亮羞涩地发着光有什么错？若非说得巧妙，这些常见的表达怎么会人人摇笔即来？

事实上，习见表达本身的意思并不错，问题在于流于浮面，将好些动听的词联在一处就算完事。不错，日落是火红的，月光也确似踽踽独行，但是如果每写到太阳月亮都是这一套，到临了我们就会相信只能这么写了，实则这样的表达不过是最初级的描写。陈词滥调之害，即在于它们仅抓住了一点皮毛，却令我们误以为这些词已将某个具体的情境一言道尽。我们的表达方式实与我们的感受方式息息相关，而我们描绘这个世界的方式必在某种程度上反映出我们最初怎样体验这个世界，正因如此，陈词滥调之害，委实不可等闲视之。

加布里埃尔提到的月亮当然有可能是“羞涩”的，不过也还可以有其他更好的描写。《医生与情人》出版八年后，《追忆逝水年华》的第一卷问世，我们也许会好奇地设想，加布里埃尔（假如他并未重堕马克西姆酒店荡子生涯的话）会不会留意到普鲁斯特书中也写到了月亮。普鲁斯特尽弃两千年来关于月亮的种种陈说，独出心裁以一不寻常的比喻来传递对月亮的感受：





有时，月亮会出现在午后的天上，像一小片白云，轻轻走来，悄无声息。此时的月亮让人联想到一个暂时不必登场、尚未着戏装的女演员，她想走到前台一侧且看一会儿同伴的演出，又生怕被人发现，所以蹑手蹑脚，尽量藏在幕布之后。





普鲁斯特这个比喻的妙处不难领会，但要我们自己也想出这么一个来却决非易事。月亮给我们的印象也许正是这样，但如果我们看到了下午的月亮，而有人又请我们说出个子丑寅卯，我们说出的多半还是老一套。我们也许会意识到自己对月亮的描述并不高明，却不知怎样才能说得好些。我们总以为现成的说法（比如说到太阳、月亮就是“金色的星球”“天体”之类）不会有错，觉得说话无需新意，和别人一样就行。对普鲁斯特，这却是不能容忍的，在他看来，说话就应道出独特感受，袭用陈词滥调毫无道理。

跟别人学舌的确有其诱人之处。某些习见的表达方式让我们的言谈听起来颇像那么回事，显得振振有词、聪明机智、世故练达、矜持含蓄，或是感人至深。普鲁斯特笔下的阿尔贝蒂娜到了一定的年纪就特想学别人的说话方式，为的是说出话来像个布尔乔亚女子。她开始学着用中产阶级女子常用的语句、词汇，盲目地从她姨妈本丹夫人那里拣来了一大堆陈词滥调。普鲁斯特就此打了个比方，说那就像小金翅雀要显示自己已然长成，跟在老金翅雀后面学模学样。阿尔贝蒂娜人云亦云成了习惯，到后来不管别人说什么她就跟着重复一遍，以表示对正说的事情很感兴趣，而且还正想着发表点什么高见。若你对她说某个艺术家的作品很精彩，或是他的房子不错，她必会说：“啊，他的画的确很精彩，你不这么想？”或是，“他的房子不错，你不觉得吗？”还有，若遇到不寻常的人，她必会说：“他可是个人物。”你若提议玩牌，她必会来上一句：“我可没工夫陪你烧钱。”若是朋友错会了她的意思，她必会高声说：“您真是孤陋寡闻！”她刻意学来的所有这些名堂，皆属普鲁斯特所谓“几乎与‘华而不实’一词本身一样久远的布尔乔亚传统”，这个传统遗下了一大堆说话的规矩，体面的富家小姐非学不可，“就像她得学会祈祷学会礼仪一样。”

从普鲁斯特对阿尔贝蒂娜的嘲讽中，我们也了然他何以对路易·冈德拉特别感到失望。

路易·冈德拉是二十世纪初的知名文人，《巴黎评论》的编辑。1906年，有人邀他编一部乔治·比才的书信集，并为这部书信集写一篇序。这是很风光的事，当然不能儿戏视之。比才三十年前去世，是位有世界声誉的作曲家，歌剧《卡门》、《C大调交响曲》奠定了他不朽的地位。给这么一位天才人物的书信集作序，冈德拉的压力可想而知。
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路易·冈德拉



不幸的是，冈德拉就像普鲁斯特笔下的金翅雀，老想着显出自己是个大家伙，实际上却又力不从心，结果写出了一篇煌煌大论，托大到近乎可笑。

[image: ]
乔治·比才



1908年秋的某一天，普鲁斯特躺在床上看报，看着看着，目光落在冈德拉序言的摘录上。冈德拉的散文笔调让他大倒胃口，以致他忍不住写信给比才的遗孀斯特劳斯夫人（斯特劳斯夫人恰好是他的朋友）发泄心中不满之意。

“为什么明明可以写得好点，他却写成这样？”普鲁斯特实在困惑。“提到1871年，直说就行了，干嘛加上‘最令人痛心的一年’；为什么提到巴黎，非得紧跟着强调一句‘伟大的城市’，说到德劳内就要称‘伟大的画家’？为什么感情非得是‘节制’的、好脾气必是‘令人愉快的’，而写到丧亲之事则必用‘冷酷’修饰？此类绝妙好词触目皆是，实在是不胜枚举。”

冈德拉刻意嵌进的这些字眼当然无“绝妙”可言，不过是对“绝妙好词”拙劣的模仿而已。这些词出现在古典作家笔下，也许曾给人留下深刻印象，但是后来经不住那些只知卖弄文采的作者频频袭用，早已成为纯粹的装饰。

倘若肯在如何写得诚挚真切这方面多操点心，冈德拉便不会因想到1871年那年很糟就例行公事般地加上一句“那是最令人痛心的一年”。1871年初，普鲁士军队围困巴黎，市民饿得连巴黎动物园里的大象都杀了吃；普鲁士士兵在香榭丽舍大街昂首阔步；巴黎公社实行恐怖统治……这些都是实情，但是就仗冈德拉笔下夸饰空洞的字眼，何能传达这些经验于万一？

但是冈德拉使用这些空洞的漂亮字眼乃是有意为之。他认为文章就得这么写，喜用漂亮字眼不过是他的主张的自然延伸。在冈德拉看来，好文章就得学步前贤，前代名家的作品即是最好的范本，坏文章则总是起于狂妄的念头——以为写作不必模仿前人，就当师心自用。冈德拉在别处曾以“法兰西语言纯洁的捍卫者”自命，主张如此，自无足怪。语言须纯正，万不可让堕落文人肆意玷污，冈德拉对这类文人深恶痛绝，因为他们拒不遵从传统认可的种种表达方式，但凡见其报章文字中过去分词使用不当或误用某词，他便要兴师问罪，鸣鼓而攻。

普鲁斯特对冈德拉的保守主张当然不以为然，他向斯特劳斯夫人言明他的立场：





每个作家都须创造出自己的语言，一如每个小提琴家都须创造出他独有的“音色”……我不是说但凡有原创性的作家我都喜欢，不管他写得好不好。我喜欢——这也许是我的毛病——那些有原创性而又写得好的作家。说他们写得好乃是因为他们有原创性，有戛戛独造的语言。精确、优美的文体当然是有的，但那并非人们通常以为的那一种，它恰恰来自原创，经由磕磕碰碰的摸索终而获致。“羞怯的感情”、“令人愉悦的好脾气”、“最令人痛心的一年”之类，毫无精确可言。捍卫语言的惟一方式就是向她挑战，没错，没错，就是向她挑战，斯特劳斯夫人！





冈德拉虽口口声声嚷着要捍卫语言的纯洁性，却不免忽略了这样的事实：为了将自己的情思表达尽致，文学史上每一位杰出作家均越出了前辈作家确立的规范。普鲁斯特讥讽道，若是生活在拉辛那个时代，冈德拉这位“纯正语言的捍卫者”甚或会去教训被视为纯正法语化身的拉辛，因为拉辛的语言与前人相比也小有出入。他很好奇，若是看到拉辛《安德洛玛克》一剧中的下列诗句，冈德拉会做何反应：





你感情屡变，我仍爱你；一心待我，我们的爱情又会怎样？……

为什么你要杀了他？他有何罪？你有什么权力杀他？

是谁让你下此毒手？





这些诗句美则美矣，但是不是坏了纯正法语的规矩？普鲁斯特想象冈德拉会怎样给拉辛来上一顿酷评：





我明白你的逻辑，你必是这么想：你情感屡变，我仍然爱着你，若你一心爱我，我们的爱情将多么美妙。但是像你这么遣词造句不可取。你说你会忠于爱情，即足以传情达意。身为纯正法兰西语言的捍卫者，我不能容忍你这么写。





普鲁斯特写道：“我向你保证，夫人，我不是在嘲笑您的朋友，”话虽如此，他既挖苦得兴起，自然下笔不能自休。“我知道他是多么有才，又是如何渊博。问题出在‘教条’二字上。此人事事均持怀疑态度，对语法的规矩倒坚信不疑。可是天哪，斯特劳斯夫人，哪有什么金科玉律？就连语法也没有！……只要打上了我们个人的印记，状写出我们的选择，我们的喜好，我们的彷徨，我们的欲望乃至我们的弱点，那便是好文章。”

个人的印记不仅令作品更具美感，而且显得更真实。如果你事实上不过是《巴黎评论》的一个编辑，却老试着用夏多布里昂或雨果的腔调说话，那只能说明你对发出自己独特的声音，亦即你路易·冈德拉所以为路易·冈德拉的独到之处，并不留意，倒颇似鹦鹉学舌，一心把自己弄得像巴黎中产阶级淑女的阿尔贝蒂娜，明明可以是个有自己特点的姑娘，却开口“您真是没见识”，闭口“没工夫陪您烧钱”，全然丢了自己的个性，硬是把自己填进死板矫情的社会模子里。如果确如普鲁斯特所言，我们必得创造出自己的语言，那恰恰是因为，惟有在创造中我们才可从陈词滥调的包围里脱颖而出，获得新的空间，这要求我们淡看礼仪之类，如此才能更好地表现出自己独特的气质。

在私人生活的领域内，语言的个人印记是再明显不过的了。我们对某人知之越深，便越觉其通用名似不敷用，总想给他另立新名，这才可见出我们对他的了解不同一般。普鲁斯特出生证上的名字是瓦伦丁·路易·乔治·尤金·马塞尔·普鲁斯特，这名字长得叫人受不了，他周围的人都觉着还是径呼作马塞尔之类来得好些。在母亲那儿，他是“我黄色的小宝贝”、“我的小金丝雀”、“我的小傻瓜”、“我的小淘气”；又叫“我可怜的狼儿”、“可怜的小狼崽”，或“小狼崽”（马塞尔的弟弟罗贝尔她则唤作“我的另一只小狼崽”，以示长幼之别）。在友人雷纳尔多·哈恩那里，普鲁斯特是“布昂彻”（他则呼雷纳尔多“班尼布斯”）；在另一朋友安通纳·毕拜斯克那里，他则成了“勒克阿姆”，当其太过亲热时，又呼他“马屁精”，或是隐晦地叫作“土星人”。在家里，普鲁斯特让女仆称他“马尔索”，他则叫她“普鲁普鲁”。

若说“马尔索”、“班尼布斯”、“黄色的小宝贝”之类的称呼显示出构筑新名可传达彼此关系中新的一面，那普鲁斯特之名屡被张冠李戴，与相似之名相混，则恰可见出另一种不妙的情形，即人们不愿费神为了记住人之各各不同而扩展自己的语汇。那些对普鲁斯特知之甚少的人当然没有私下给他另立新名之好，不仅如此，他们还屡将普鲁斯特错当作当时名气远在他之上的另一作家马塞尔·普沃斯特，叫人好不沮丧。1912年，普鲁斯特还特别提到此事：“我真是无名鼠辈。难得有读者读了我在《费加罗报》上的文章后给我写信，收信人的名字写的却是马塞尔·普沃斯特，对这些读者而言，我的名字似乎只能是个印刷错误。”

用同一字眼描述全然不同的两个对象（《追忆逝水年华》的作者普鲁斯特和《半个处女》的作者普沃斯特）暗示了人们对真实的世界殊相的漫不经心，人们总是以为现成的表达即足以将其道尽。见大雨只知说“大雨如注”的人必是对大雨之千姿万态毫不留心，将凡P字开头、结以T的作家尽以为马塞尔·普沃斯特的人，则必是对文字风格之各各不同全无会心。

是故若说使用陈词滥调大成问题，那恰是因为世上种种，举凡下雨、月亮、艳阳、情感等千差万别，远非老套的表达所能穷形尽相，老套的表达总是与我们的期待相去甚远。

普鲁斯特笔下的人物倒是言谈举止各不相同，决无定型的模式。且举一例：照通常的观念，围着家人打转的老姨妈总是耽于家人过好日子的种种白日梦。普鲁斯特笔下的莱奥妮姑妈则与之不同，她虽深爱家人，却喜想象他们处于悲苦之境，而此种想象还能给她某种快感。她躺在床上，整日唠叨她一身是病，如此度日乏味之极，她巴不得有些刺激，即令来些可怕的事也比死水一潭为好。她想象的最刺激之事是家中失火，房屋烧作白地，全家人无一幸免，但她自己倒能不慌不忙，从容逃离火海。多年后她还对家人的遭难伤心不已，虽是举步维艰，她却还强扶病体，亲往主持悼念葬礼，虽当大难却有勇气直面，衰年之人却坚强无比，令全村人皆为之感叹不已。

莱奥妮姑妈显然宁可于想象中饱受痛苦折磨，也不会承认她的想入非非颇有快意——此种心理其实并不罕见，只是很少被深究而已。

阿尔贝蒂娜也颇有些看似离奇实属正常的念头。有天早上她走进叙述者的房间，忽觉爱恋之情油然而生，她赞他如何聪明过人，且赌咒发誓，说宁死也不会离他而去。要是我们问阿尔贝蒂娜何以忽然间情感高涨，可以料想，她必会回答，那是因男友才气过人或是气质不凡，我们多半也会对她之所言信之不疑，因为这似乎合于人们通常对情感发生机制的解释。

但是，普鲁斯特却不动声色地让我们了然阿尔贝蒂娜忽然间对男友情感大发的真实原由：那是因为叙述者那天早上胡子刮得特别干净，而她最喜洁净光滑的面孔。普鲁斯特于此暗示了她的浓情蜜意与他之聪明与否实无半点干系，要是他再不刮脸了，没准第二天她就会跟他说拜拜。

这实在有点煞风景。我们总认为爱情发自内心深处，哪会如此浅薄？说她陡生爱意是因为叙述者面孔刮得仔细，阿尔贝蒂娜决不会认账，没准她还要兴师问罪，说你如此妄加揣测，简直是心理变态，而后她就会转换话题。这真是令人遗憾。抛弃老套，代之以对情感机制的全新解释，普鲁斯特提供的并非什么阴暗心理，而是对何为正常何为不正常的更深广的理解。如果阿尔贝蒂娜意识到她的情感反应只说明触发爱意的缘由多种多样，而有些缘由甚于其他，她或许可以静下心来重新掂量她的爱意是否靠得住，也好想想剃须之事在她的爱情中究竟占多大的比重。

经由对莱奥妮姑妈和阿尔贝蒂娜的描述，普鲁斯特向我们展示了一幅人类行为的图像，这图像初看但觉离经叛道，与正统的解释大相径庭，但最终我们也许会认识到，它比它所质疑的那幅图景逼真得多。

由此想去，我们或可从中约略探得普鲁斯特对印象派画家的经历大感兴趣的个中消息。

1872年，亦即普鲁斯特出生后的第二年，克洛德·莫奈那幅题为《日出印象》的油画首次展出。这幅画作描绘了勒阿弗尔港口黎明时分的情景：港口工作区的大致轮廓——起重机、吐着烟的烟囱、建筑——透过浓密的晨雾和满画面匪夷所思的破碎笔触，观者所能辨出的，就是这些了。
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克洛德·莫奈：《日出印象》



这幅画当时在大多数人眼中简直就是一团糟，批评家们更是大为恼怒，他们语带讥嘲地将这画的作者和其他画风与莫奈相近的画家称作“印象主义者”，指责莫奈绘画技巧太幼稚，其画作不过是小儿涂鸦而已，与勒阿弗尔港日出时的真实情景何曾有半点相似？

几年后，艺术权威的判断来了个一百八十度的转变，莫奈好得不能再好了。仿佛印象派画家不仅长于用笔，而且捕捉视觉真实的技巧已臻化境，令当代画家相形见绌。我们该如何解释此种戏剧性的转变？为何莫奈笔下的勒阿弗尔先被说成一团糟，后来又被称为对港区了不起的再现？

普鲁斯特的回答是从我们人人不免的习惯开始的——





回头想想我们自己对某种表达形式的感觉吧，它与现实本身毫无相共之处，而我们很快就接受了。





照这种看法，我们关于真实的概念与真实本身常不能相符，所以如此，实因我们的概念往往是由不充分的或是误导的描述塑造出来的。我们目之所见，耳之所接，尽是对此世界公式化的描述，是故一见莫奈的《日出印象》，我们最初的反应是困惑不解，且要抱怨说，这画看上去与勒阿弗尔一点不像——正像我们刚读到对莱奥妮姑妈和阿尔贝蒂娜的描写时会以为她们的举动缺少现实的根据一样。若说在这一幕中莫奈扮演了英雄的角色，那恰恰是因为他背弃了关于勒阿弗尔的传统的，从某种意义上说也是极受限制的种种表现方法，以便更趋近自我感受，传达出自己对日出的鲜活印象。

为表示对印象派画家的崇敬之情，普鲁斯特特地在小说中安排了一位画家，这个叫作艾尔斯蒂尔的虚构人物兼有雷诺阿、德加、莫奈诸人的特征。有次在海滨胜地巴尔贝克，普鲁斯特笔下的叙述者造访艾尔斯蒂尔的画室，他发现这里的画作类于莫奈的《日出印象》，有意挑战人们对逼真观念的传统理解。艾尔斯蒂尔画中的海景海天一色，天空看上去像大海，大海倒像是天空。在一幅描绘加赫格伊特港口的油画中，一艘驶离港区的轮船似乎是在城区里航行，在岩石间搜寻虾子的妇女则好像身在海里的洞穴中，头顶是轮船和海浪，而船上度假的游客看去就像是坐在敞篷马车上，穿过洒满阳光的原野，又穿过茂密的林荫。

艾尔斯蒂尔并非在尝试超现实主义之类。要说他的作品看上去非比寻常，那也是因为他在试着画出我们打量四周时实际看到的一切，而非我们料想我们会看见的东西。谁都知道船不会在城中行驶，但是当船衬着城市的背景出现时，在特定的光线下从一定的角度看去，有时看上去还真是如此。我们当然也知道，大海天空自有分际，然而有时海天浑然一色，我们实难分辨何者为大海，何者为天空，只是从第一瞥的混沌印象中回过神来，重整我们的理智之后，我们的疑惑方才消失。艾尔斯蒂尔的高明处正在于他将常识之类搁置一边，竭力捕捉延展最初朦胧的印象，并将其凝定于画布之上。

普鲁斯特并不是在暗示绘画艺术在印象派画家的实践中已臻极境，也不是说印象派已然以一种此前各画派均没有的手段一举牢牢擒获了“真实”。他对绘画的欣赏其意远远超出绘画本身，他之激赏艾尔斯蒂尔毋宁是因为艾的画作特别有助于澄清一个众说纷纭的问题，即每件成功的艺术品不可或缺的东西究竟为何，那就是——一种能令我们重新发现现实中遭歪曲、忽略的一面的能力。普鲁斯特如是说：





我们的虚荣，我们的情感，我们的喜好模仿，我们的抽象能力，我们的习惯，这一切一直都在起作用。艺术的使命恰恰是消除这些作用。引领我们重返正确的路径，循此走入深处，我们会遇上一个真实存在而又内在于我们的未知世界。





内在于我们的未知世界里都有些什么？——在城市里航行的轮船，暂与天空混而为一的大海，关于亲爱家人葬身火海无一逃生的狂想，因光洁的面孔而陡然生出的爱意，这些令人称奇之事，都是。

这一课有何教益？教益是，生活千姿百态，陈词滥调诚不能形容于万一；小金丝雀偶或也会做出不同于父母的反常举动；而以“普鲁普鲁”、“马尔索”、“可怜的小狼”之类的昵称来唤亲近的人，实在大有必要。
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友人心目中的普鲁斯特是何面目？他有一大帮朋友，这当中许多人在他过世后写了追怀的文章，记述他们所知道的普鲁斯特。对他的评价几乎是一面倒的称扬，朋友们不约而同地表示，普鲁斯特堪称交友的最佳人选，简直就是友情的化身。

从他们的记述中我们可领略到这样一个普鲁斯特——





——他是个慷慨的人





“我仍能看见他裹着毛皮大衣（即使在春天也是如此）坐在拉鲁斯餐厅的餐桌旁；我仍能看见他优雅的手势，其时他正在说服你允许他点贵得离谱的晚餐，他对领班的馊主意言听计从，给你叫香槟、异域水果，或是路上留意到的往酒厂里去的葡萄……他会对你说，要证明你对他的友情，最好的办法莫过于将他的款待照单全收。”——乔治·德·劳里斯





——他手面阔绰





“在餐厅，或是其他什么地方，只要有机会，马塞尔总是大把大把地给小费。即使到一家他再也不会光顾的车站自助餐厅，他也照给不误。”——乔治·德·劳里斯





——他给的小费动辄是餐费的两倍





“如果一顿饭花了他十法郎，他会掏出二十法郎给伙计。”——费尔南德·格雷





——他倒不是为了摆阔





“普鲁斯特出手阔绰已成传奇，不过我们首先该记住的还是他的好心肠。”——保罗·莫兰德





——他不会没完没了地谈自己





“他是最好的听众。即使与关系极近的人在一起，他也很注意分寸，从不让人围着自己的话题转。他会顺着别人的思路去找话题。有时他会挑起话头说说运动、汽车之类，显出一副很感兴趣的样子，等着你高谈阔论一番。他总是对别人感兴趣，而不是试图让别人对他感兴趣。”——乔治·德·劳里斯





——他是个好奇的人





“马塞尔对朋友怀有浓厚兴趣。我从未见过这么不自我中心的人……他总是想让你高兴。看见别人快乐，他就开心。”——乔治·德·劳里斯





——他从不忽略友情





“不论过度工作还里病痛缠身，他都不会因此冷落了朋友，即使到生命的最后也是如此——他当然不能将他所有的诗情都写入书中，于是他将同样多的诗情奉于生活。”——瓦尔特·贝里





——他是个彬彬有礼的人





“他的礼数真是多得没法说！你会听到他事事都要说抱歉：到一场合，要说对不起；说话，要抱歉；默不作声，也要请你原谅；想心事，要说请原谅；话说得意思有点费解，对不起；甚至对人大大恭维一番之后，也要来上一句请原谅。”——安娜·德·诺瓦耶





——他特别善谈





“普鲁斯特说起话来妙语迭出，引人入胜——即此也难以形容他谈话艺术之高妙。”——马塞尔·普兰德威尼





——在他家做客绝对有乐趣





“在他家进晚餐，他决不会让任何一位客人有冷落之感；他会陪某位喝汤，挨着另一位吃鱼，吃了一半又转到另一人身边且吃且谈，如此这般，直到一餐用完；不难想象，待到水果上来，他已挨个陪了一圈了。对每一位都体贴周到，足证他的恭而有礼，——若是来宾中有一人稍有怨意，他肯定会深感不安。彬彬有礼还不算，以他之善度人意，他还希望确保来他家的每一位都能满意而归。当然，他的晚餐无可挑剔，人人都有宾至如归之感。”——加布里埃尔·德·拉罗什富科

奇的是，友人虽是不吝赞美之辞，普鲁斯特本人对友谊的见解却称得上尖刻至极，我们会发现，他事实上认为友谊的价值极其有限，不拘他付出的友情，抑或他得到的友情，他均作如是观。尽管聚会场合他可以谈笑风生，但他还是相信——





——他宁与沙发为伍





“放弃一小时工作去和朋友聊上一钟头的艺术家都知道，为了实际上并不存在的玩意儿，他付出了什么代价（交友有何益处？朋友在一起不过是做些让人开心的蠢事罢了。我们来者不拒，一辈子乐此不疲，但是心底里谁都清楚，这是自欺欺人，其情形好比相信家具能明白我们说什么而对其大发议论）。”





——谈话是枉费心力





“谈话似乎是表达友情的不二之门，然而所谈者尽是浮浅空洞的鸡毛蒜皮，对我们全无益处。终其一生，我们说个不休，其实说来说去都是些蠢话。”





——友情浅薄无聊





“……它将我们引向浅表的自我，代价是远离自我中更真实且无法沟通的那一部分（这个自我惟有通过艺术才能沟通）。”





——友谊究其实不过是谎言





“……它让我们相信自己并非处于无所不在的孤独之中。”

话虽如此，普鲁斯特自己倒并非玩世不恭之人。他并不冷漠寡情，也不缺少去看朋友的冲动。（这种冲动他描述为“一种想见到他人的渴望，不论男人、女人，都会有这样的渴望袭上心来，其情形如同长久在医院幽居一室的病人，恨不能夺窗而出”。）

所以普鲁斯特与之大唱对台戏的，乃是所有对友谊不着边际的颂扬。比如声称朋友令我们有机会表露出我们最内在的自我，又如与朋友交谈是最称心如意之事，我们可尽去矫饰，放言无忌，坦然呈现真实的自我。

普鲁斯特对友谊的怀疑，与他晚宴上出现的加布里埃尔·拉罗什富科之类没头脑的朋友没多大关系，虽说他不得不端着吃了一半的鱼与此辈热络寒暄。他的质疑是更具普遍意味的。在他看来，成问题的是人们关于友谊的概念，即使有缘与那个时代最深刻的心灵晤对，倾心深谈，比如说吧，就算他有机会与某个有着詹姆斯·乔伊斯般天才的作家对话，问题还是依然如故。

事实上他还当真与乔伊斯有过一面之缘。1922年，两位作家都出席了在里兹饭店为斯特拉文斯基、贾吉列夫及俄罗斯芭蕾舞团举行的晚宴，此次盛会系庆祝斯特拉文斯基芭蕾舞剧《列那狐》的首演成功。乔伊斯姗姗来迟且未穿礼服，普鲁斯特则自始至终未脱下毛皮外套。乔伊斯后来曾对人说起他们二人互相认识时的情形：





我们的谈话总是以否定式作结。普鲁斯特问我是否认识某某公爵，我说“不”。女主人问普鲁斯特是否读过《尤利西斯》，普鲁斯特答曰：“没读过。”等等，等等。





晚宴结束后，普鲁斯特与那天晚上作东的悉德尼·斯契夫夫妇上了他叫的计程车，乔伊斯问也不问一声，即随他们坐进车里。上车后他的第一个动作是打开车窗，第二个动作便是点上一支烟，二者对普鲁斯特而言恰恰都是要命的。归途中乔伊斯看着普鲁斯特一言不发，而普鲁斯特虽说个不停，却没半句是对乔伊斯说的。车到阿梅兰路普鲁斯特寓所，普鲁斯特悄悄对悉德尼·斯契夫说：“请对乔伊斯先生说，让我的车送他回去吧。”计程车果然送乔伊斯回到住所。此后二人再未谋面。

如果这故事听起来有几分荒唐，那恰是因为我们对这样两位大作家彼此会向对方说些什么有太多的想象。对很多人来说，无话可谈动辄说不并不为奇，令人称奇的是《尤利西斯》和《追忆逝水年华》的作者一同坐在里兹饭店的水晶吊灯下，竟然说来说去就是个“不”字，这的确令人遗憾。

我们不妨想象一下那晚上两人的会面非常成功，——一如我们一厢情愿以为的那样——又会是何种情形：

普鲁斯特：（裹着毛皮外套，悄没声息地戳戳面前的美国大龙虾）乔伊斯先生，您认识克莱蒙多奈尔公爵吗？

乔伊斯：请就叫我乔伊斯吧。公爵？我跟他很熟，一个出色的朋友，从这儿到里默利克，他是我遇到的最仁慈的人。

普鲁斯特：是吗？我很高兴我们所见相同（因发现二人有共同的朋友喜形于色），……虽说我还没去过里默利克。

斯契夫夫人：（欠身向普鲁斯特，以沙龙女主人特有的善解人意发问）马塞尔，你知道詹姆斯的大著吗？

普鲁斯特：《尤利西斯》？当然。谁还能不读这部当代巨著？（乔伊斯闻言面露羞色，然难掩欣喜之情。）

斯契夫夫人：你还能记起书中的片断吗？

普鲁斯特：夫人，整本书我都记得。比如主人公走进图书馆的那一段。请原谅我的法国口音，不过我还是忍不住（开始背诵）：“……”

但是，纵使那晚上当真如此圆满，纵使二人后来在回家的车上相谈甚欢欲罢不能，乃坐谈到天明，纵论音乐、小说、艺术、国家、爱情和莎士比亚，谈话与作品、闲聊与写作最终还是两回事，毕竟谈话是谈不出《尤利西斯》也谈不出《追忆逝水年华》的，虽说两部小说都不乏隽永深邃之语，足证二人都可道出不凡之言——这里恰让我们看到了谈话的限制：谈话不可能表达出我们最深层的自我。

此种限制当作何解？何以同一个人能写出《追忆逝水年华》这样的煌煌巨著，谈起话来却口不能言？部分的原因是由于心灵的运作机制。心灵是个极不稳定的器官，说不准何时就会出现一片空白或是心神不属，惟在静定或无所事事之时才会冒出思想的火花，而此时并非真正是“我们自己”。那状态毋宁说倒似一脸孩童式茫然的表情盯着天上飘过的流云出神——说是神不守舍或许并不算夸张。但是谈话时的节奏却不允许留下这样的停顿，因为他人的在场要求我们不断地做出回应，于是我们总觉脱口而出的尽是些蠢话，真正想要说的却没说出，为此我们懊恼不已。

与此恰相对照，一部书则允许我们从时常麻痹的心灵中提炼出精纯之物，它是心灵最活跃之时的一份记录，是对灵感火花的集中再现，而那灵感的火花也许经长年累月的酝酿才得偶一闪现，其前其后，心灵或许始终处于昧暗不明之中。由此看来，同自己心仪的作家见面几乎肯定会大失所望（“的确，有些人比他们的书更了不起，不过恰恰是因为他们的书算不上一流”），因为这样的会面中我们只能见到作家寻常的一面，他们超越时空的一面我们则难以窥见。

再者，谈话几乎不容我们对出口的话做出修正，通常的情形是，我们往往不知道自己想要说些什么，总要有合适的机缘才能表而出之。写作则没有这样的限制，写作大体上就是不断的修改，在不断的改写中，原初的想法——粗浅而未加琢磨的意念——得以丰富、细化。当其出现在书页之上时，也许已经合乎逻辑且富于审美意味，一如人们希望看到的那样。反观谈话，我们的初衷谈着谈着即变形扭曲，倘我们一再修正补充，谈话对象即有再好的脾气也要大呼消受不起。

普鲁斯特写作之从心所欲是出了名的，往往要到命笔之际，他才知道自己想写什么。1913年《追忆逝水年华》第一卷问世，其时普鲁斯特根本没想到此书最终会写成洋洋七巨册的鸿篇巨制，计划中该书应是一个三部曲（《在斯万家那边》、《在盖尔芒特家那边》和《重现的时光》），而且还准备将后面两部分合为一卷。

然而，第一次世界大战使第二卷的出版推迟了四年，普鲁斯特的计划因此全然改变，在此期间，普鲁斯特发现还有许多新的东西可写，且明白还得有四卷的篇幅才能将所欲写者道出。结果是，原来的五十万字扩展到了现在的一百三十余万言。

改变的可不仅仅是小说的字数篇幅。每一页，乃至大多数的句子都有修改，也可以说，从手稿到校样，每一个段落都变了样，单是第一卷就有一半四次重写。普鲁斯特每每回看原稿，一看便觉原先所写不能惬心当意，有些字句不当漏掉而竟漏植了，有些原本觉得表达清楚的意思似乎还得重新营构，或是一个新的意象或隐喻当写入书中，以使主题得以丰富和延伸。由那改得面目不清的手稿，我们可看出普鲁斯特怎样精益求精，不停地完善他最初的表达。
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出版商可算是倒霉到家了，普鲁斯特送来的手稿字迹潦草不说，交稿之后他还会没完没了地修改。潦草的字迹一变而为字迹工整、优雅的校样，不过是让他更容易看出种种错漏之处，他会再在上面大改特改，改到纸上每一处空白都用尽还不够，有时他还要在纸张的边缘贴上些长签条。

出版商或许会因此不悦吧，但不厌其烦的修改却有助于写出更好的作品。可以这么说，《追忆逝水年华》已然不是一个普鲁斯特努力的结果（虽说一个普鲁斯特就叫最挑剔的人无刺可挑），而是好几个眼光独到、造诣不凡的作者通力合作的产物（少说也有三位：作为原稿作者的普鲁斯特+作为校阅者的普鲁斯特+作为修改者的普鲁斯特）。从最后出版的书里当然看不到苦心营构的痕迹，或是创作的具体过程，我们读到的只是一个从容、严谨、无可挑剔的声音，所有的句子绝无毛病，可以不易一字，没有一个隐喻须修改，没有一处意思须澄清，也没有哮喘病发作造成间断的痕迹，虽说普鲁斯特写作时当然也得睡觉、吃早餐、写礼尚往来的书信。普鲁斯特倒不是在有心隐瞒什么，他是要矢忠于他写这部小说的初衷，哮喘发作或吃早餐之类，虽说是他生活中不可或缺的部分，与他写此书的动机却了不相关，因为正如普鲁斯特所言：





作品是作家另一个自我的产物，这个自我和我们在日常生活中、在社会上以及在恶行中显现的那个自我并非一回事。





出之以谈话形式的友谊要以丰富、精确的语言表达出复杂的意念，实在有其限制，不过还是有人在为这样的友谊辩护，认为友谊令我们有机缘以最私密最诚实的自我与人沟通，而且我们于此可以清晰地表露心中所想。

这说法颇诱人，但这样的诚实似尚须仰赖以下二事方成为可能：

其一，我们的内心究竟有多少念头，特别是，我们对朋友有多少虽说很实在，说出来却可能伤人，虽属推心置腹，说出来却有失厚道的看法。

其二，若我们敢大胆直言对朋友的想法，朋友很可能弃我们而去，对此我们是否已掂量好了？而我们掂量的结果部分地又是依照我们对以下问题的意识得来的：我们招人喜爱的程度，我们的品性是否足以保证我们在已然一时开罪了朋友（比如提到人家的未婚妻或是抒情诗时尽说叫人扫兴的话）的情况下仍能与他们做朋友。

不幸的是，照这两条来看，普鲁斯特都无缘享受诚实的友谊。首先，他对人有太多虽透辟却不那么厚道的看法。1918年，他遇到一个会看手相的女人，据说这女人瞥了一眼他的手，又对着他的脸端详片刻，便直筒筒地说：“先生，你想从我这儿得到什么呢？倒像是你在给我看相。”然而这种鉴貌辨人的本事却并未让他得出什么叫人称心的结论。“没几个人是真正充满善意的，明白这一点让我深感悲哀，”——他如是说。据他的判断，大多数人身上都有严重缺点：





世上最完美的人也有令我们震惊、愤然的缺点。比如有人聪明绝顶，总是站在云端里看待一切，从来不说别人个“不”字，但这人会把你极重要的信件揣在兜里忘了发，虽说这信是他主动要帮你邮的，如此这般，误了你极要紧的约会，他还没事人似的，一笑了之，连句抱歉也不说，因为他恰恰把没有时间概念视作他不同凡俗之处。再如有人极优雅极有教养，言谈举止也许太有分寸了，若是对你说到你，凡可能惹你不悦的话，他绝对不会说，但是你却会觉得这人有城府，好多话藏着不说，在心里沤着，与对你说的全然是两码事。





吕西安·都德觉得普鲁斯特拥有“一种并不令人羡慕的洞察力”：





他能发现人心中所有藏着掖着的小奸小坏，而这个发现把他吓坏了：无关痛痒的小小谎言，些许的保留和秘密，装出来的漠然，心怀叵测的花言巧语，因方便起见而说得稍稍走了样的事实……这么说吧，所有会令我们在恋爱时感到担心，或会令友谊蒙上阴影，令我们与人交往索然无味的一切，都一再地让普鲁斯特陷入惊讶、忧伤或是冷嘲。





很遗憾，就诚笃的友情所需的条件而论，普鲁斯特可说是一样也不具备，一方面，他对他人的弱点敏感至极，另一方面，他对自己是否能让人喜欢又有着过分的疑虑（“啊！千万别成了一个让人讨厌的人——那一直是我的梦魇），同时他又极怀疑如若对朋友道出更多不好听的话，与他们是否还能做得成朋友。前面我们已提及他的自卑（“如果我能对自己的估价高一点该多好！可惜那是不可能的”），这自卑孕生出极夸张的念头：要想交上朋友，他必当如何如何。虽然对一切关及友谊的溢美之词皆不能苟同，他却还是很渴望得到情感（“当我真正陷入悲伤之时，惟一的慰藉就是爱人与被人爱”）。普鲁斯特曾在“毒化友情的种种念头”项下坦率道出了他在情感问题上近乎偏执狂的种种忧疑：“朋友会怎么看我们？”“我们是否不够得体？”“他们当真喜欢我们吗？”还有，“对朋友另有新朋而将我们遗忘的恐惧”。

这意味着普鲁斯特在任何场合首先想要做到的总是让别人喜欢他，记得他，对他有好评。好友雅克埃弥尔·布朗彻的话可以让我们对他之在意他人略知一二：“他不仅把男主人女主人捧得晕头转向，而且还送鲜花和花样翻新的礼物，为此荡尽家产也在所不惜。”普鲁斯特的心理洞察力（厉害到已然威胁到看手相者的饭碗）使他总能浑不费力即找到得体的话、微笑和鲜花，以赢得朋友的欢心，而他的招数总是有效。他谙晓交友之道，交游甚广，朋友都喜欢与他相伴，且对他关爱有加，在他死后，他们写了一大堆颂扬的书，书名尽是“我的朋友马塞尔·普鲁斯特”（莫里斯·多布雷，一卷本）、“我与马塞尔·普鲁斯特的友谊”（费尔南德·格雷）、“给一个朋友的信”（玛丽·诺德林格）之类。

以普鲁斯特在交友上付出的心力策略的讲究而论，朋友对他报以热忱实不应让我们感到吃惊。比如，甚少交友的人总是想当然地认为，友情是无方之物，我们想谈论的话题也正是别人感兴趣的，用不着在这上面费心。普鲁斯特则没那么乐观，他看到，己之所想未必就是他人所欲，故而认定他还是一直当一个提问者，顺着别人的思绪走为好，免得自说自话，令人生厌。

舍此而外，怎么做都不能说是好的交谈方式：“很多人与人交谈时都显得太生硬，他们不管对方是否高兴，只顾自说自话，说来说去都是自己感兴趣的话题。”而交谈要求我们为了令对方高兴在某种程度上放弃自我：“我们在聊天时，说话的已不再是我们自己……我们在不断地调整自己，越来越接近对方，而不再是那个与对方反差很大的自我。”

由此我们也就不难明白，普鲁斯特的朋友乔治·德·劳里斯说起他常和普鲁斯特谈论运动和赛车时，何以充满感激之情。此人是个狂热的飚车族，也是个网球手。谁都知道，普鲁斯特对运动和赛车都没什么兴趣，但是与一个对雷诺汽车曲轴情有独钟的人聊天却大谈蓬巴杜夫人小时如何如何，则未免太不知交情为何物了。

交谈并不是为了对自己感兴趣的事情自以为是地大发议论，它首先是为了获得温暖，得到情感上的满足。正因如此，普鲁斯特虽是个智力发达的人，却对纯智识上的友谊提不起精神。1920年夏，他收到好友悉德尼·斯契夫的一封来信（两年后促成普鲁斯特与乔伊斯那次糟糕的会面的，正是此人）。悉德尼告诉他，他与太太薇奥列塔正在英格兰的海滨度假，天气晴和，阳光明媚，美中不足是薇奥列塔邀来了一帮兴兴头头的年轻人，这帮年轻人的浅陋无知越来越让他感到沮丧。他写道：“真是无聊透了。我不喜欢整天与年轻人呆在一起。他们的天真令我难受，我不想败他们的兴，可也不愿都由着他们。有时我对人也有兴趣，不过这些年轻人我不喜欢，他们太无知了。”

此时普鲁斯特在巴黎正缠绵病榻，他很难理解有人会因与年轻人一同在海边度假而闷闷不乐，而这些年轻人的惟一过错不过是没读过笛卡儿：





我的心智活动完全是个人化的，有时也有与他人的交流，但这与他们智识的高下无关，对我而言，只要他们善良、诚实就行。





即使谈论严肃、高深的话题，普鲁斯特首先也还是在倾听别人的见解，而非像有些人那样，兀自忙着发表自己的高见。他的朋友马塞尔·普兰德威尼，亦即另一部题为《与普鲁斯特在一起的日子》的回忆录作者，曾说起普鲁斯特理智的谦恭，他总惦着他的话是否令人生倦，话题是否引人入胜，或是说得是否委婉。普鲁斯特说话，时不时就要来上一句“也许”、“可能”或是“你不这么想？”。在普兰德威尼看来，从中恰可见出普鲁斯特想让对方感到舒心的意愿。他心里或者正在嘀咕：“也许我说错了话，惹他们不悦了。”普兰德威尼并非在抱怨，此种犹疑毋宁是人们更愿意看到的，特别是在普鲁斯特情绪低落的时日：





普鲁斯特最悲观之时的某些声言颇令人惊讶，这些谦恭之辞则让人面对诸如“友谊纯属虚构”、“爱情是个陷阱，带给我们的除了痛苦还是痛苦”之类的断言时，多少会感到几分释然。如其没有这一面来中和，那些话听来就未免太冷了。





——您不这么看？

不管普鲁斯特如何风度迷人，还是有些人不客气地将其说成是过分的多礼，他们认为普鲁斯特实在是礼多，有些爱调侃的朋友甚至发明了一个专用的嘲讽字眼，以形容他古怪的社交习惯。费尔南德·格雷写道：





我们这个朋友圈里发明了一个叫作“普鲁斯特做派”的词，意指过于绅士气，里面也有世俗所谓矫情、让人起腻、花言巧语之意。





普鲁斯特对劳合·海曼的殷勤有礼，可说是所谓“普鲁斯特做派”的最好注脚。劳合·海曼是个徐娘半老风韵犹存的名妓，奥尔良公爵、希腊国王、埃根·冯·弗斯腾伯格亲王，后来还有普鲁斯特的舅公路易·威尔等，都曾是她的恩客。普鲁斯特初遇劳合时还不到二十岁，劳合遂成为他展示“普鲁斯特做派”的第一个对象。他给她写信，信中全是赞叹之辞，信之外，还送上了巧克力、鲜花、饰品，这些礼物均价格不菲，以致他父亲不得不警告他不可如此挥霍。

致海曼的信通常都是这么起头：“亲爱的朋友，我的快乐之源，”接着就会说到请花店送来的不成敬意的小玩意，“这儿是十五支菊花，我希望花茎像我吩咐的那么长。”要是花茎不够长，或是劳合要什么比花花草草更昂贵或更耐久的信物，他便奉上赞美之词，称劳合是天生尤物，慧质兰心，优雅高贵，还说她花容月貌，尤如仙女下凡，能够颠倒众生。如此这般，到信的结尾处曲终奏雅，表白心迹，似乎是再自然不过了。不惟如此，普鲁斯特还有个建议：“我建议将这个世纪称作劳合时代。”就这样，劳合成了他的朋友。

这里是劳合的玉照，摄影师是保罗·纳达尔，照片差不离就摄于那束菊花送到劳合门前之时。
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“普鲁斯特做派”的另一受益者是诗人兼小说家的安娜·德·诺瓦耶，写过六部诗集，算不上什么令人难忘之作，不过在普鲁斯特眼中，她却是位可与波德莱尔比肩的天才。1905年7月，诺瓦耶将其小说《操控》寄赠普鲁斯特，普鲁斯特复信赞她简直是创造了一个星球，“一个可供人类沉思的奇妙星球”。她不仅是天体的创造者，而且也是个神话中的女子。普鲁斯特向她发誓：“我一点也不羡慕尤利西斯，因为我的雅典娜更美丽，比他的女神拥有更多的智慧和知识。”几年后，普鲁斯特为《费加罗报》撰文评论安娜的诗集《目眩神迷》，他写道，安娜创造出了可与维克多·雨果媲美的意象，她的作品令人炫目，堪称印象主义文学的典范之作。为向读者证明他所言不谬，他引了安娜的几行诗：





这时一支看不见的利箭飞出，

飞向世界穹顶上一只柔弱的鸟。





“你何曾见过如此华美圆融的意象？”他问道，——读至此处，读者若心疑腹诽犯嘀咕，暗道“见过，而且见过不少哩”，甚或怀疑论者中了邪，真是情有可原。

然则是不是普鲁斯特是个极端虚伪的家伙？“虚伪”一词暗示了藏在好心、善意背后的恶意和机心，既然普鲁斯特对劳合·海曼的真实感受不可能像他夸饰的言词中表露的那样，没准他话里有话，看似赞美，实为讥讽哩。

这种判断也许过于戏剧化了。毫无疑问，他的“普鲁斯特做派”没几回是十足当真的，但是那里面却也传达出这样的信息：“我喜欢你，希望你也喜欢我，”当此之时，普鲁斯特是诚心的。十五枝长茎菊花、奇妙的星球、颠倒众生、雅典娜、女神、华美的意象之类，不过是普鲁斯特自疑的派生物：他感到单凭他自己的情意还不足以确保得到他人的关爱，还得有些附加物才行。我们不该忘记，前边提及的，他对自己的令人气沮的评价［“我的自我估价还不如安东尼（他的管家）对他自己的评价”］。

水至清则无鱼，绝对的诚实在友谊中其实是不存在的，朋友兴头头展览自己的诗集，或是让你看看刚出生的宁馨儿，当其时也，说说好话几乎是不可免的，我们不可因普鲁斯特社交礼数上过于夸张忽略了此一事实。将此种礼数说成是虚伪，乃是无视我们有时说说假话并非出于什么不良企图，倒是想证实我们的情感。文章是自己的妙，孩子是自己的好，这可说是人之常情，是故要是见了朋友的作品不表欣喜之情，见了朋友有孩子不夸上几句，他们或许就会疑惑我们是否当真喜欢他们。朋友总是想从我们这里得到赞许之词以证实我们对他们的爱，岂不知有时我们虽对他们不满却仍然喜欢他们，这二者之间实有距离。我们想象得出，有的人有诗人的忧郁却又世事洞明，有的人夸夸其谈却很迷人，有的人有口臭却让人想亲近，这些都是可能的。但是人往往是敏感的，这意味着如果说出负面的看法，多半会危及彼此的交情。我们总以为人家背后对自己的议论多是出于恶意（或是不满之意），而对刚刚与我们闲聊的人就觉得近乎，我们会嘲笑他的习惯，却依然对他有好感。

普鲁斯特曾将友谊比作阅读，因为交友与阅读均涉及与他人的交流。不过他以为阅读有一好处是交友所无的：





当你阅读之际，友谊忽然间回到了原本的纯净。面对书本，我们用不着虚情假意。假如我们整晚与书相伴，那只有一个原因，我们喜欢。





而在现实生活中，我们去赴晚宴常常是因为担心不赴宴则可能令朋友不悦，伤及彼此的交情，即是说，我们是因想到朋友不免会多心，不得已才打起精神去吃这顿没滋没味的饭。与书为伴则是何等惬意！至少只要我们愿意，我们可随时捧起，如觉厌倦则可弃书不观，面露不悦之色也不打紧。如果有幸和莫里哀一起共度一个晚上，即令在这位喜剧天才面前，我们也难免偶或强令自己露出虚假的微笑，正以此，普鲁斯特说他更喜与书本为伍，而不喜在生活活剧中的交流。至少，当面对书本之际——





（我们）觉得莫里哀的话诙谐有趣，我们才笑；如果觉得腻味了，我们面露厌烦之意也无妨，而一旦不想再往下读，可以径直把它放回原处，根本不用想如此行事是否唐突了这位天才而兼名流的大人物。





面对每一桩友谊中都显然不可免的虚假，我们当做何反应？同一把友谊的伞下，却总是存在着两个彼此矛盾的方面，一面是我们得维系感情，另一面是我们想表达出真实的自我，对此难题，我们当如何措置？普鲁斯特是个极诚实的人，同时又是个极度渴求情感的人，正因如此，他发展出他独有的一套交友之道，竭力使两方面各臻极致而无所滞，照他的判断，对情感的追求和对诚实的追求，二者格格不入，不是偶尔难以两全，而是根本无法兼得。这意味着普鲁斯特在友谊上采用的是一种狭义的概念：他要的是与劳合愉悦地互通情款，而非对莫里哀说他令人厌烦，或是对安娜·德·诺瓦耶说她根本不知诗为何物。你可能会悬想，如此一来，普鲁斯特未免不够朋友，实情却恰恰相反，他将二者分得一清二楚，交情归交情，诚实归诚实，反使他在两方面都更应付裕如，他是个好性子、可靠、迷人的朋友，同时他又是个诚实、深刻、决不会陷入温情主义的思想者。

要说明这种桥归桥、路归路的截然二分如何影响到普鲁斯特的为人处事，他与费尔南德·格雷的交往不失为一个好例。格雷与他一度是同班同学，后来又是写作上的朋友。普鲁斯特出版第一本小说集时，费尔南德·格雷已在文学期刊《巴黎评论》任要职。普鲁斯特自己也认为这本《优游卒岁录》有毛病，不过要求老校友美言几句不能算是过分吧？未料对格雷而言，这还是强人所难了，关于普鲁斯特的写作，他在《巴黎评论》上甚至一字不提。他倒是在杂志上留了点篇幅写了书评，但他只谈插图、序言及随书附赠的钢琴琴谱（附赠琴谱是商家伎俩，与普鲁斯特毫不相干），结末还要来上一番嘲讽，说这书是托了人情才得以出版。

要是你有格雷这么个朋友，而他不久之后出了本写得糟糕之极的书，寄上一本要你发表高见，你会怎么做？普鲁斯特几星期后就碰上了这样的问题——费尔南德将自己的诗集《童年的家园》寄赠普鲁斯特，若是此书可以称善，将诺瓦耶比波德莱尔也真算不得什么过头话了。普鲁斯特正可借此良机出掉从格雷那儿受的一口恶气，直言他的诗水准太低，劝他不要不务正业。但我们知道，这不是普鲁斯特的方式，我们看到的是，他很大度地写了封信向格雷道贺。信中写道：“您的诗令我有惊艳之感。我知道您对我的书颇有微词。但那显然是因为您认为我写得不好，既然发现您书中的好处，出于同样的理由，我得对您直言我读后的感受，也对别人这么说。”

给朋友写了信过后却决定不将其付邮，这种事是常有的，而寄出的信往往比没寄出的更有趣。普鲁斯特去世后，从他遗下的文件中，人们发现了给格雷的一封短简，写信的时间稍早于他寄出的那封信。信中的话要刻薄得多，难以接受得多，但其中透露的信息却更为真实。他对格雷寄赠《童年的家园》表示感谢，接下来的赞词却都是说书写得够长够厚，只字不提诗的水准，再往下还有些伤人的话，说格雷傲慢、不可信赖、幼稚等等。

为何他写了信却未寄出？一般人认为朋友间结了怨应该坐下来开诚布公地谈，然而这么做可能带来的不良后果也许会让人踌躇再三。普鲁斯特可以将格雷邀到酒店，叫上最上等的葡萄，往侍者手里塞上五百法郎小费令其小心侍候，而后与格雷开谈，轻声慢语对他说，他似乎有点过于傲气，对别人不够信赖，而且幼稚得有点孩子气。结果会怎样？结果会发现格雷马上涨红了脸，推开面前的葡萄，气冲冲走出餐厅，弄得刚赚了笔外快的侍者莫名惊诧。这么做除了与自视甚高的格雷两人之间生出嫌隙，还能有什么益处？再者说，普鲁斯特与这类人交友，难道就是为了证明他识人之准，一如算卜者之能读懂手相？

对令我们心生怨愤之人反唇相讥兜其老底，往往太过伤人，这些笨拙的想头还是叠叠收收，存放到某个私人的角落为好。一封永远不会寄出的信就是这么一个角落，小说则是另一个好去处。

我们不妨把《追忆逝水年华》看作一封其长无比却未寄出的信，看作“普鲁斯特做派”的解药，看作雅典娜云云、奢侈的礼物、长茎菊花之类的反面，看作普鲁斯特在现实生活中不能说不可道者于此尽可一吐为快的所在。普鲁斯特将艺术家描述成“能够将不足为外人道之事准确道出的人”，《追忆逝水年华》恰恰给了他一个机会，将不当说之事之思倾囊倒出。劳合·海曼也许自有其迷人之处，但也有令人不耐的一面，这一切均融入到对奥黛特·德·克雷西这个虚构人物的描写中。费尔南德·格雷在生活中或许躲过了普鲁斯特的一顿教训，但从书中那个令人生厌的人物阿尔弗莱德·布鲁赫身上，他可以看到普鲁斯特在转弯抹角地给他上课，因为这个角色身上的某些东西恰是他格雷的传神写照。

不幸的是，普鲁斯特既坚持诚实又维系友情的努力让巴黎社交圈那帮死心眼的人给搅了局，他们硬要把他的作品当作“纪实小说”来读。普鲁斯特言之凿凿，“书中人物纯属虚构”，即使如此，很多人还是按迹索踪，自动对号入座：卡米耶·巴瑞尔发现诺布瓦身上有点自己的影子；罗贝尔·德·孟德斯鸠发现夏吕斯男爵有点像自己；德阿布费拉公爵看出罗贝尔·德·圣卢和拉谢尔之间的情事写的是他和露易莎·德·莫南之间的关系；劳合在奥黛特·德·克雷西身上看到了自己的某些特征。虽说普鲁斯特连忙向劳合赌咒发誓，说奥黛特事实上“与您正好相反”，但是既然两人的住址都一模一样，劳合不信他的话倒也在情理之中。普鲁斯特那年头的巴黎黄页上分明写着：“海曼（劳合夫人），拉贝鲁兹大街（rue Laperouse）3号”，小说中奥黛特则住在“拉贝鲁兹大街（rue La Perouse）一小旅馆，位于凯旋门之后”。惟一的差别似乎只是街名的拼写方式。

虽说生出这些麻烦，属友谊的归于友谊，属诚实的（不寄出的信或小说）归于诚实，这原则还是应当牢守不渝（当然街名还是改为上策，信件还须藏得严实）。

如此牢守友谊、诚实二分之疆界，甚至可说正是为了友谊。普鲁斯特有言：“对友谊不屑一顾的人也有可能……正是世上最珍视友谊的人。”这也许是因为，这些冷眼看世的人对友谊有一种更现实的理解。他们避而不谈自己，并非因为他们认为这话题不值一谈，而是因为他们将这话题看得很重，而闲聊过于随意、多变，且极表面化，率尔而谈，反失其意。是故他们不会因老是充当听众而感到不悦，他们视友谊为倾听的良机，而不以教训他人为乐。此外，因为能为他人设身处地，他们认为一定程度的虚伪是免不了的，所以他们可以赞叹年老色衰的妓女玫瑰般娇艳，也不吝给一部眼高手低的诗集来一篇捧场的书评。

这些人不求真理与情感两全，他们洞悉二者不可得兼，因此分而求之。在菊花与小说，劳合·海曼与奥黛特·德·克雷西，当寄出的信与密不示人然而绝对应写的信之间，他们明智地划出了一条泾渭分明的线。
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普鲁斯特写过一篇随笔，说的是他怎样设法让一个愁眉不展、心怀妒意和不满的年轻人重展笑颜。他描述了这个年轻人日常生活中的一幕。在父母的公寓里吃罢午饭，桌边坐着，年轻人无精打采地打量着眼前的一切：桌布上躺着一把刀，吃剩的排骨看着就没滋没味，桌布还没铺平。起居室的那头母亲在织毛衣，纸箱上家里的猫蜷曲着身子，旁边是一瓶逢喜庆之日才会打开的白兰地。此情此景实在是凡俗、寒伧，与他向往却又没钱去领略的美丽奢华简直有霄壤之别。普鲁斯特想象着这个爱美的年轻人对家中小户人家的俗气装潢陈设是怎样反感，又会如何将眼前此景与在博物馆、教堂里见到的富丽堂皇做比照。他必是对银行家们羡慕不已，这些阔人有的是钱，可以随心所欲将居所装潢得美轮美奂，就连一个门把手、一把煤钳都如同艺术品一般。

他逃不出这个叫人沮丧的家，不过，虽说不能搭下一班火车去荷兰或是意大利，他却可以去逛逛卢浮宫，他至少可以养养眼：那里有维罗内塞的宫殿，克洛德的海景，还有凡·戴克笔下王公贵族的生活。

普鲁斯特对这年轻人的窘境颇同情，他建议不妨稍稍改动一下赏画路线，不过是换个路径，却能令他的生活全然改观。别让年轻人径奔克洛德、维罗内塞的展室，卢浮宫里另有天地，得领他先去看让巴蒂斯塔·夏尔丹的作品。

这主意听上去有点怪，因为夏尔丹极少画海景、宫殿、王公贵族之类。他喜欢画的是静物：盆里的水果、水罐、咖啡壶、面包、刀、酒杯、大片的肉。他喜欢画厨房用具，不光画漂亮的巧克力罐，也画盐瓶和筛子之类。至于人物，夏尔丹画的都是家常情境里的人，这个在读书，那个在搭纸牌，一个妇人刚从市场买了两个面包走进家门，做母亲的正在指给女儿看她的针线活哪儿错了。诸如此类。
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虽说取材平淡无奇，夏尔丹的画却格外情趣盎然，引人遐想。他画的桃子鲜嫩饱满，有如天使，一盘牡蛎或是一片柠檬可以引得你食指大动，垂涎三尺。在他笔下，一条开膛破肚挂在钩上的鳐鱼，可以让你遥想它还活着时畅游的大海，开了的膛则又五颜六色，深红的血，蓝色的经络，白色的肉，纷繁富丽如教堂的中庭。他的静物画亦自有一种和谐，画布上炉前地毯的浅红色衬着一只针线盒、一束毛线，彼此如同好友般融洽无间。这些画简直就像我们的生活本身，却显得如此不同寻常，奇妙诱人。

普鲁斯特寄厚望于夏尔丹的画，但愿那个郁郁寡欢的年轻人看罢之后，心胸随之豁然开朗。





一旦他陶醉于他目为平庸凡俗而夏尔丹大书特书的东西，一旦他神往于他原先觉得索然无味夏尔丹却令其生意盎然的生活，一旦他神驰他原本视而不见实则本身即是伟大艺术的大自然，我就要问他一句：“现在你还觉得不快乐吗？”





为什么他会变得快乐起来？因为夏尔丹已然向他证明，无需腰缠万贯，他生活的天地里也有许多迷人之处，而他曾以为惟有宫殿华屋、王公贵族的生活才有美丽可言。如此他便不再痛苦地觉得自己已被摒于美的王国之外，不再会对派头十足的银行家，对镀金煤钳、镶钻门把手之类羡慕不已。他会明白普通的金属和陶器也有其美妙之处，寻常的厨具也可以像宝石一样美丽。看了夏尔丹的作品之后，甚至他父母那寒酸的公寓也能让他欣然而喜。普鲁斯特打保票道：





你到厨房走一圈，不禁要对自己说，这个真有趣，这个真不错，这个漂亮极了，就像夏尔丹的画。





开始动笔写这篇随笔后，普鲁斯特想让艺术杂志《评论周刊》的编辑皮埃尔·芒戈对该文的内容产生兴趣，便给他写了封信：





要是不嫌夸大其词的话，我可以说我刚写了点研究艺术哲学的文章。我想显示伟大的画家如何激发我们认识、热爱外在世界，何以说他们是“让我们睁开了眼睛的人”？——所谓睁开眼睛，即是说他们让我们重新打量这个世界。文中我举夏尔丹的作品为例，力图说明艺术对人生的影响，指出这些充满魅力与悟性的画作怎样通过赋予静物以生命，而使最平淡无奇的生活焕发出光彩。依你之见，《评论周刊》的读者对这样的文章会有兴趣吗？





——也许会有吧，不过既然杂志的编辑认定读者肯定不感兴趣，他们也就没机会去验证了。编辑大人不识货，将这文章打入冷宫，倒也情有可原：那是1895年，芒戈不知道这个普鲁斯特有朝一日会成为写出《追忆逝水年华》的那个大名鼎鼎的普鲁斯特。再者说，该文的寓意听来也有几分荒唐：就差没明说，世上的一切哪怕最讨厌的东西也妙不可言，凡自己力所不及的都不值得艳羡，别墅并不比茅屋更好，而缺了口的盘子也并不比祖母绿差。

然而，普鲁斯特与其说是想让我们对万事万物等量齐观，不如说他更在意的是促使人们对世上的事物都有个正确的估价，从而修正我们关于何为“美好生活”的种种偏见，这些偏见令我们对生活中有些情境毫无道理地漠视，而对另一些情境则又盲目地热衷。若是芒戈未将那篇文章打入冷宫，《评论周刊》的读者或许便可得一良机，没准他们会重新审视自己对美的理解，由此同平凡的生活相觑相亲，与盐瓶、陶器、苹果之类建立起一种可能更有益处的全新关系。

何以人们先前一直缺少这样一种关系？何以人们就是看不出家里桌布和水果的妙处？从某个层面说，这样的发问实属多余。某些东西让我们一见之下怦然心动，某些东西我们则熟视无睹，这乃是自然而然。厚此薄彼，均非有意为之，也说不出所以然，我们只知道令我们动心的是宫殿而非厨房，是精美的细瓷而非粗陋的土陶，是稀罕的番石榴而非寻常可见的苹果。

但是，这样的审美判断虽是当下自发地产生，我们却不该误以为此种判断本乎天性，根本无法改变。普鲁斯特给芒戈先生的信对此点即颇多提示。当他说伟大的画家就是那些“让我们睁开了眼睛的人”之际，他同时也就在暗示，我们对美的感受不是一成不变的，伟大的画家可以通过画作让我们对美更加敏感，引导我们去欣赏以往忽略掉的美。上面提到的那位郁结的年轻人所以觉得家里的桌布、水果毫无美感可言，部分的原因就是缺少夏尔丹那样的画作来引导他，而这样恰可给他一把钥匙，引他去发现桌布、苹果的诱人之处。

大画家之所以有这等法力，让我们睁开眼睛，乃是因为他们自己有一双锐眼，对各种各样的视觉经验有着不寻常的敏感，他们可以感受到光线在汤匙端头上的嬉戏，感受到一块桌布纤维的柔软，一只水蜜桃表面天鹅绒般的光滑，或是老人皮肤上暗红的斑。我们不妨开心地把艺术史想象成这样的情形：一长串天才正在挨个忙着为我们指指点点，告诉我们这儿那儿真值得一看；画家们以其无与伦比的技巧向我们发话：“德夫特的后街是不是挺美？”“巴黎外边塞纳河的风光是很迷人吧？”以夏尔丹来说，他也是在以他的作品向世人——包括那些总觉生活不如意的年轻人——发话：“不要只知道盯着罗马战役、威尼斯盛宴和查理大帝耀武扬威的马上英姿，也来看看桌边的碗、厨房里的死鱼，还有饭厅里的法棍面包吧。”

多看一眼，或许欣喜之情就会油然而生，这就是普鲁斯特美的观念的核心所在，它揭示了一个事实：我们的不满多半并非因为生活有什么内在的缺陷，而是因为我们不能恰如其分地看待自己的生活。欣赏法棍面包的妙处并不意味着我们对城堡之美就不屑一顾，但若不能领略面包的好，则我们整体的欣赏能力必是出了问题。那个郁结的年轻人家中所见，与夏尔丹在很相似的公寓房里所留意的，二者竟是天差地远，这说明看取世界的方式决定着我们能看到些什么，夏尔丹的方式是欣赏，欣赏与只想着得到、占有是全然不同的两码事。

在普鲁斯特的人物画廊中，因不懂欣赏生活而陷入沮丧的角色，并非只有1895年写夏尔丹那篇文章中的年轻人。十八年后，他的笔下又出现了一个普鲁斯特式的主人公，此人非他，即是《追忆逝水年华》中的叙述者。他与论夏尔丹文中的年轻人颇多相似：二人都郁郁寡欢，都生活在一个索然无味的世界里，而后来也都因换了副眼光看世界而获拯救，由此发现了生活如此真实而又如此出人意表地充满绚烂的色彩，这发现恰恰证明，直到那时，他们才算是明白了生活的真谛——惟一的不同仅在于，二人之获得启示，一个是在卢浮宫的画廊，另一个则是在面包房。

为要勾画面包房这个事例，普鲁斯特向我们描述了叙述者某个冬日下午的一幕。他患了感冒，在家里坐着，因沉闷的日子而无精打采，没什么盼头，明天又是无聊的一天。这当儿他母亲走进房间，问他要不要来杯椴花茶，他回说不要，后来不知什么缘故，他又改了主意。和茶一起，母亲还端上一块玛德莱娜点心，那是一种胖鼓鼓中间凸起的小甜饼，看上去像是用扇贝做模子烘出来的。萎靡不振的叙述者百无聊赖，掰了一小块饼放进茶里，啜了一口，就在这一刻，奇迹出现了：





温暖的茶水和着那小块玛德莱娜方入口内，立时有一阵颤栗之感穿过我的全身，我万念皆空，专注地品味起出在我身上的奇事。一种微妙的快感侵入我的感官，那是一种难以言传的感觉，不知从何而来。那一刻，生命的无常之感突然离我远去，人生的灾难于我无伤，生命的短暂也只不过是幻觉……现在我不再感到渺小、孤独和无聊。





这块玛德莱娜小甜饼有何神奇之处？其实它和莱奥妮姑妈总喜欢浸到茶里吃的那种，同叙述者儿时她给他吃的那种，都并没什么差别。当他还是小孩时，星期天他会进莱奥妮姑妈的卧室道早安，而假期他们一家人总是到她贡布雷乡间的房子去度假。多少年过去，叙述者的童年在他的心目中已经模糊了，就像生活中的其他许多事情一样，童年生活中还记得的他也不觉得有什么美妙或是有趣可言。但这并不意味着他的童年真的一点也不美妙，只不过是他将其遗忘了，——此刻玛德莱娜在唤起的，正是他失去了的记忆。经由心理的快速切换，一块自童年过后再未沾唇、记忆久已尘封的小甜饼竟一下将他带回到贡布雷的时光，回忆潮水般涌来，漫无边际，亲切温暖。童年时光似乎忽然间变得美丽了，他带着欣喜之情回想起莱奥妮姑妈一直住着的那所灰色的老房子，贡布雷的小城和附近的地方，想起替人跑腿时常走的那条街，想起教堂、乡间的路、莱奥妮姑妈花园里的花，还有维翁河上漂浮的睡莲。当沉浸于回忆之时，他明白了这些记忆之宝贵，也正是这些记忆给了他灵感，让他最终写出《追忆逝水年华》，从某种意义上说，这部小说其实就是一个完整而又充分延展、精心刻画的“普鲁斯特时刻”，也可说是“普鲁斯特时刻”感性、直观的显现。

与玛德莱娜的重逢之所以令叙述者喜出望外，乃是因为小甜饼让他豁然开朗：不是他的生活平庸琐碎，而是盘踞在他意识中的种种幻象庸俗无聊。这是理解普鲁斯特式人物特性的关键，一旦破除了虚假的幻象，眼前的世界便焕然一新。那个看夏尔丹画作的年轻人的情形，其疗救的过程也正相仿佛：





尽管生活在某些时刻似乎向我们展示了异乎寻常的美，我们却有可能还是认定它平庸无奇，这得归因于我们错误的判断。我们不是根据生活本身提供的证据，而是依凭那些虚假得离谱的幻象得出我们的结论——由此我们把生活贬得一钱不值。





不能恰如其分地存住当下的情境，这些可怜的幻象便乘虚而入，如此一来我们已忘却了事物的本来面目。的确，普鲁斯特认为，昔日的生动印象往往得自不经意间，一块玛德莱娜小甜饼、一缕久已遗忘的气息或是一只旧手套能让我们有动于衷，联翩浮想不期而至，而刻意求之则反而未必能有此效力：





受意志控制的回忆，亦即由大脑和眼睛召回的记忆，给我们的只是模糊不清的过去的复制品，就像末流画家笔下的春天……我们不相信生活是美丽的，因为我们无法让生活的美在心中复活，但是如果不期然闻到一阵久已遗忘的气味，我们突然间会感到莫名的欣喜；与此相似，我们认为自己对死者已再无爱恋之情，是因为我们已将他们忘却，但是如果有一天不期然看见他们遗下的旧手套，睹物思人，我们又会泪流满面。





过世前数年，普鲁斯特收到一张问卷，请他列出卢浮宫中（此时他已有十五年未履足卢浮宫）他最喜爱的八幅法国画家的画作。他有些举棋不定，最后的答案是：瓦多的《扬帆希特里岛》或《冷漠》；夏尔丹三幅，自画像，他夫人的肖像，以及一幅静物；马奈的《奥林匹亚》；雷诺阿一幅，或是柯罗的《但丁的小舟》或《沙合特里教堂》；最后是米勒的《春天》。

至此我们对普鲁斯特心目中描摹春天者何为上品，可以有一概念了，他的取舍有一前提，即看其是否能传达出春天的真实气息，一如不期而至的回忆令昔日时光真实重现。然而杰出画家能在画布上表而出之，末流画家却视而不见者，究竟为何？此问题也可换个方式发问——不期而至的记忆与意识控制的记忆，二者之间究竟有何差别？答案是“无甚差别”，至少是不同处要比我们想象者少得多。同以春天为题，一幅平庸之作与大师之作究竟有多大不同，实难说清，虽说差别不是一点没有。平庸的画家也有可能具有一流的绘画技巧，云彩画得酷肖，青草的嫩芽表现得很巧妙，树根的根须也画得毫厘不爽，但是他们画中还是缺少某种说不清道不明的气息，而那恰是春天独特魅力的所在。比如，他们就是画不出（当然也就没法让我们去留意）树上花朵边缘的一圈嫩红，田野上艳阳高照却又暴雨将临二者之间强烈的对比；画不出树干上节疤的质感，乡野小道旁花儿不堪风吹雨打，倏忽之间娇艳不再的景象——这都是些细微之处，然而对春天的感受，对春天的欣悦之情可能正是来自于此。

同样的，不期而至的回忆与受意识控制的记忆之间，差别也难于界说，然而却又是决定性的。当其品尝那杯神奇的椴花茶和玛德莱娜小甜饼之前，《追忆逝水年华》中的叙述者并非已将童年时光忘得一干二净。儿时在法国何地度假（贡布雷？还是克雷蒙费让？），那条河叫什么名字（维翁还是瓦隆？），还有一起住过的亲戚有谁（莱奥妮姑妈还是莉莉姨妈），这些他似乎都还记得。但是这些记忆都是死的，它们缺少某种东西，某种类于大画家神来之笔的东西：午后阳光照在贡布雷广场的感觉，莱奥妮姑妈卧室中的气味，维翁河两岸空气的潮湿温润，花园里传来的钟声，午餐时新鲜芦笋的芬芳——这些细节在在表明，描绘玛德莱娜小甜饼，其功用决非只是唤起记忆，而是让我们睁开眼睛，进入到欣赏的境界。

为何我们不能敞开心胸，欣赏万物？这问题远非无所用心或懒惰即可一言蔽之。也许是源于美的形象并不轻易充分显示自身，而其实它就在我们身边，正等着我们去发现。普鲁斯特散文中的年轻人萎靡不振，因为他只知维罗内塞、克洛德、凡·戴克，这些画家从未描绘过属于他的那个世界，他的艺术史知识偏偏又让他对夏尔丹一无所知，而事实上他恰恰最需要夏尔丹来点拨他寻常的厨房有何妙处。这年轻人对夏尔丹的无知似乎是极有代表性的。无论伟大的艺术家如何致力于打开我们的眼界，改变我们的整体环境却为他们力所不及——我们的周围充斥着无益有害的幻象，这些幻象的制造者并无不良居心，其画作往往还显示出高超的技巧，不幸他们的努力总是在暗示我们，我们自己的生活与美的王国之间，存在着一条不可跨越的鸿沟，这真叫人沮丧。
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《追忆逝水年华》中的叙述者孩提时代即对海边向往不已。他想象去诺曼底海边一游定是妙不可言，尤其是他听说过的一处叫作巴尔贝克的海滨胜地。然而他的想象显然是从一本以中世纪哥特时期为背景的书中得来，所以他满脑子都是古时候的海滨。他给自己勾画出一幅海岸雄伟的画面，浓雾深锁，惊涛拍岸，教堂孤耸，险峻峥嵘如断崖绝壁，钟楼上钟声应和着海鸟的鸣叫和狂风的呼啸。他想象当地人是神话中骄傲的西美利安人的后代，因为荷马史诗里描述过，这个部族住在一个谜一般的、永远黑暗的岛上。
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叙述者心里揣着这么一幅奇景，巴尔贝克之旅当然是令他大失所望，他发现那里不过是一处地道的二十世纪初的海滨度假胜地。到处充斥着餐馆、商店、汽车和脚踏车，有人在游泳，有人打着阳伞在散步。再就是一家大饭店，豪华的大厅，上上下下的电梯，忙颠颠的侍应生，巨大的餐厅朝着海，透过窗户玻璃可以遥望大海，大海浴着灿烂的阳光，没半点动静。

这一切与叙述者遥想的中古哥特时代的辉煌了不相干，他渴盼已久的断崖峭壁、悲鸣的海鸟、呼啸的狂风之类，哪有半点影子？

叙述者的失望说明了脑中的影像在怎样左右着我们对身边景物的欣赏，而揣着满脑子幻象出门真是冒险。断崖绝壁、海鸟悲鸣之类，诚然令人神往，问题是，六百年前的景象与我们面对的度假胜地的实况，二者如何协调？

在叙述者那里，环境与美的理想之间的对立来得特别斩截，逾于常人，不过他的失落仍在某种程度上反映出现代生活的一般特征。由因科技和建筑变化惊人，我们的世界被越来越多尚未及转换为优美影像的场景和事物所占据，遂使我们生出思古之情，对已然消逝了的那个世界不胜想望。那个世界其实并不当真就更美，之所以看去美妙无比，皆因那些令我们张开审美之眼的大师们已将其中景物一一描绘。令人担忧的是，对现代生活笼统的厌恶排斥情绪正在四处弥漫，实则现代生活自有其迷人之处，只因甚少画作能将其表而出之，我们往往就视而不见。

对那个叙述者和他的假期而言，画家艾尔斯蒂尔也来巴尔贝克消夏，实在是一件幸事。艾尔斯蒂尔要的是画出自己的印象，从不仰赖古书作画，他一直在画当地风光，身着棉布衣裙的妇人、出海的游艇、港口、海上的景色，还有附近的赛马场等等，都成为他的题材。作画之余，他曾邀叙述者到他的画室做客。叙述者站在一幅以赛马场为题的画前，面露羞惭之色，承认自己从未想去这等去处（既然他只对狂风怒号的大海和悲鸣的海鸟情有独钟，这也是意料中事）。然而艾尔斯蒂尔还嫌他过于匆忙，建议他多看两眼。他让叙述者留神画中的一个骑师，此人呆在赛马出发区，正给前腿提起的座骑套缰绳，奇的是身上骑装潇洒明艳，脸上却是冷漠阴沉。而后艾尔斯蒂尔指点叙述者，那些乘马车前来观看赛马的妇人姿态何等优雅，她们站起身举着望远镜，沐浴在一种特异的光线中，这光线差不多是荷兰画风的，从中你可以感受到水的寒意。

叙述者不仅对赛马场兴趣全无，即使对海的兴致也如同叶公之好龙。他看海总喜以手遮眼，为的是将那些败兴的现代船只逐出视线之外，眼不见心净，如此他便可遥想远古的海洋——越久远越好，至少也得是古希腊早期的大海。艾尔斯蒂尔对他这好古之癖又下针砭，让他留心海上游艇的美妙之处。他指点叙述者，游艇整一的外观自有它的美，简洁、明亮、单纯，衬着映射海水的蓝蓝雾霭，呈现出一种令人心醉的温婉的暖意。他还说到游艇上的那着白色棉布或亚麻衣裙楚楚动人的女子，那白色裙衫在灿烂的阳光下衬着海的蓝色，看去如同鼓起的风帆，白得令人炫目。

邂逅艾尔斯蒂尔且看了他的画作，叙述者对大海之美终获新解，心中的古老幻象被生气勃勃的现代图景取代，他的假期由此也有了亮色。

我明白了，在现代画家的眼中，海上竞舟和赛马会（还有那些裙衫动人，沐浴在染着大海绿意的阳光中的女子）可以像维罗内塞、卡帕奇奥热衷描摹的节日庆典一样，令人兴味无穷。

叙述者的了悟再次证明，美需要我们去发现，等是等不来的。美还要求我们关注细节，要求我们玩味棉布衣衫的白、映射在船体上的海色，或是那骑师亮丽的服饰与阴沉的脸色之间有趣的对比。叙述者的了悟过程同时还凸显出我们是多么容易陷入无聊沮丧，——如果世上的艾尔斯蒂尔们都不来度假而我们脑中贮存的幻象又已消耗一空，如果我们对艺术的了解仅止于十六世纪的卡帕奇奥（1450—1525）和维罗内塞（1528—1588），而眼前所见却是二百马力的追日号快艇在海上加速行驶，我们的度假便再无兴味可言。二百马力的追日号或许当真没什么让人兴奋之处，然而我们对高速快艇的反感也许恰恰源自对古代美的幻象的执迷，源自对主动的欣赏活动的拒绝，而若维罗内塞、卡帕奇奥生于当世，异地而处，没准他们倒会对高速快艇之类大加欣赏哩。





我们总是被幻象包围着，这些幻象不惟老掉了牙，而且可能还无可救药的虚假。当普鲁斯特敦促我们恰如其分地看待这个世界之际，他也即是在不住地提醒我们，最寻常的场景其实也孕含着价值。夏尔丹让我们识得盐瓶、水壶之美，玛德莱娜小甜饼因唤起叙述者对一段平凡中产之家的童年生活的回忆而让他莫名欣喜，而艾尔斯蒂尔的画画的无非棉布、港口这类寻常之物、寻常之景。在普鲁斯特看来，这样的平淡正是美的境界：





的确，真正的美与那些由浪漫的想象催生出来的期待并不吻合……当其初次显现于大众眼前时，我们往往竟是大失所望！一个女人因要去观赏大师杰作而兴奋无比，其情形一如她刚读完了一部连载故事，或是等着占卜者道出她的命运，又或期待着情人的出现。但是她看到的却是一间暗乎乎的屋子，里面一个男子倚着窗户在沉思默想，如此而已。她心有不甘，还等着突然间能看出点名堂，就像一眼看到头的大街豁然敞亮。虽然碍着名画的盛名未吱一声，心底里她却在嘀咕：“怎么，这就是伦勃朗那幅大名鼎鼎的《哲学家》？”





然而哲学家的趣味当然是深沉、微妙而平静的……这幅画指向了一种亲切平易、洗尽铅华的美，一种不假外求、无需大富大贵，寻常人家也可拥有的美。

普鲁斯特说得娓娓动听，但这话却很难拿他本人的生活来证实，更合他胃口的，毋宁是一种奢华的生活，他的种种表现常与夏尔丹或伦勃朗《哲学家》一画中体现的精神迥异其趣。所以我们看到下面的讥评实不足为怪。





——他的通讯录上记下的都是一时显贵





普鲁斯特出身中产之家，但他交结的却尽是些显贵人物。且看这些名字：德·克莱蒙多奈尔公爵，加布里埃尔·德·拉罗什富科伯爵，罗贝尔·德·孟德斯鸠费赞沙克伯爵，埃德蒙·德·鲍里涅克亲王，费里波特·德·萨里涅克费涅隆伯爵，康斯坦丁·德·布朗克万亲王，阿历克桑德·卡拉曼西美亲王夫人。





——他是里兹饭店的常客





虽然家里很舒适，有个能干能做可口的饭菜的仆人，饭厅也足够他设宴待客，普鲁斯特还是常常外出用餐，到旺多姆广场的里兹酒家大请其客。他会为朋友点上昂贵的饭菜，给两倍的小费，当然还少不了用细长的酒杯喝香槟。





——他赴过的宴会数不胜数





真是数不胜数，安德烈·纪德起初甚至因此拒绝让他的小说在伽里玛出版社出版。纪德的理由不可谓不充分，他相信这小说系出自一个社交狂之手。如他后来对普鲁斯特解释的那样，“在我看来，你不过是个频频光顾X、Y、Z夫人府邸，外加专给《费加罗报》写无聊文章的人。坦率地说吧，我把你看成一个喜好风雅、趋炎附势的社交名流。”

普鲁斯特无意遮掩，坦诚相告。没错，豪奢浮华的生活对他确有吸引力，他的确屡屡想方设法要做X、Y、Z夫人的座上宾，也确实费心费力交结出入她们府上的显贵人物（在普鲁斯特的时代，贵族风头之健，只有后来的电影明星可以比拟，对公爵之类冷眼相向不屑一顾，实在难免有自视清高之嫌）。

然而，关键还是故事的收场，普鲁斯特最终对自己追寻到的浮华失望了。他去Y夫人家，给Z夫人送花，对康斯坦丁·德·布朗克万亲王曲意奉迎，然而他终于悟到，这一切只不过是个谎言。贵族生活的华美迷人令他生出追逐的欲望，然而那华美只是一个幻象，与贵族生活的实情颇有距离。现在他算明白了，还是呆在家里为好，与女仆闲话家常，其乐不下于和卡拉曼西美亲王夫人为伴。

《追忆逝水年华》中的叙述者也有从希望到幻灭的类似经历。从一开始他就被盖尔芒特公爵和公爵夫人周遭的氛围迷住了，在他的想象中，他们属于优等的种族，他们的姓氏散发着诗意，那姓氏往前可追溯至法兰西最古老最高贵的家族，那时巴黎的教堂和沙特尔市甚至连影子都没有。盖尔芒特家族笼罩在梅洛旺加王朝谜一样的氛围中，令他想起中世纪挂毯上林中围猎的情景，这个家族的人仿佛不食人间烟火，在世间就像教堂彩绘玻璃上的传奇人物。盖尔芒特公爵的领地上开满鲜花，到处是小溪、泉水，有朝一日能与公爵夫人盘桓竟日，垂钓于此，那将是多么美妙。

未料当真有幸识得盖尔芒特家的人，叙述者的幻象却自行消散。盖尔芒特们看来与凡夫俗子并无两样，要说有何不同的话，只能说他们格调更低，脑子更蠢。公爵是个粗鲁、冷酷而俗气的人，公爵夫人倒不笨，但只晓得卖弄聪明，刻薄他人，不知真诚善意为何物，至于公爵府上的座上宾，他过去可是把他们想成巴黎圣堂里的使徒的，事实上这些人却只对流言蜚语津津乐道，说来说去尽是些无聊之事。

如此这般觑得贵族真容，实在是大煞风景，既然亲炙其人只不过让他们俗鄙的本相毕现，也许我们会就此弃了追逐所谓的名流之念。急吼吼攀龙附凤似乎大可不必，好好面对自己的现实才是正经。

然而从叙述者的幻灭我们也可得出不同的结论。就此放弃对人的判断识别决非上策，想想应该怎样形成正确的判断才是正理。优雅的贵族并非全然是向壁虚构，糟糕的是人们对这形象的理解太简单化了。世上出类拔萃的人当然是有的，然而以为有高贵姓氏的人自然而然就有一份与生俱来的高贵，则未免把判断识人之事想得太轻而易举。势利的人不肯相信这一点，倒相信阶级是不可逾越的，是某阶级的人则必会毫厘不爽体现出所属阶级的特征。可是，虽说有那么几个贵族颇能符合人们心目中“贵族”的概念，更多的却是盖尔芒特公爵之流，高人一等者，惟贵族的头衔而已。“贵族”这样的分类标签如同一张网眼太大的网，捞不起美德、优雅这类并非与生俱来的东西。也许有人当得起叙述者对盖尔芒特公爵怀有的那份期待，不过这人没准是个电工、厨子，或者律师，——是不是出乎你的意料之外？

普鲁斯特最终感受到的，恰恰是这样的意外。在其晚年，有位赛特夫人给他写信，莽撞地问他这么个问题——你是否是个专喜攀龙附凤的势利鬼。普鲁斯特的回答如下：





现在常来看看我，问问我的情况的朋友没几个，这里面就算还有某位公爵或亲王时不时露个面，他们大体上也被其他朋友取代了，我说的其他朋友，一个是男仆，一个是司机……很难在他们当中做取舍。这些下人比公爵们更有教养，法语说得更好，可是他们繁文缛节的一套太多，更世故，而且比较敏感。想了一天，还是感到难以取舍。还是那司机更好些吧。





此话在赛特夫人听来也许是有些夸张了，不过意思很清楚：教养或是很好的自我表达能力这一类资质并不依循某种简单的路径，所以我们不能仅根据大而化之的分类即对人遽下判断。夏尔丹给那忧郁青年的启迪是，美并非总是在耀目之处，同样地，那位能说一口优雅法语的男仆也给普鲁斯特（也许只是给赛特夫人）提了个醒，优雅未必就附着在通常被人视为优雅的形象之上。

然而简单化的形象正因其简单明了，来得很是诱人。尚未见识夏尔丹的画作之前，那位郁郁寡欢的年轻人至少会有某种确信，相信中产阶级的住所比不上宫殿，由此也就会认定能住在宫殿里就等于有了幸福。未与贵族交往之前，普鲁斯特至少不会怀疑确实存在着一个应仰视的阶层，且相信能与此阶层的人相过从即等于在社交生活方面修成了正果。对奢华的中产阶极厨房、讨人厌的亲王，或是比公爵大人来得更有品位的司机详加分解，实在是太费事。简单化的形象提供了某种确定性，比如人们心目中定型的贵族形象就对我们打包票说，花钱如流水一定可以带来快乐：





我们会怀疑有些人是否当真喜欢看海景听海浪，可是一旦看见他们愿意为了看海景听海浪每天掏一百法郎在酒店开房间，我们便改了看法，相信他们必是喜欢无疑，同时也就相信他们的趣味真是不一般。





同样地，也有这样的人，他们起初怀疑某人是否真有才学，然而一旦发现此人合于心目中才学之士的形象，又或听说此人受过正规教育，如何见多识广，拿过大学文凭，马上便将怀疑收起，相信他必是不凡。

这种人一定会毫不犹豫地认定普鲁斯特的女仆是个白痴：她居然以为拿破仑和波拿巴是两个人，而且普鲁斯特告诉她是一人，她还要过一个星期之久才肯相信。然而普鲁斯特知道她聪明过人（“我从未教过她拼写，她也从无耐心把我的书哪怕读上半页，但她确有过人的天赋”）。他这么说并非是附和庸人之见（更不是刻意唱反调），暗示教育没有一点价值，或是认定自“坎波伏米奥和约”到滑铁卢战役这一段的欧洲史没什么重要可言，都是学院中人蓄意故神其说，他真正要说的是，知道皇帝姓甚名谁以及会读会写都并不足恃，以此为据判断一个人是否有才具，未免过于简单。

阿尔贝蒂娜从未学过艺术史。普鲁斯特写到某个夏日午后她与德·冈布梅尔夫人、夫人的儿媳、一个律师朋友及叙述者在一处聊天的情形。彼时他们坐在巴尔贝克饭店的台阶上，忽见一群原本浮在海面上的海鸥飞起，带来一阵喧闹之声。

“我喜欢海鸥。我在阿姆斯特丹就见过，”阿尔贝蒂娜说道，“它们身上有大海的味道，即使飞过石头的路面，它们也能嗅到海的咸味儿。”

“啊，那么说你去过荷兰。你知道《麦维尔》吗？”德·冈布梅尔夫人问。阿尔贝蒂娜回答说，很遗憾，她不认识这些人。普鲁斯特于此不动声色地暗示读者，阿尔贝蒂娜更应抱憾的是，她竟以为有一批荷兰人叫“麦维尔”，岂不知冈布梅尔夫人说的是荷兰国家美术馆中收藏的一幅画。

幸运的是，德·冈布梅尔夫人的艺术史知识有限，未能觉察到阿尔贝蒂娜闹出的大笑话，我们可以想见，若是她发现了阿尔贝蒂娜出的错，必是一脸难以置信的表情。冈布梅尔夫人谈到艺术总是小心翼翼，生恐一语不当惹人讪笑，对像她这样的艺术上的势利眼说来，显得对艺术有感觉比对艺术真正有会心更来得重要。社交场上的势利之徒只知以头衔、名声取人，根本没有自己的判断，艺术鉴赏上的势利眼也一样，他们只知四处搜集相关信息，以为掌握了信息便是懂得了欣赏艺术——虽说为弄明白自己缺了点什么，阿尔贝蒂娜倒真该再到阿姆斯特丹走一遭，来个文化之旅。或许她会比德·冈布梅尔夫人更懂得欣赏“麦维尔”，至少在她的天真里还有那么点诚实的根芽，而从德·冈布梅尔夫人对艺术夸张的崇拜中我们看到的，除了矫情还是矫情。不幸的是，阿尔贝蒂娜却把画作当成了应当慕名拜访的一族荷兰市民。

这一课又告诉我们些什么？我们应该知道寻常如餐具柜里的面包，也自有其美；我们应该瞄准的是画家，而不是春天；我们该怪罪的是记忆，而不是记住的东西；如若有人将我们介绍给某个伯爵、公爵或是亲王之时，切不可期望太高；还有，拼写有误不必耿耿于怀，读法兰西帝国史不要尽挑那些头衔吓人的人物看。
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Q：普鲁斯特能教我们怎样谈恋爱吗？


A：也许吧——虽说没什么证据。他倒是在给安德烈·纪德的一封信中历数他当恋爱导师的本钱。





虽说我从自己这儿什么也得不到，甚至最微末的病痛我也拿它没办法，但我却拥有一种力量，常能帮他人祛除痛苦，带去欢乐（我肯定这是我惟一的天赋）。我能让仇人化敌为友，也能助情人重修旧好，我能让病人康复，却只能看着自己的病一日重似一日，我能令懒人变得勤奋，自己却懒散如故……这些品性（我说这话毫无自赞自夸之意，因为在其他方面我对自己多无好评）加上与人周旋的本事，再加上一种浑然忘我，一切替朋友着想的能力，使我能够给他人带来好处。这些品性往往很难求之于一人……写这本书时我真的感到，要是斯万认识我又肯接受我的指导，我应该能有办法让奥黛特回到他的身边。






Q：斯万和奥黛特？


A：将小说中某个虚构人物的不幸当成作者对人类状况概括性的预言，实在大可不必。这些倒霉人物都陷在小说里，不能跳出来看自己，书外面的人就不同了——所谓当局者迷，旁观者清。


Q：普鲁斯特认为爱情可以天长地久？


A：那倒未必。不过难以永久的事多了，不独爱情这一项。要做到对身边的人与事保持一种欣赏的态度总是很难的。


Q：怎么个难法？


A：就拿电话这么个不相干的东西做例子吧。贝尔发明电话是1876年的事，到1900年，法国有三万人用电话。普鲁斯特很快也有了（电话号码是29205），他特别喜欢一种叫作“剧场电话”的服务，打这电话，就可听到巴黎各剧院的歌剧、戏剧演出。

他想必是喜欢电话的，但是他注意到有电话的人很快对电话就再无新奇之感了。早在1907年，他就在文中提到过这种装置：





（电话）是一种神奇的东西，过去我们拿着电话只觉惊喜不已，现在却不当回事了，操起电话想也不用想，就叫裁缝或是要店家将冰淇淋送上门。





然而，如果电话老占线或是给裁缝的电话里尽是嗡嗡声，败了我们的兴，我们多半会孩子气地对电话暴跳如雷，全不念这技术的进步是如何令人赞叹：





我们好似都是些法力无边的孩童，对神奇之物只知享用，视若当然；我们只知电话“来得便当”，或者更糟，用得不如意，我们便如同被宠坏了的孩子，怪它“一点不便当”，你看吧，《费加罗报》上尽是这一类的抱怨之词。





从贝尔发明电话到普鲁斯特愤愤地发现法国人对电话已视若寻常，中间不过隔了三十一年。三十年多一点的时间，人们的新奇感即已荡然无存，奇妙的发明沦为家中的日用品，稍不如意，比如巧克力冰淇淋迟来了几分钟，我们立马就会数落电话的不是。

即此一例，已可见出人的毛病，要他们对较平凡的事物永久保持新奇感，或至少是终其一生持欣赏态度，几乎是不可能。


Q：一般说来，人的新奇感能维持多久？


A：很投入的欣赏？长不了，通常也就一刻钟。叙述者渴望与漂亮、活泼的吉尔贝特交朋友，他是有次在香榭丽舍游玩时遇上她的。这愿望后来实现了，吉尔贝特真成了他的朋友，并且常邀他去家里喝茶，她给他切蛋糕，问他有何喜好，待他殷勤又周到。

他很快乐，但很快习以为常，没想象的那么快乐了。有很长时间，到吉尔贝特家与她一起喝茶像个可望而不可及的梦，在她家客厅里只呆了一刻钟，他就感到认识她之前，甚至她为他切蛋糕、殷勤相待那一刻以前的事在记忆中已开始褪彩落色，记不真切了。

结果是身在福中不知福。既然因生活中缺少吉尔贝特而感到空虚的日子已成过去，他很快就忘了感激——梦想既已成真，他便再无所待。吉尔贝特的笑容，她的讲究的午茶，她的温柔亲切，最后都成了他生活中再熟悉不过的部分，结果是习焉不察，熟而相忘，就像我们对触目皆是的树、云或者电话那样不以为意。

叙述者何以如此麻木迟钝？在普鲁斯特的眼中，叙述者和我们所有人一样，都是习惯的奴隶，对任何事物，总是容易一经熟悉即不再当回事儿。

我们只对新鲜事儿感兴趣，只有突然闯入我们意识、令我们大吃一惊的陡然变调才会令我们动容。一旦习惯取代了新奇，我们便掉头不顾。


Q：何以习惯会使人麻木迟钝？


A：关于这问题，普鲁斯特就诺亚方舟说的一番话最为发人深省：





孩提时代，我心目中《圣经》里的人物似乎没有比诺亚更不幸的了，因为他被洪水困在方舟里，整整呆了四十天。长大以后我常常生病，也像呆在“方舟”里一样，没有出头之日。这时我才悟出来，倘若没有被困的经历，诺亚决不可能将人世看得那么透彻，——虽说他是被禁闭在方舟上，到处一片漆黑，什么也看不见。





与飞禽走兽为伍，坐在禁闭室般的方舟里，诺亚当真能看见什么？我们通常总有一预设，以为须视觉与对象之间有了接触才能算目有所见，如说“看山”，则要亲往阿尔卑斯，瞪大了眼睛搜奇揽胜，这才算是“见过”。然而也许这只能说是第一种“看到”，而且是未见得高明的一种，就恰切地欣赏一个对象而言，我们更需要的是张开心灵的眼睛，以心灵之眼去重塑对象。

游山归来，倘若合上双眼，凝神结想游山所见，我们往往能捕捉到一些重要的细节，大量的视觉信息经了诠释，这座山的显著特征便在我们心中悄然浮现：花岗岩的山巅，低洼处的冰雪，林梢缭绕的雾霭。凡此种种我们游山时也许都曾见过却未尝留意。

上帝水淹世界之时，诺亚已经年逾六百，周围的世界他想必早已看得烂熟，这世界多少年下来就这副模样，“天不变道亦不变”的，他根本提不起精神让它们在心里重过上一遍。想想看，触目皆是丰饶的灌木，他又何必要将一棵小树放在心上揣摩个没完？

但是在方舟上困了两周之后，情况就大不一样了，其时诺亚对家乡满怀惦念，却怎么也见不着，自然而然，他就开始拼命回想那些灌木林、树和山峦了，因此可以这么说，活了六百岁，诺亚还是头一遭真正开始欣赏他的世界。

这意味着，一物就在眼前，我们往往不会去留意它，真正要想欣赏，倒是见不着为好。事实上近在眼前也许正是促使我们视若无睹的重要因素，因为我们总觉得一直能见到就尽够了，用不着再去琢磨。


Q：照你这么说，我们是否应在诺亚方舟里多关关禁闭才好？


A：会有好处的。它会让我们更知体察事物，对情人尤其如此。即刻的剥夺会驱使我们学会欣赏。我不是说非得被剥夺我们才能学会欣赏，我是说我们应从自己失落时的自然反应中得到一些教训，悟到未被剥夺之时对身边一切当知珍惜。

情人间过于稔熟，结果往往是滋生出厌倦，因对对方知道得太多而生的厌倦。反讽的是，问题也许出在我们对对方还不够了解。始入爱河，我们惟有新奇之感，对彼此的关系自然茫然无知，定情之后终日厮对，朝朝暮暮的日子又让我们生出幻觉，以为一切不过如此，实在平淡无奇。最大的错觉莫过于因日日晤对而自以为对对方已无所不晓，诺亚在世上活了六百年，若非洪水降临让他以别样眼光看世界，他还不知此理。


Q：普鲁斯特对约会有何高见？头一次约会谈什么为好？穿黑衣是不是合适？


A：这方面普鲁斯特说得不多。他更感兴趣的是该不该头次约会就答应对方共进晚餐。

“对不起，今晚我没空。”——这样的答复无疑比想出种种法子施展魅力更能激发对方的爱意。

如果此话应验不爽，那正是因为诺亚法则——匮乏导致欣赏——在生效。你可能浑身都是魅力，不过若想令对方注意及此，还得再来点刺激，上佳的选择莫过于找借口回绝对方的邀请，这等于把对方锁进方舟，让他在海上漂上四十天。借着谈论欣赏服饰，普鲁斯特解释了延宕有何好处。阿尔贝蒂娜和盖尔芒特公爵夫人都对时装感兴趣，然而阿尔贝蒂娜没多少钱，公爵夫人却是富可敌国。公爵夫人的衣柜已是衣满为患，见了中意的样式她便将裁缝唤来现做，她的欲望何时能得满足，只要看裁缝的手有多快。阿尔贝蒂娜则没随心所欲买衣服的命，当真要买，买前必是思前想后大费周折。她每每花上几小时琢磨衣服，梦想着某件样式特别的上衣、睡袍，或是一顶帽子。

结果是，阿尔贝蒂娜虽没几件衣服，然在对服饰的理解、欣赏的眼光和喜爱的程度上，她却比公爵夫人不知强了多少：





就像占有过程中遇到的每一个障碍……贫穷远比富有来得慷慨，它给予女人的好处远远超过她们想买而买不起的衣服：它带来对衣服的欲望，对衣服真实、细致而透彻的理解恰恰是从这欲望中产生。





普鲁斯特将阿尔贝蒂娜比作对某幅名画向往已久，匆匆赶往德累斯顿美术馆参观的学生，而公爵夫人则像一个腰缠万贯却既没观画的冲动也没必要知识的观光客，一趟下来，除了茫然不解、无聊厌倦外加腰酸背痛之外，可说是一无所获。

这里普鲁斯特强调的是，实际的占有只是欣赏的一个因素。富人诚然幸运，一有去德累斯顿的念头，他们立马就可以去，在商品目录里看中一件衣服，他们马上就能买，但是他们也因太有钱，愿望满足得太快而受到了诅咒。不错，想去德累斯顿，他们可以登上火车就去，看见中意的衣服，他们可以令其很快出现在自家的衣柜里，然而他们却也因此无缘体味欲望与满足之间的挫折延宕，那满足感也就来得短暂，而挫折延宕虽显然令人不快，却有一个无法估量的好处，那就是让人们懂得并且深深爱上某个对象，不管这个对象是德累斯顿的一幅画作、一件睡衣、一顶帽子，还是某个今晚有事不能与我们约会的人。


Q：他反对婚前性行为吗？


A：不，但是必须有爱情才行。这么说不是出于什么老古板的理由，只是他认为以上床来激发对方的爱情算不得一个好主意：





多少有些抵抗的女人，不能马上占有的女人。那些你甚至不知道将来能不能归你拥有的女人，才是令人感兴趣的。






Q：当真是这样？


A：其他的女人当然也有迷人之处，问题是她们冒险到连做做样子也省了，听盖尔芒特公爵夫人怎么说的吧——再美丽的东西，轻而易举就能到手，也就不过尔尔了。

且以妓女为例，这种人是晚上招之即来的。普鲁斯特年轻时常有自渎的冲动，冲动剧烈到他父亲叫他上妓院解决问题，他父亲这么做也有让他打消对妓院的畏惧的意思，十九世纪许多人认为嫖妓是项很危险的消遣。在给祖父的一封很坦率的信中，十六岁的马塞尔描述了他的妓院之行：





我太需要找女人来戒除手淫的坏毛病了，所以爸爸给了我十法郎，让我去妓院。但是首先，我兴奋之下打破了尿壶，得赔三法郎，后来，还是因为太兴奋，我没法性交。所以现在我回到了原点，只好等下次爸爸给十法郎再去出空自己，此外还得为尿壶多要三法郎。





但是这趟妓院之旅不仅是场实际的灾难，它同时还暴露了对妓女取何种观念的问题。在普鲁斯特的欲望理论中，妓女居于一个不幸的位置，她们既要勾起男人的爱欲，又要防着不要把对方胃口吊得太高，把戏演得太过火，因为毕竟是商业行为。也就是说，她们无法拒绝男人，无法像良家女子那样说，今晚我没空。妓女中也许不乏既聪明又迷人的，但是她们不能令客人产生疑虑，疑惑自己究竟能不能拥有她们的肉体。结果很清楚，她们多半不可能激起真正持久的欲望。





倘说妓女……对我们没什么吸引力，那不是因为她们不如别的女人貌美，而是因为她们招之即来，是因为她们随时准备着向我们提供我们正想要的东西。






Q：这么说普鲁斯特相信男人想得到的就是性而已了？


A：这里还得再做分辨。妓女向男人提供他们以为自己想要的东西，她让他们产生一种已然得到的幻觉，这种幻觉强到足以威胁爱情的萌生。

且让我们回过头来再说说公爵夫人。她不懂欣赏自己的衣服不是因为这些衣服不如别人的漂亮，而是因为它们得来全不费力，轻而易举的占有愚弄了她，让她以为她已得到了她想要的一切，她也就不再去追求惟一真实的占有方式。在普鲁斯特眼中，想象的占有（玩味衣服的细微之处，以及衣料的褶皱、线缝的妙处）才是有效的。阿尔贝蒂娜寻求的就是这样的占有，只不过她是在无意间进行的，那是求占有而不可得之后的自然反应。


Q：你是说普鲁斯特不大看重做爱吗？


A：他只是认为人类正在失去能让做爱这事进行得更恰当的能力。在普鲁斯特的构想中，纯粹的肉体之爱是不可能的。那时他还是懵懂少年，所想只限于接吻之令人失望：





人显然是比海胆、鲸鱼更高级的生物，不过他还是缺少一些重要的器官，特别是用来接吻的器官，竟是一个也没有。因为缺这器官，人便用嘴唇来代替，如此这般，其效果也许比用一对獠牙去爱抚所爱者要更令人满意那么一丁点儿吧。但是嘴唇的本职工作乃是将其品尝到的种种滋味送达味蕾，故必是只满足于逡巡表面，碰到面颊这个无法逾越之物即止步不前，对错失了滋味的享受还浑然不觉。





我们为何要接吻？从某个层面来说，接吻不过是用一块柔软多肉且潮润的皮肤组织摩擦相应的一块神经末梢区域以产生快感，如此而已。但是，我们对接吻的期待（初吻时的期待最典型）远过于此。我们想要拥有和品尝的不仅是一张嘴，而是所爱者的全部。经由接吻，我们想得到的是更高的占有形式，一旦我们的双唇得了在情人肌肤上漫游的许可，对激发起我们爱意的人的渴望就算有了最后的着落。

然而在普鲁斯特看来，一个吻虽可带来肉体愉快的颤栗，却不能保证我们一定就能获得真爱的感觉。

且举一例。《追忆逝水年华》中的叙述者在一灿烂的夏日于诺曼底海边散步，路遇阿尔贝蒂娜，自此陷入情网。他被她深深吸引，满脑子都是她玫瑰色的脸颊，她的黑发，她的美人痣，她轻佻而又自信的举止，还有她引发的怀旧之情，他回想起夏日、海的气息、逝去的青春……夏日过去，他一回到巴黎，阿尔贝蒂娜即造访了他的寓所。在海边他试着吻她时，她有些退缩，显得保守，这一次完全不同了，她紧挨着叙述者躺在床上，最后还抱在了一起。这等于说，阿尔贝蒂娜已准备委身于他。谁料接下来的事却令人扫兴：他希望接吻能让他回味阿尔贝蒂娜，回味她的过去，夏日的诺曼底海滨，还有他们初次相遇时的情景，实情却是，他的嘴唇只触到阿尔贝蒂娜的双唇，再也够不到别处，倒像在用长牙爱抚，而且接吻的姿势笨拙之极，他看不见她，他的鼻子太碍事，差点没让他闭过气去。

这一吻也许太不够水准，然而普鲁斯特详述此中的令人扫兴之处，其意恰在点明肉体方式的欣赏中普遍存在的烦难。叙述者明白此时他对阿尔贝蒂娜的身体已可为所欲为了，他将她抱到膝上，双手捧着她的头，爱抚她，但是他似乎只是触到一个严严实实的外壳，心上人仍是难以把捉，遥不可及。

叙述者对接吻的失望其本身也许算不了什么。问题是人们总相信肉体的接触可以径直将我们引向爱的最终目标。是故我们若对接吻大为扫兴，接下来可能就会将此归罪于我们吻的那个人，认定她实在乏味，而非就事论事，归因于接吻太过笨拙。


Q：有什么保证两情长久的秘诀吗？


A：不贞。不是事实上的越轨行为，而是时时感到存在着不贞的威胁。在普鲁斯特看来，惟有嫉妒之情的介入才能拯救被日复一日的单调重复消蚀得寡淡无味的爱情关系。他曾给过冒险选择同居的人一句忠告：





倘你当真和一个女子同居了，你很快会发现她身上那些使你产生了爱情的东西都消失了，然而嫉妒却能令两个人重新走到一起。





话虽如此，普鲁斯特小说中的人物却未免将这一招用得过头了。失去恋人的威胁或许让他们意识到了自己对恋人未有足够的珍惜，可因为只知道肉体化的欣赏，他们所能做的便仅止于守住对方的肉身，这样的努力得到的只是一时的缓解，过后又是厌倦。他们因此被逼入一个折磨人的怪圈：他们渴望得到什么人，便伸出一只獠牙去吻他们，吻过之后便觉厌倦。如果有第三者威胁到他们的关系，他们会大吃其醋，一时间旧情复燃，于是再用獠牙去吻，结果是再度陷入厌倦。这怪圈可以看作是男子异性恋的一个缩影，其情形可以这么形容：





当我们害怕失去她时，我们眼中便只有她一个。当我们确信已得到她时，我们才会将她与别的女人做比较，而且觉得哪一个都比她好。






Q：普鲁斯特曾向安德烈·纪德吹嘘他可充当爱情顾问，假如他碰到了不幸的恋人且想帮他们一把，他会对他们说些什么？


A：看吧。我想他会让他们想想诺亚，想想诺亚在方舟上突然间看到的那个世界，想想盖尔芒特公爵夫人，还有她衣柜里那堆她从来未曾领略过其妙处的衣服。


Q：他对斯万和奥黛特有什么特别的话要说？


A：这问题问得好——不过我们也许该记住勒鲁瓦夫人的一句箴言，此人可说是《追忆逝水年华》中最聪明的一个，某次有人问起她对爱情的看法，她很干脆地回答说：

“爱？我倒是常做，可从来不说。”
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我们应该怎样看待书本？普鲁斯特曾对安德烈·纪德说过这样的话：“亲爱的朋友，我认为我们可以把文学看得无比崇高，同时也可以一笑了之，在这点上我和当代流行的观点倒是正好相反。”这样的议论或许只是信口开河，并不当真，但是隐含的信息却耐人寻味。普鲁斯特是个献身文学的人，却对尽信书或是过分崇拜文学带来的害处有独到的认识。他认为把文学太当回事，看上去像是对文学的崇奉，事实上却悖离了文学作品的精神；对书本的正确态度应是既能领略其妙处，又能觉察其限制。

读书之益

1899年，普鲁斯特的情况不大妙。他已二十八岁，却还一事无成，他依然呆在父母家里，总是生病，没挣过一文钱。最糟的是，四年来他一直在努力写一部小说，到现在还没一点要写完的迹象。这一年的秋天，他继续在法国阿尔卑斯山度假，还去了以温泉闻名的艾维昂，正是在那里他阅读并且喜欢上了约翰·罗斯金的作品，这位英国艺术批评家因其品评威尼斯、透纳、意大利文艺复兴、哥特式建筑和阿尔卑斯风光的著作而享有盛名。

普鲁斯特与罗斯金的邂逅可说是开卷有益的一个好例。普鲁斯特后来解释说：“忽然之间，宇宙在我的眼中又重新变得美妙无比了。”普鲁斯特有这样的感受，是因为宇宙在罗斯金眼中就是这样美妙，而他又是个善将他的印象化为文字的大师。罗斯金所表达者，正是普鲁斯特心中有所体悟而自己又无法道出的，在罗斯金那里，他发现他过去只是隐隐约约体味到的一些东西清晰地浮现出来，凝定成了美妙的文字。

罗斯金向普鲁斯特展现了一个有形有色的世界，展现了建筑、艺术和自然。罗斯金激活了读者对许多事物的感受，这里只不过是其中一例——且看他怎样将一条寻常的山间溪流写得生意盎然：





遇到高出河床三四英尺的岩石，溪流往往既不歧出也不水沫四溅，似对岩石浑不在意，依然是从容不迫，自石上平滑地流过，而水流极速，水波的表面被拉成了一道道平行的线，以致整条溪流看去如同深沉的怒海，惟一的不同是溪流的水波总是往后，海浪则是一意向前。于是遇阻遏的水流让我们领略到曼妙无比的曲线，但见它一会突起一会下陷，随着时高时低的河床优雅地起伏，呈现出种种也许惟有大自然才能产生的自在的美。





风景之外，罗斯金还让普鲁斯特领略了法国北部大教堂的美。度完假回到巴黎后，普鲁斯特便先后走访了布尔日、沙特尔、亚眠和鲁昂。后来说到罗斯金的发蒙之功，他特别提及《建筑的七盏明灯》一书中写鲁昂大教堂的一段，在此罗斯金细致入微地描绘了教堂入口处的一尊特别的石雕像，与之相仿、比肩而立的石雕像足有好几百。这个不大的石雕像顶多有十公分高，特别处在他那苦恼、困惑的表情，他的一只手死死压着下颏，眼睛下面的脸部肌肉都挤在一起了。

在普鲁斯特看来，罗斯金在这小小石像投注的巨大兴趣，不啻使它死而复生，重现其作为不朽艺术的神采。罗斯金懂得怎样看这石像，这才能重新赋予它生命。普鲁斯特素来多礼，这次玩笑似地对那石像抱歉自家有眼无珠，若非罗斯金指引，竟看不出它的好来（“恕我眼拙，不能从这里成千块的石头中将你发现，辨出你的形象，唤醒你的灵魂，还你以个性，还你以生命”）。

这尊小石雕像可说是罗斯金令普鲁斯特豁然开朗的象征，所有的书对读者都可起到这样的启蒙作用。所谓启蒙，一言以蔽之，即是回到生活，从被习惯、漠视导致的麻木不仁回到生活，回到值得珍视却往往被忽略了的种种生命体验。

罗斯金给普鲁斯特的影响太大了，普鲁斯特为更多接触罗斯金也走上了读书人传统的路径：文学研究。他将自己写小说的计划搁置一旁，成了罗斯金的研究者。这位英国批评家1900年去世时，普鲁斯特写了讣闻，其后又写了好几篇纪念文章，紧接着就着手一项庞大的计划——将罗斯金的著作译成法文。这项计划称得上野心勃勃，因为其时他几乎不会说英语，而且照友人乔治·劳里斯的说法，若是在餐厅用英语点菜，要顺顺当当点份羊排恐怕他都有困难。然而他成功地将罗斯金的《亚眠的圣经》与《芝麻与百合》译成了法文，不惟译文准确无误，还加了大量学术性的注释，足见他对罗斯金下的功夫之深。这项工作他简直是以一位浑然忘我的教授那样的迷狂那样的不苟在做，他的好友玛丽·诺德林格就此说道：





他工作之勤奋令人难以置信，工作环境之糟糕却是一望而知：床上乱七八糟，尽是书和稿纸，枕头摆得到处都是，他左首是张竹子的桌子，上面堆得不能再高，根本没地方供他伏案（难怪他字迹潦草），一两个木制笔筒横陈在地板上，大约是从桌上翻下去的。





既然普鲁斯特是这样一位出色的学者，而在小说写作上又一直没弄出什么名堂，他一定考虑过是否就此转入学术生涯。这也是他母亲所希望的。眼睁睁看着儿子在一部没指望的小说上耗费了那么多年的时光，现在发现他居然成了出色的学者，母亲当然兴奋无比。普鲁斯特不会放弃自己的志趣，不过多年后他的确表达过对母亲的判断的理解：





我一直同意妈妈的看法，这一生我只能做一件事，而且是一件我们俩都认为极荣耀的事情，那就是成为一流的教授。





阅读的限制

当然，不用说我们也知道，普鲁斯特后来并未成为普鲁斯特教授，他没成罗斯金专家，或是翻译家，虽说他那么合适从事学术研究，做别的几乎一事无成，而他又那么尊重他亲爱的母亲的判断。此一事实可谓意味深长。

他的这种保留态度极其微妙。他当然不怀疑阅读与研究极有价值，而且还力排流俗之见，以心灵的自足为他在罗斯金身上下的功夫辩护：





平庸之辈总是会有这样的假想，接受我们景仰的书籍的引导必会导致判断力中最具独立精神的那部分受损。“罗斯金感受到什么，与你何干？发掘属于你自己的感受吧。”这样的观点起于一种错觉，但凡接受过精神训练的人必不会同意，相反，他们会感到接受大师的指引令自己的理解力、感受力大增，而他们自己的批评意识并未就此被麻痹……要唤起自己感受到的一切，将大师感受到的东西在自己心中重新创造出来，实在是再好不过的法子。此种努力让我们获益无穷，在此过程中，我们拨云见日，发现自己的思想已与大师合而为一。





然而，在为阅读与研究的有力辩护中，某些地方却也暗示了他的有所保留。没有引起注意实则极易引起争议或批评的一点是，他认为应该为了特定的理由阅读，不是为了打发时间或是无谓的好奇心，也不是纯粹只想知道罗斯金有些什么感受，而是为了回到自我，找到自己的感受：“要唤起自己感受到的一切，将大师感受到的东西在自己心中重新创造出来，实在是再好不过的法子。”我们应该为了领会自己的感受而去读他人的书，我们应该延展的是我们自己的思想，尽管也许是某位作家的思想帮助我们达到了这一目的。因而，一种完满的学术生涯就要求我们做出判断：我们着手研究的作家在其书中表达的东西是否与我们自己所关注者相合，而且即使在经由翻译或注释去对其理解的步骤中，我们也该同时注意理解和延展其内在的一面。

这就是普鲁斯特的命意所在，按照他的观点，要想充分意识到我们感受到的东西，光靠书本远远不够。书本可以打开我们的眼界，让我们更敏感，强化我们的理解力，然而其功效毕竟有其限制，到得某一点即止步不前。这并非巧合或偶然，也不是运气不佳，而是不可避免的。原因很简单：作者不是我们。读任何一本书我们都会碰上这样的时刻：我们感到有什么东西难以接受，被误解了或是太牵强，当此之时，我们便有义务将我们的向导抛到一旁，让自己的思路自行延展。普鲁斯特对罗斯金崇仰之极，他为他的译本苦苦奋斗了六年，六年与床上散乱的稿纸、竹桌上堆积如山的书本为伴，与另一个人的词句不停地纠缠搏斗之后，他终于也口出怨言。他声称，纵使罗斯金无比高妙，也不能使他免于一再地陷入“愚蠢、疯狂、压抑、错误和荒唐”。

普鲁斯特没有转而翻译乔治·爱略特，或是注释陀思妥耶夫斯基，这一事实表明他已有清醒的认识：他在罗斯金那里感受到的挫折并非偶然，与作者本人无关，它反映的是阅读与学术研究普遍的局限。这理由尽够了，从此他再不为普鲁斯特教授的头衔劳神费力。





好书了不起而又美妙的特征之一即在于，对作者而言，书也许可说是“结论”，对读者而言，书则是“激发”（由此可见阅读在我们精神生活中扮演的角色，书本当然重要，但也有其限制）。我们会强烈地感受到，作者离我们而去之际，正是我们自己的智慧萌发之时。作者所能做的一切是激发出我们的欲望，我们却期盼他提供答案……这是阅读的价值，同时也就是它的局限。要让原本只是一种激发的事情变成一项训练，这是强使阅读扮演它担不起的角色。阅读是通向精神生活的一扇门，它可引导我们进入精神的世界，却不构成精神生活本身。





普鲁斯特深知阅读之乐多么容易诱使人们误以为阅读就是精神生活的全部，他因此在译本前记中斟词酌句写下了几行导读性质的话：





我们内心深处有某些我们自己不得其门而入的角落，阅读则提供了打开心灵门扉的神奇钥匙，即此而论，阅读在我们生活中扮演的角色令人赞叹。然而另一方面，如果它的功用不是将我们内心的生活激活，而是干脆取而代之，如果真理对我们不再是一个惟有通过自己心智的努力趋赴的理想，而只是些物质性的、存在于书页之间的东西，如同别人已停停当当酿好的蜜，我们只需举手之劳，从图书馆的书架上取下，机械地翻阅即可，那阅读就变得危险了。





书本实在妙不可言，它帮助我们意识到自己的感受，然而正因如此，普鲁斯特认为人们很容易受其诱惑，就此将探索自己生命的任务一古脑儿全委之于书本。

他在小说中给了个例子，正见出对书本食而不化之害。他写到一位拉布吕耶尔作品的读者，正读到《性格论》中的一段格言：





人常想着要爱他人，却不付诸行动：他们这是自己毁了自己，即此而论，我可以这么说，他们是自己让自己的好梦成空。





此人多年来一直在追求一个女子，想让她爱上自己，却不能如愿——其实那女子当真爱上了他，也只会令他更不幸。普鲁斯特揣想，这位可怜人由这格言想到自家生活的遭际，一定大为感动。他会一读再读，自顾自赋予格言无穷的意味，弄到它不胜负荷，这格言简直一句顶一万句，他一生中最令人激动的回忆全在里面了。它读来如此迷人如此真实，以致他满怀喜悦之情读了又读，不能自休。

毫无疑问，这里投射了这位读者的多重经验，但普鲁斯特却暗示我们，某种程度上说，对拉布吕耶尔的思想倾心到如此地步，会让他忽略自己感受的特别之处。拉布吕耶尔的话可以助他理解自己经历的某一部分，但却不能将其滴水不漏地传达出来。要写出他在爱情上遭到的不幸，那句话不应是“人常想着爱他人”，改读作“人常想着被人爱”才合适。这里看似只有一字之差，却颇能说明问题，它说明即使是那些完美地写出了我们某些经验的杰作，也总不能将我们的感受尽皆道出。

是故我们阅读时不可掉以轻心，对书中的洞见固然应敞开心胸，却不能就此放弃自己的独特性，或是在阅读中忘却了自家情史的特异之处。

如其不然，我们就会染上普鲁斯特断为尽信书本之病的诸多症候：

症候之一：视作家为神明

孩提时代，普鲁斯特特别爱读戈蒂埃的作品。戈蒂埃《弗兰卡斯上尉》一书中的某些句子似乎无比深刻，以致他禁不住要把作者想成一个无所不知的非凡人物，遇到什么重大问题都可以向他求教：





我视他为真理的守护神，希望他告诉我对莎士比亚、塞蒂娜、索福克勒斯、欧里庇德斯、西尔维奥·倍利科这些作家应如何看待……最关键的是，我希望他告诉我，如果中学一年级重读一年，对我的求知是不是更有益处。还有，我是该当外交官，还是在法庭上当律师。





很遗憾，戈蒂埃那些灵慧、迷人的句子老是缠夹在一些读来枯燥乏味的段落当中，他会就一座城堡写上一整页，而对马塞尔的问题，诸如对索福克勒斯当如何看待，他应该进外交部还是当律师之类，他似乎漠不关心。

就普鲁斯特日后的发展而言，或许这倒是件好事。戈蒂埃在某一领域见识过人，并不必然就意味着他在其他领域也有同样的洞见。不过这么想是再自然不过的了：某些人既然在一些问题上目光如炬，转到其他问题他们必也是最好的权威，没准他们真的无所不知。

普鲁斯特孩提时代对戈蒂埃有诸多夸张的期待，到后来，轮到别人对他抱着不切实际的幻想了。有人就相信，普鲁斯特可以给出生存的谜底，人们对他抱有如此的狂想，皆由他的小说而起。《不妥协报》的报人，那些异想天开的记者，就认为要知道末日来临会是何情形，问问普鲁斯特再合适不过，他们坚信作家拥有神灵般的智慧，故而一再拿他们的问题到普鲁斯特那儿讨答案。比如，他们就认为，回答下面的问题，普鲁斯特是最佳人选：





如果因为某种原因，您不得不以体力劳动谋生，按照您的品味、志趣和能力，您会选择干什么？





普鲁斯特坚持说，写作说到底也是体力活，不过接着他还是给了答案：“我想我也许会当一个糕饼师。为人们提供每天生活里都少不了的面包是件值得尊敬的事。”可其实他连一片吐司也做不出来。他又写道：“你们在体力劳动和精神生产之间划出一条界线，这我可是区分不出来。手是在精神的引导下工作的。”——关于这一点，为他涮马桶的塞丽斯蒂没准会谦恭地提出一点疑义。

普鲁斯特的答复很无聊，但还得说，问题本身就很无聊，至少对普鲁斯特是如此。何以一个能写出《追忆逝水年华》的人就一定有能力为刚被炒了鱿鱼的白领指点迷津？《不妥协报》的读者干吗要一个从未有过正经职业也不大喜欢面包的人来对糕饼师的职业高谈阔论？为何不让普鲁斯特回答他答得了的问题，干脆承认他们需要的是一位够格的择业顾问？

症候之二：看罢好书不能提笔

这问题似乎比较专门，实则牵涉甚广。想象一下吧，一本好书会让我们自己的思想止步不前，因为它让我们有惊艳之感，因为我们心灵所能产生的一切都不及它内在的优越。写作的情形是一样的。一句话，好书会让我们觉得再也无话可说。

读普鲁斯特的小说就曾让弗吉尼亚·伍尔夫差点无法再提起笔来。她钟爱他的小说，可钟爱得过头了。她简直挑不出这书一点毛病。正像瓦尔特·本雅明说到人们何以成为作家时指出的，他们成为作家，是因为他们还未发现一本已然让他们心悦诚服的书。弗吉尼亚的问题恰恰在于，她以为她发现了一本这样的书，至少她一度是这么想的。

马塞尔与弗吉尼亚——故事一则

弗吉尼亚·伍尔夫在1919年秋致罗杰·弗莱的一封信中第一次提到了普鲁斯特。那时弗莱在法国，伍尔夫住在里奇蒙，那里老是有雾，花园不成个样子，她偶然问起，他回来时能不能带本《去斯万家那边》给她看看。她再次提到普鲁斯特已是1922年的事了。彼时她已四十岁，虽说有过托弗莱捎书之举，普鲁斯特的作品她其实仍是一本没看。在给E·M·福斯特的一封信中她倒是透露说，她身边的人读书比她勤得多：“每个人都在读普鲁斯特。我坐着一声不吭，听他们大谈读后感想。那似乎是不寻常的经验。”她解释说，她担心对这小说太过入迷，所以迟迟拖着不看。她提起这书简直就当它是一片沼泽，而非用线和胶水装订起来的几百页纸：“我站在边上不住地打抖，等着某种可怕的观念浮现出来，我会随着这观念下沉、下沉、下沉，也许就此再也浮不出水面。”

结果她还是忍不住踊身一跃。问题也就来了。她对弗莱说：“普鲁斯特强烈地挑起我表达的欲望，而我竟至于一句也道不出。我忍不住要大嚷，‘老天，要是能写得像他那么好多好！’那一刻让人颤栗，让人骨软筋酥——有那么点像性爱——他让我感觉我能写得像他那么好，却又一把将笔夺走，结果我根本写不成那样。”

这番话听来像是对《追忆逝水年华》的礼赞，其中却实有她作为一个作家对自己未来的不祥预言。她对弗莱道：“读普鲁斯特对我来说真是冒险。有《追忆逝水年华》在前，还有什么好写的？……上帝，他怎么就能将易逝之物捕捉到——而且还将其化为美妙、久远的存在呢？我们实在只有望洋兴叹的份。”

叹息归叹息，伍尔夫明白她的《达洛卫夫人》还得接着写下去。写完这书后，她一度有那么点自我陶醉。“我想这一次是真写出点名堂了吧？”她在日记中自问道，但这陶醉何其短暂，她接着写道：“罢了罢了，跟普鲁斯特整个没法比，我算是陷在里面了。极度的敏感与极度的强韧在普鲁斯特那里结合到了一起。他可以写出蝴蝶翅膀上最细小的花纹。他像羊肠线一样强韧，又像蝴蝶那样纤细轻盈。我怕他是一方面影响着我另一方面又让我对自己写出的每一个句子都看着不顺眼。”

其实伍尔夫明白，就算没有普鲁斯特，她对自己的句子还是一样大为不满。“我对《奥兰多》厌恶之极，以致什么也写不出来了，”1928年她写完该书后不久在日记中自己对自己说道。“我花了一个星期改校样，连一个像样的词也挤不出来。我讨厌自己絮叨个没完。干嘛总是滔滔不绝？”

每每与这个法国人短暂地照个面，过后她恶劣的心绪即戏剧化地加重。她的日记中又提到普鲁斯特：“晚餐后拿起普鲁斯特作品，又复放下，这是最糟糕的时刻，令我想到自杀。好像没什么可干的了。所有的一切都索然无味，毫无价值。”

她倒没有当真去自杀，她走了步很聪明的棋——再不去碰普鲁斯特。结果是她又写出了几部书，书中的句子既不寡淡也不乏味。这以后，到了1934年她写作《岁月》一书时，已有迹象表明，她终于摆脱了普鲁斯特的阴影。她告诉埃塞尔·史密斯，她又开始读《追忆逝水年华》了：“这本书当然很伟大，我是再也写不出的。好多年了，我一直拖着不将它读完，现在想着也许来日无多，又开始读了。顺其自然，胡乱写自己的吧。上帝呀，我的书真是糟得无可救药！”

这里的语气暗示伍尔夫最终已然能够坦然面对普鲁斯特了。他有他的王国，她也自有她的涂鸦之地。从沮丧到自责再到欣然的自卫，说明伍尔夫渐渐明白，一个人的成功并非就必然成为另一个人的障碍，即使一时觉得山穷水复，过后仍会发现总还有些路可走。普鲁斯特诚然已将许多东西表达得尽善尽美，但独立的思考以及小说的发展并非到他这里就已经终结，并非《追忆逝水年华》一出，然后便是万古长如夜，还是有空间供其他作者继续操练，尽有《达洛卫夫人》、《普通读者》、《一间自己的房间》存身的地方，这些书所标举的个人感受则更不愁没有安身之地。

症候之三：艺术上的偶像崇拜

仰视作家贬低自己无疑是有害的，除此之外，还存在着另一种危险，即基于错误的理由去崇仰艺术家，从而沦为普鲁斯特所说的艺术上的偶像崇拜。宗教意义上的偶像崇拜指的是对宗教某一面的过分执迷，——有时是某一神像，有时是一条特别的戒律，或是某一本经书——，凡此种种，都使得我们偏离甚至大悖宗教的内在精神。

普鲁斯特认为在艺术中也存在着类似的问题，艺术上的偶像崇拜者一方面对艺术中被物化了的那一面崇奉有加，另一方面对艺术的内在精神则又置之不理。比如，他们会对某位大画家笔下的乡间景色大为倾倒，误以为那就算是对画家的欣赏了。他们紧盯着画中之物不放，却全不顾画的内在意蕴——而普鲁斯特审美立场的核心却见于这样一句话：“一幅画的美并不取决于它画的是什么东西”，此话言简意赅，大可回味。

普鲁斯特曾批评他的朋友孟德斯鸠（此人出身贵族，是个诗人），说他是个艺术上的偶像崇拜者，因为每当在现实中正巧撞上了什么画家笔下出现过的东西，他便兴致高涨。要是看见一位女子穿着一件衣服与巴尔扎克笔下卡迪央公主（《卡迪央公主的秘密》女主人公）的穿着很相像，没准他会兴奋得大呼小叫，虽说那衣服不过是小说家的想象。说此种莫名的兴奋是艺术上的偶像崇拜，何以见得？——因为孟德斯鸠的兴奋与对衣服的欣赏了不相干，完全是出于对巴尔扎克名声的崇拜。他根本说不出自己对这衣服喜在何处，未接受巴尔扎克审美视界中的法则，也未从巴尔扎克对具体对象的赏鉴中领会到什么一般性的教益。所以一旦眼前是件巴尔扎克从未描绘过的衣服，孟德斯鸠的问题就来了，也许他会看都不看一眼，而换了巴尔扎克或是一个具有巴尔扎克式眼光的人，则必能品出每件衣服各自的妙处。

症候之四：忍不住要买本《重现的美食》

食物在普鲁斯特的作品中扮演了不寻常的角色，这些美食普鲁斯特写来如数家珍，书中的人物吃来也是津津有味。凡经他品题者，读者便难以忘怀，我们可以举出乳酪泡芙、青豆沙拉、杏仁鳟鱼、烤红鲱鱼、海鲜炒饭、黑奶油煎鱼、牛肉烤盘、白沙拉酱羊肉、俄式炒牛肉、文火蒸桃、覆盆子奶冻、玛德莱娜小甜饼、杏子派、苹果派、葡萄干蛋糕、巧克力酱、巧克力泡芙，等等，等等。

普鲁斯特笔下人物享用的这些美食令人垂涎三尺，我们平日所食则常令人觉得索然寡味，两相对照，我们心痒难熬，恨不能亲口尝它一尝。当此之际，我们也许禁不住想去买本图文并茂、铜版纸精印的《重现的美食》回来瞧瞧，这本食谱由一巴黎名厨编写，初版于1991年（出这本食谱的公司还出过一本同属实用类型的书，名为《莫奈的美食札记》），其中详述《追忆逝水年华》提及的每一种美食的烹饪之法。此书或可令任何够格的厨子对伟大的小说家肃然起敬，没准还能由此对普鲁斯特的艺术获得更近切的了解。别的不论，此书在手，普鲁斯特迷们便可如法炮制，不走样地做出一份巧克力奶冻，与弗朗索瓦丝在贡布雷叙述者家中为他奉上者，并无二致。

弗朗索瓦丝巧克力奶冻





配料：巧克力一百克，白砂糖一百克，牛奶半升，鸡蛋六只。

做法：牛奶煮沸，加入已碎为小块之巧克力，以木勺搅拌，令其慢慢融解。白砂糖与鸡蛋搅打至发泡。烤箱预热至一百三十度。

待巧克力完全融解，倾入鸡蛋、砂糖，用力快速搅拌，然后以滤网过滤。

滤后倒入径可八公分之蛋糕模子内，装双层烤盘中，放入烤箱，一小时后取出。冷却后即可食用。





但是一旦坐实，食谱变成实实在在的甜品，在我们品尝所谓弗朗索瓦丝巧克力奶冻之余，或许会回过头来想，做这甜点乃至编撰《重现的美食》，当真算是对普鲁斯特表了敬仰之心？此举是否正落入了他让读者深以为戒的“艺术上之偶像崇拜”的陷阱？普鲁斯特或许并不反对出这么一本本于他之小说描写的烹饪书，问题在于他希望此种书当取何种形式。若接受他对艺术上之偶像崇拜的批评，则我们当能明白，他小说中具体写到的美食与它们所传递的内里的气息，完全是两码事。这内里的气息是变动不居的，至于是写弗朗索瓦丝烤制的巧克力奶冻，还是写维尔迪兰夫人待客的海鲜炒饭，那都没什么要紧——没准一碗干果粗粮、一碗咖喱菜或是西班牙海鲜炒饭与那气息倒还更相干些。

《重现的美食》带来的风险是，我们会因找不到巧克力奶冻或青豆沙拉的正确配料而弄得整日闷闷不乐，最后只好作罢，落到以汉堡充饥，而汉堡普鲁斯特可是从来没写过。

普鲁斯特当然不希望读者以此种方式读他的书，他早就有言，一幅画作美与不美，并不取决于画的是什么。

驾车在以大教堂闻名的沙特尔西南部行驶，透过挡风玻璃映入眼帘的，是我们见惯了的欧洲北部大片大片耕地构成的景色。这里到处都差不多，除了平地还是平地，雨刷上方地平线上偶或冒出的水塔、圆形粮仓之类，因此反显得有几分突兀。如此单调倒也不坏，免得东张西望，目迷五色，趁着现在还没到罗亚尔城堡、还没见着飞扶壁状如鹰爪的沙特尔大教堂和沧桑斑驳的钟楼，不妨将那张早已揉作一团的米其林地图重新理它一理。汽车沿小路穿过静谧的村庄，家家户户都闭了户午睡，似乎要睡上一整天，甚至加油站看上去都一派死寂，没半点动静，惟见从田野吹过的风舞弄着石油公司那红蓝交错的旗子。一辆雪铁龙蓦地出现在后视镜里，很快便以某种夸张的不耐窜到了前面，好似惟有速度才可抵挡住这令人窒息的单调。

行至较大的交叉路口，就见着不少形同虚设的限速标牌，指向图赫和勒芒方向，写着限速九十公里，驾车的人或许会注意到，这当中有一金属箭头标出了到小镇伊利耶贡布雷的距离。有好几个世纪，这箭头上只标着伊利耶，但到1971年，这小镇决定要让哪怕只有一点文化的驾车人也知道，此地出过了不得的名人，此地孕育了普鲁斯特，或者更确切地说，他在这儿住过。自六岁到九岁，普鲁斯特都在这儿度夏，十五岁那年又重到此地，借住在姑婆伊丽莎白·阿米奥家——正是在这里，他萌生灵感要虚构出一个叫贡布雷的地方。

驶入这个小镇会有点异样的感觉。十九世纪末，还是个孩子的小说家在此度过了几个夏天，后来便将此地方塑造成了小说中的一个角色，由此小镇亦真亦幻，不复全然是那个实实在在的小镇了。但是伊利耶贡布雷似乎要的就是这亦真亦幻，不住地添油加醋。“普鲁斯特医生路”街角上有家糕饼屋即在门首挂出块大招牌，上书“此店即奥莱妮姑妈每日购玛德莱娜小甜饼处”，是否当真如此，天知道。

竞争是激烈的，市场广场的一家糕饼屋也打出普鲁斯特的旗号：“本店特制马塞尔·普鲁斯特最爱之玛德莱娜小甜饼”。八个一袋二十法郎，十二个一袋的则售三十法郎。糕饼屋的老板未读过《追忆逝水年华》，却明白若非托这小说的福，糕饼屋恐怕早已关门大吉，正是小说招来了世界各地的顾客。常可见到挎着相机，拎着装有玛德莱娜小甜饼袋子的游客，往阿米奥姑婆的故居走去。那座大屋普普通通，而且阴森昏暗，要不是普鲁斯特年轻时曾冲着四壁遐想，日后据此写出叙述者的寝室、弗朗索瓦丝做巧克力奶冻的厨房，以及斯万由花园归来晚餐时经过的大门，人们多半不会有兴致对它多瞧几眼。

进得屋内，顿感一种肃穆的类乎宗教的气氛，让人想起教堂。孩子们这会儿都老实了，不知会看到些什么，导游亲切又带几分怜悯地对他们笑笑，做母亲的则警告他们不可乱跑，什么东西都别碰。这屋子实在没什么吸引人之处。虽说有种阴森恐怖的美，房间里还是复制出十九世纪外省中产人家的气氛。房间紧挨着“莱奥妮姑妈的床”有张桌子，博物馆馆长在桌上的大玻璃陈列橱里放了一只白色的茶杯，一瓶古老的维希矿泉水，此外还孤零零放着块有点异样、看上去油滋滋的玛德莱娜小甜饼，走近了才看出，玛德莱娜原来是塑料做的。

旅游中心里有售一位拉谢先生撰写的导游手册，上面如此这般写道：





要想捕捉到《追忆逝水年华》一书的深邃、微妙之感，读者打开小说之前务必花上一天时间到伊利耶贡布雷一游。惟有亲身到此奇特之地，方可体味到贡布雷的神奇。





拉谢对乡土的热爱情见乎辞，实在令人称道，此地制玛德莱娜小甜饼的糕饼业人士亦必会为他叫好，然而在这里呆上一天后人们会怀疑他是否把这小镇说得太玄乎，弄巧成拙，无意间反让普鲁斯特的魅力减弱了。

诚实点的造访者会在心里承认，这小镇无甚可观。它和别的小镇没什么不同，这并不是说伊利耶贡布雷一点没意思，只是拉谢先生说得玄乎其玄的那些我们一点没看出来。这点倒正好给普鲁斯特的观点做了注脚：一个城市有趣与否，端赖我们怎么去看。贡布雷也许是令人愉快的，但法国北部平原其他任何一个小城也都值得一游。只要我们学着以普鲁斯特式的眼光去看，他展现的贡布雷的美我们几乎在任何一个小城都能领略到。

反讽的是，我们揣着对普鲁斯特的偶像崇拜，却对普鲁斯特的审美观全无会心，一路上只知想象着普鲁斯特童年时度过的欢乐时光，朝着伊利耶贡布雷一路狂奔，对途经的乡野景色，还有那些普鲁斯特未曾落墨的周边小城、村庄如布霍、布纳瓦、库赫维尔等，一概视而不见。岂不知普鲁斯特若家在库赫维尔，或是他姑婆住在布纳瓦，没准我们就该往这些地方奔，对伊利耶又不屑一顾了。我们的朝圣之旅盖出于偶像崇拜，我们对伊利耶贡布雷仰慕不已，只是因为普鲁斯特碰巧是在那儿长大，而对他以何种方式看这小城，我们却毫不在意。象征米其林轮胎的那个胖子肯定的恰是这样没头脑的崇拜，因为那胖子不懂我们眼中所见之物，其价值高低与其说是取决于物象本身，不如说是取决于我们看取的方式。他也不明白，伊利耶贡布雷因普鲁斯特小时呆过就给三星，库赫维尔旁边的ELF加油站因普鲁斯特的雷诺汽车未曾在此加油就一星也不给，实在是毫无道理。如果普鲁斯特到过那加油站，他也许一眼就可看出此间亦有可玩味之处：前面的庭园里种了一排齐齐整整的水仙，让人见了高兴；一台老式水泵卧在那里，远远看去就像一个穿一身紫红色工作服的壮汉靠在篱笆上。

如果肯耐着性子好好听，我们会发现，在为罗斯金《芝麻与百合》一书法译本所作序言中，普鲁斯特对伊利耶贡布雷旅游开发之荒唐说得已经够多的了：





我们宁愿去看米勒在《春日》中向我们展示的，宁愿莫奈领我们去吉维尼，去塞纳河边看雾中的河流转弯处，就为了他画过这地方，画的就是雾中的朦胧莫辨。然而实情是，米勒、莫奈所以选定了一条小路、一个花园、一片麦田或是塞纳河转弯处而不是别的什么地方来画，不过是因为家庭或是有亲朋在彼处，很偶然地途经那里或是在附近呆了一阵，如此而已。要说这些地方不寻常，似乎比地球上别的地方更美，那这美这不寻常全是画家赋予的，如同微妙难言的反射，他们在画上烙下了天才的印记，这些印记独特、鲜明，叠印在他所画过的没有个性、情感可言的风景上。





如果当真对普鲁斯特有倾慕之情，我们的当务之急便不是到伊利耶贡布雷一游，我们应该学会用他的眼光来看我们，不是用我们的眼光去看他。

忘记了这一点，对我们来说也许就太惨了。要是我们对一景一地的兴趣全系于大艺术家们是否描绘过它们，成百上千的美景和经验领域我们便无从领略，而我们原本是有机会领略的。莫奈所见只是地球上极少数的地方，普鲁斯特的小说虽长，所写也仅是人类经验的一小部分。不去领会艺术家视线后面的普遍美感，只知盯着艺术品描绘的对象，其结果是对艺术家未曾留意的世界未免太不公平。仅把普鲁斯特当偶像来崇拜，我们就没有闲心去品尝普鲁斯特未吃过的甜点，欣赏他没描写过的服装，体验他未辨析的别种的爱情，履足他未曾造访的城市，并因此灰心地得出结论，认定自己的生活与艺术的世界真有霄壤之别。

我们应从普鲁斯特那里学到什么？我们能向普鲁斯特表示的最大敬意，莫过于像他对待罗斯金那样去对待他，那就是说，纵使他的作品再好，我们若胶柱鼓瑟，入而不出，最后亦必陷入愚蠢、痴癫、抑屈、谬误、荒唐可笑。

把读书当作修行，则未免将其看得过重，阅读本不过是一种刺激。它是通向精神生活的一道门槛，能将我们导入精神的世界，却远非精神生活的全部。

所以，即使是最好的书，有时也应弃之不顾。
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There are few things humans are more dedicated to than unhappiness. Had we been placed on earth by a malign creator for the exclusive purpose of suffering, we would have good reason to congratulate ourselves on our enthusiastic response to the task. Reasons to be inconsolable abound: the frailty of our bodies, the fickleness of love, the insincerities of social life, the compromises of friendship, the deadening effects of habit. In the face of such persistent ills, we might naturally expect that no event would be awaited with greater anticipation than the moment of our own extinction.

Someone looking for a paper to read in Paris in the 1920s might have picked up a title called L'Intransigeant
 . It had a reputation for investigative news, metropolitan gossip, comprehensive classifieds and incisive editorials. It also had a habit of dreaming up big questions and asking French celebrities to send in their replies. ‘What do you think would be the ideal education to give your daughter?’ was one. ‘Do you have any recommendations for improving traffic congestion in Paris?’ was another. In the summer of 1922, the paper formulated a particularly elaborate question for its contributors.





An American scientist announces that the world will end, or at least that such a huge part of the continent will be destroyed, and in such a sudden way, that death will be the certain fate of hundreds of millions of people. If this prediction were confirmed, what do you think would be its effects on people between the time when they acquired the aforementioned certainty and the moment of cataclysm? Finally, as far as you're concerned, what would you do in this last hour?





The first celebrity to respond to the grim scenario of personal and global annihilation was a then distinguished, now forgotten man of letters named Henri Bordeaux, who suggested that it would drive the mass of the population directly into either the nearest church or the nearest bedroom, though he himself avoided the awkward choice, explaining that he would take this last opportunity to climb a mountain, so as to admire the beauty of Alpine scenery and flora. Another Parisian celebrity, an accomplished actress called Berthe Bovy, proposed no recreations of her own, but shared with her readers a coy concern that men would shed all inhibitions once their actions had ceased to carry long-term consequences. This dark prognosis matched that of a famous Parisian palm reader, Madame Fraya, who judged that people would omit to spend their last hours contemplating the extraterrestrial future and would be too taken up with worldly pleasures to give much thought to readying their souls for the afterlife-a suspicion confirmed when another writer, Henri Robert, blithely declared his intention to devote himself to a final game of bridge, tennis and golf.

The last celebrity to be consulted on his pre-apocalypse plans was a reclusive, moustachioed novelist not known for his interest in golf, tennis or bridge ［though he had once tried draughts, and twice aided in the launching of a kite］, a man who had spent the last fourteen years lying in a narrow bed under a pile of thinly woven woollen blankets writing an unusually long novel without an adequate bedside lamp. Since the publication of its first volume in 1913, In Search of Lost Time
 had been hailed as a masterpiece, a French reviewer had compared the author to Shakespeare, an Italian critic had likened him to Stendhal and an Austrian princess had offered her hand in marriage. Though he had never esteemed himself highly ［‘If only I could value myself more! Alas! It is impossible’］ and had once referred to himself as a flea and to his writing as a piece of indigestible nougat, Marcel Proust had grounds for satisfaction. Even the British ambassador to France, a man of wide acquaintance and cautious judgement, had deemed it appropriate to bestow on him a great, if not directly literary honour, describing him as, ‘The most remarkable man I have ever met-because he keeps his overcoat on at dinner.’

Enthusiastic about contributing to newspapers, and in any case a good sport, Proust sent the following reply to L'Intransigeant
 and its catastrophic American scientist:





I think that life would suddenly seem wonderful to us if we were threatened to die as you say. Just think of how many projects, travels, love affairs, studies it-our life- hides from us, made invisible by our laziness which, certain of a future, delays them incessantly.

But let all this threaten to become impossible for ever, how beautiful it would become again! Ah! if only the cataclysm doesn't happen this time, we won't miss visiting the new galleries of the Louvre, throwing ourselves at the feet of Miss X., making a trip to India.

The cataclysm doesn't happen, we Don't do any of it, because we find ourselves back in the heart of normal life, where negligence deadens desire. And yet we shouldn't have needed the cataclysm to love life today. It would have been enough to think that we are humans, and that death may come this evening.





Feeling suddenly attached to life when we realize the imminence of death suggests that it was perhaps not life itself which we had lost the taste for so long as there was no end in sight, but our quotidian version of it, that our dissatisfactions were more the result of a certain way of living than of anything irrevocably morose about human experience. Having surrendered the customary belief in our own immortality, we would then be reminded of a host of untried possibilities lurking beneath the surface of an apparently undesirable, apparently eternal existence.

However, if due acknowledgement of our mortality encourages us to re-evaluate our priorities, we may well ask what these priorities should be. We might only have been living half a life before we faced up to the implications of death, but what exactly does a whole life consist of? Simple recognition of our inevitable demise does not guarantee that we will latch on to any sensible answers when it comes to filling in what remains of the diary. Panicked by the ticking of the clock, we may even resort to some spectacular follies. The suggestions sent by the Parisian celebrities to L'Intransigeant
 were contradictory enough: admiration of Alpine scenery, contemplation of the extraterrestrial future, tennis, golf. But were any of these fruitful ways to pass the time before the continent disintegrated?

Proust's own suggestions ［Louvre, love, India］ were no more helpful. For a start, they were at odds with what one knows of his character. He had never been an avid museum visitor, he hadn't been to the Louvre for over a decade, and preferred to look at reproductions than face the chatter of a museum crowd ［‘People think the love of literature, painting and music has become extremely widespread, whereas there isn't a single person who knows anything about them’］. Nor was he known for his interest in the Indian subcontinent, which was a trial to reach, requiring a train down to Marseilles, a mailboat to Port Said and ten days on a P&O liner across the Arabian Sea, hardly an ideal itinerary for a man with difficulty stepping out of bed. As for Miss X, to his mother's distress, Marcel had never proved receptive to her charms, nor to those of the Misses A to Z; and it was a long time since he had bothered to ask if there was a younger brother at hand, having concluded that a glass of wellchilled beer offered a more reliable source of pleasure than lovemaking.

But even if he had wanted to act according to his proposals, Proust turned out to have had little chance. Only four months after sending his answer to L'Intransigeant
 , having predicted that something like this would happen for years, he caught a cold and died. He was fifty-one. He had been invited to a party and, despite the symptoms of a mild flu, he wrapped himself in three coats and two blankets and went out all the same. On his way home, he had to wait in a glacial courtyard for a taxi, and there caught a chill. It developed into a high fever which might have been contained, if Proust hadn't refused to take the advice of doctors summoned to his bedside. Fearing that they would disrupt his work, he turned down their offer of camphorated oil injections, and continued to write, failing to eat or drink anything besides hot milk, coffee and stewed fruit. The cold turned into a bronchitis, which snowballed into a pneumonia. Hopes of recovery were briefly raised when he sat up in bed and requested a grilled sole, but by the time the fish was bought and cooked he was seized by nausea and was unable to touch it. He died a few hours later from a burst abscess in his lung.

Fortunately, Proust's reflections on how to live were not limited to an all too brief and somewhat confusing reply to a fanciful question from a newspaper-because, right up to his death, he had been at work on a book which set out to answer, albeit in a rather extended and narratively complex form, a question not dissimilar to the one provoked by the predictions of the fictional American scientist.

The title of the long book hinted as much. Though Proust never liked it, and referred to it variously as ‘unfortunate’ ［1914］, ‘misleading’ ［1915］ and ‘ugly’ ［1917］, In Search of Lost Time had the advantage of pointing directly enough to a central theme of the novel: a search for the causes behind the dissipation and loss of time. Far from a memoir tracing the passage of a more lyrical age, it was a practical, universally applicable story about how to stop wasting, and begin appreciating one's life.

Though the announcement of an imminent apocalypse could no doubt make this a concern uppermost in anyone's mind, the Proustian guidebook held out a hope that the topic could detain us a little before personal or global destruction was at hand; and that we might therefore learn to adjust our priorities before it was time to have a last game of golf and keel over.
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Proust was born into a family where the art of making people feel better was taken very seriously indeed. His father was a doctor, a vast, bearded man with a characteristic nineteenth-century physiognomy, who had the authoritative air and purposeful glance that might readily have made one feel a sissy. He exuded the moral superiority available to the medical profession, a group whose value to society is unquestionably apparent to anyone who has ever suffered from a tickly cough or ruptured appendix, and which may hence provoke an uncomfortable sense of superfluity in those with less certifiably worthwhile vocations.

Dr Adrien Proust had started modestly, the son of a provincial grocer specializing in the manufacture of wax candles for the home and church. After pursuing brilliant medical studies, culminating in a thesis on The Different Forms of Softening of the Brain
 , Dr Proust had devoted himself to improving standards of public sanitation. He was especially concerned with arresting the spread of cholera and bubonic plague, and had travelled widely outside France, advising foreign governments on infectious diseases. He was appropriately rewarded for his efforts, becoming a Chevalier de la Légion d'Honneur and a professor of hygiene at the Medical Faculty in Paris. The mayor of the once cholera-prone port of Toulon presented him with the keys to the city and a hospital for quarantined victims was named after him in Marseilles. By the time of his death in 1903, Adrien Proust was a doctor of international standing, who could almost be believed when he summed up his existence with the thought, ‘I have been happy all my life.’

No wonder Marcel should have felt somewhat unworthy next to his father, and feared that he had been the bane of this contented life. He had never harboured any of the professional aspirations which constituted a badge of normality in a late-nineteenth-century bourgeois household. Literature was the only thing he cared for, though did not, for much of his youth, seem too willing, or able, to write. Because he was a good son, he tried at first to do something his parents would approve of. There were thoughts of joining the Foreign Ministry, of becoming a lawyer, a stockbroker or an assistant at the Louvre. Yet the hunt for a career proved difficult. Two weeks of work experience with a solicitor horrified him ［‘In my most desperate moments, I have never conceived of anything more horrible than a law office’］, and the idea of becoming a diplomat was ruled out when he realized it would involve moving away from Paris and his beloved mother. ‘What is there left, given that I have decided to become neither a lawyer, nor a doctor, nor a priest…?’ asked an increasingly desperate twenty-two-year-old Proust.

Perhaps he could become a librarian. He applied and was chosen for an unpaid post at the Mazarine Library. It might have been the answer， but Proust found the place too dusty for his lungs and asked for an ever-longer series of sick leaves, some of which he spent in bed, others on holiday, but few at a writing desk. He led an apparently charmed life, organizing dinner parties, going out for tea and spending money like water. One can imagine the distress of his father, a practical man who had never displayed much interest in the arts ［though he had once served in the Medical corps of the Opéra Comique and had charmed an American opera singer, who sent him a picture of herself dressed as a man in frilly knee-length pantaloons］. After repeatedly failing to report for work, showing up one day a year or less, even Marcel's unusually tolerant library employers finally lost their patience and dismissed him five years after he had first been taken on. It had by this time become evident to all, not least his disappointed father, that Marcel would never have a proper job-and would remain forever reliant on family money to pursue his unremunerative and dilettantish interest in literature.

Which could make it hard to understand an ambition Proust confided to his maid once both his parents had died, and he had finally started work on his novel.

‘Ah, Céleste,’ he said, ‘if I could be sure of doing with my books as much as my father did for the sick.’

To do with books what Adrien had done for those ravaged by cholera and bubonic plague? One didn't have to be the mayor of Toulon to realize that Dr Proust had it in his power to effect an improvement in people's condition, but what sort of healing did Marcel have in mind with the seven volumes of In Search of Lost Time
 ? The opus might be a way to pass a slow-moving train journey across the Siberian steppes, but would one wish to claim that its benefits matched those of a properly functioning public sanitation system?

If we dismiss Marcel's ambitions, it may have more to do with a particular scepticism towards the therapeutic qualities of the literary novel than with all-encompassing doubts as to the value of the printed word. Even Dr Proust, in many ways unsympathetic to his son's vocation, was not hostile towards every published genre, and indeed, turns out to have been a prolific author himself, for a long time far better known in the bookshops than his offspring.

However, unlike his son's, the utility of Dr Proust's writings was never in question. Across an output of thirty-four books, he devoted himself to considering a multitude of ways in which to further the physical well-being of the population, his titles ranging from a study of The Defence of Europe Against the Plague
 to a slim volume on the specialized and, at the time, novel problem of Saturnism as Observed in Workers Involved in the Making of Electric Batteries
 . But Dr Proust was perhaps best known among the reading public for a number of books conveying in concise, lively and accessible language all that one might wish to know about physical fitness. It would in no way have contravened the tenor of his ambitions to have described him as a pioneer and master of the keep-fit self-help manual.

His most successful self-help book was entitled Elements of Hygiene
 ; it was published in 1888, was fully illustrated and was aimed at teenage girls, who were deemed to need advice on enhancing their health in order to produce a vigorous new generation of French citizens, of whom there was a shortfall after a century of bloody military adventures.

With interest in a healthy lifestyle having only increased since Dr Proust's day, there may be value in including at least a few of the doctor's many insightful recommendations.

How Dr Proust Can Change Your Health


(i)Backache


Almost always down to incorrect posture. When a teenage girl is sewing, she must take care not to lean forward, cross her legs or use a low table, which will squash vital digestive organs, interrupt the flow of her blood and strain her spinal cord, the problem illustrated in a cautionary drawing.

She should instead be following the example of this maiden:


(ii)Corsets


Dr Proust did not hide his distaste for these fashion items, describing them as self-destructive and perverse ［in an important distinction for anyone worried about the correlation between slimness and attractiveness, he informed readers that, ‘The thin woman is far from being the svelte woman’］. And in an attempt to warn off girls who might have been tempted to wear these corsets, Dr Proust included an illustration showing their catastrophic effect on the spinal cord.


(iii)Exercise


Rather than pretending to be slim and fit through artificial means, Dr Proust proposed a regime of regular exercise and included a number of practical, unstrenuous examples like, for instance, jumping off walls…

…hopping around…

…swinging one's arms…

…and balancing on one foot.

With a father so masterful at aerobic instruction, at advice on corsets and sewing positions, it seems as if Marcel may have been hasty or Simply overambitious in equating his life's work with that of the author of Elements of
 Hygiene. Rather than blame him for the problem, one might ask whether any novel could genuinely be expected to contain therapeutic qualities, whether the genre could in itself offer any more relief than could be gained from an aspirin, a country walk or a dry martini.

Charitably, one could suggest escapism. Marooned in familiar circumstances, there may be pleasure in buying a paperback at the station news-stand ［‘I was attracted by the idea of reaching a wider audience, the sort of people who buy a badly printed volume before catching a train,’ specified Proust］. Once we've boarded a carriage, we can abstract ourselves from current surroundings and enter a more agreeable, or at least agreeably different world, breaking off occasionally to take in the passing scenery, while holding open our badly printed volume at the point where an ill-tempered monocle-wearing baron prepares to enter his drawing room-until our destination is heard on the tannoy, the brakes let out their reluctant squeals and we emerge once more into reality, symbolized by the station and its group of loitering slate-grey pigeons pecking shiftily at abandoned confectionery ［in her memoirs, Proust's maid Céleste helpfully informs those alarmed not to have made much ground in Proust's novel that it is not designed to be read from one station to the next］.

Whatever the pleasures of using a novel as an object with which to levitate into another world, it is not the only way of handling the genre. It certainly wasn't Proust's way, and would arguably not have been a very effective method of fulfilling the exalted therapeutic ambitions expressed to Céleste.

Perhaps the best indication of Proust's views on how we should read lies in his approach to looking at paintings. After his death, his friend Lucien Daudet wrote an account of his time with him, which included a description of a visit they had once made together to the Louvre. Whenever he looked at paintings, Proust had a habit of trying to match the figures depicted on canvases with people he knew from his own life. Daudet tells us that they went into a gallery hung with a painting by Domenico Ghirlandaio. It was called An Old Man and a Boy
 , it had been painted in the 1480s and it showed a kindly looking man with a set of carbuncles on the tip of his nose.

Proust considered the Ghirlandaio for a moment, then turned to Daudet and told him that this man was the spitting image of the Marquis de Lau, a well-known figure in the Parisian social world.

How surprising to identify the Marquis, a gentleman in late-nineteenth-century Paris, in a portrait painted in Italy in the late fifteenth century. However, a snap of the Marquis survives. It shows him sitting in a garden with a group of ladies wearing the kind of elaborate dress you would need five maids to help you into. He has on a dark suit, a winged collar, cuff links and a top hat, but despite the nineteenth-century paraphernalia and the poor quality of the photo, one imagines that he might indeed have looked strikingly similar to the carbuncled man painted by Ghirlandaio in Renaissance Italy, a long-lost brother dramatically separated from him across countries and centuries.

The possibility of making such visual connections between people circulating in apparently wholly different worlds explains Proust's assertion that ‘aesthetically, the number of human types is so restricted that we must constantly, wherever we may be, have the pleasure of seeing people we know’.

Any such pleasure is not simply visual: the restricted number of human types also means that we are repeatedly able to read about people we know in places we might never have expected to do so.

For instance, in the second volume of Proust's novel, the narrator visits the Normandy seaside resort of Balbec, where he meets and falls in love with someone I know, a young woman with an impudent expression, brilliant laughing eyes, plump matt cheeks and a fondness for black polo-caps. Here is Proust's portrait of what Albertine sounds like when she is talking.





In speaking, Albertine kept her head motionless and her nostrils pinched, and scarcely moved her lips. The result of this was a drawling, nasal sound, into the composition of which there entered perhaps a provincial heredity, a juvenile affectation of British phlegm, the teaching of a foreign governess and a congestive hypertrophy of the mucus of the nose. This enunciation, which, as it happened, soon disappeared when she knew people better, giving place to a girlish tone, might have been thought unpleasant. But to me it was peculiarly delightful. Whenever I had gone for several days without seeing her, I would refresh my spirit by repeating to myself: ‘We Don't ever see you playing golf,’ with the nasal intonation in which she had uttered the words, point-blank, without moving a muscle of her face. And I thought then that there was no one in the world so desirable.





It is difficult when reading the description of certain fictional characters not at the same time to imagine the real-life acquaintances who they most closely, if often unexpectedly, resemble. It has, for example, proved impossible for me to separate Proust's Duchesse de Guermantes from the image of the fifty-five-year-old stepmother of an ex-girlfriend, even though this unsuspecting lady speaks no French, has no title and lives in Devon. What is more, when Proust's hesitant, shy character Saniette asks if he can visit the narrator in his hotel in Balbec, the proud, defensive tone with which he masks his friendly intentions seems exactly that of an old college acquaintance who had a manic habit of never putting himself in a situation where he might encounter rejection.

‘You Don't happen to know what you'll be doing in the next few days, because I will probably be somewhere in the neighbourhood of Balbec? Not that it makes the slightest difference, I just thought I'd ask,’ says Saniette to the narrator, though it could equally well have been Philip proposing plans for an evening. As for Proust's Gilberte, she finds herself resolutely associated in my mind with Julia, who I met on a skiing holiday at the age of twelve, and who twice invited me for tea ［she ate millefeuilles
 slowly, dropping crumbs on her print dress］ and who I kissed on New Year's Eve and never saw again, for she lived in Africa, where she might today be a nurse if her adolescent wish came true.

How helpful of Proust to remark that, ‘One cannot read a novel without ascribing to the heroine the traits of the one we love.’ It lends respectability to a habit of imagining that Albertine, last seen walking in Balbec with her brilliant laughing eyes and black polo-cap, bears striking resemblance to my girlfriend Kate, who has never read Proust and prefers George Eliot, or Marie Claire
 after a difficult day.

Such intimate communion between our own life and the novels we read may be why Proust argued that:





In reality, every reader is, while he is reading, the reader of his own self. The writer's work is merely a kind of optical instrument which he offers to the reader to enable him to discern what, without this book, he would perhaps never have experienced in himself. And the recognition by the reader in his own self of what the book says is the proof of its veracity.





But why would readers seek to be the readers of their own selves? Why does Proust privilege the connection between ourselves and works of art, as much in his novel as in his museum habits?

One answer is because it is the only way in which art can properly affect rather than simply distract us from life, and that there is a stream of extraordinary benefits attached to what might be termed the Marquis de Lau phenomenon
 ［MLP］, attached to the possibility of recognizing Kate in a portrait of Albertine, Julia in a description of Gilberte and, more generally, our selves in badly printed volumes purchased in train stations.

Benefits of the MLP


(i)To feel at home everywhere


The fact we might be surprised to recognize someone we know in a portrait painted four centuries ago suggests how hard it is to hold on to anything more than a theoretical belief in a universal human nature. As Proust saw the problem:





People of bygone ages seem infinitely remote from us. We do not feel justified in ascribing ro them any underlying intentions beyond those they formally express; we are amazed when we come across an emotion more or less like what we feel today in a Homeric hero …it is as though we imagined the epic poet…to be as remote from ourselves as an animal seen in a zoo.





It is perhaps only normal if our initial impulse on being introduced to the characters of The Odyssey is to stare at them as though they are a family of duck-billed platypuses circling their enclosure in the municipal zoo. Bewilderment might be no less intense at the thought of listening to a louche character with a thick moustache, standing in the midst of distinctly antiquated-looking friends:

But an advantage of more prolonged encounters with Proust or Homer is that worlds that had seemed threateningly alien reveal themselves to be essentially much like our own, expanding the range of places in which we feel at home. It means we can open the zoo gates and release a set of trapped creatures from the Trojan War or the Faubourg Saint-Germain, who we had previously considered with unwarranted provincial suspicion, because they had names like Eurycleia and Telemachus or had never sent a fax.


(ii)A cure for loneliness


We might also let ourselves out from the zoo. What is considered normal for a person to feel in any place at any point is liable to be an abbreviated version of what is in fact normal, so that the experiences of fictional characters afford us a hugely expanded picture of human behaviour, and thereby a confirmation of the essential normality of thoughts or feelings unmentioned in our immediate environment. After childishly picking a fight with a lover who had looked distracted throughout dinner, there is relief in hearing Proust's narrator admit to us that ‘As soon as I found Albertine not being nice to me, instead of telling her I was sad, I became nasty’, and revealing that ‘I never expressed a desire to break up with her except when I was unable to do without her’, after which our own romantic antics might seem less like those of a perverse platypus.

MLPs can similarly make us feel less lonely. After being abandoned by a lover who has expressed in the kindest way imaginable a need to spend a little more time on their own, how consoling to lie in bed and witness Proust's narrator crystallizing the thought that, ‘When two people part it is the one who is not in love who makes the tender speeches.’ How comforting to witness a fictional person ［who is also, miraculously, ourselves as we read］ suffering the same agonies of a saccharine dismissal and, importantly, surviving.


(iii)The finger placing ability


The value of a novel is not limited to its depiction of emotions and people akin to those in our own life, it stretches to an ability to describe these far better
 than we would have been able, to put a finger on perceptions that we recognize as our own
 , yet could not have formulated on our own
 .

We might have known someone like the fictional Duchesse de Guermantes, and felt there was something superior and insolent in her manner, without knowing quite what, until Proust discreetly pointed out in brackets how the Duchesse reacted when, during a smart dinner, a Mme de Gallardon made the error of being a little overfamiliar with the Duchesse, known also as Oriane des Laumes, and addressed her by her first name:





‘Oriane,’ (at once Mme des Laumes looked with amused astonishment towards an invisible third person, whom she seemed to call to witness that she had never authorized Mme de Gallardon to use her Christian name)…





An effect of reading a book which has devoted attention to noticing such faint yet vital tremors is that, once we've put the volume down and resumed our own life, we may attend to precisely the things which the author would have responded to had he or she been in our company. Our mind will be like a radar newly attuned to pick up certain objects floating through consciousness, the effect will be like bringing a radio into a room that we had thought silent, and realizing that the silence only existed at a particular frequency and that all along we in fact shared the room with waves of sound coming in from a Ukrainian station or the night-time chatter of a minicab firm. Our attention will be drawn to the shades of the sky, to the changeability of a face, to the hypocrisy of a friend or to a submerged sadness about a situation which we had previously not even known we could feel sad about. The book will have sensitized
 us, stimulated our dormant antennae by evidence of its own developed sensitivity.

Which is why Proust proposed, in words he would modestly never have extended to his own novel, that:





If we read the new masterpiece of a man of genius, we are delighted to find in it those reflections of ours that we despised, joys and sorrows which we had repressed, a whole world of feeling we had scorned and whose value the book in which we discover them suddenly teaches us.
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Whatever the merits of Proust's work, even a fervent admirer would be hard pressed to deny one of its awkward features: length. As Proust's brother, Robert, put it, ‘The sad thing is that people have to be very ill or have broken a leg in order to have the opportunity to read In Search of Lost Time
 .’ And as they lie in bed with their limb newly encased in plaster or a tubercular bacillus diagnosed in their lungs, they face another challenge in the length of individual Proustian sentences, snake-like constructions, the very longest of which, located in the fifth volume, would, if arranged along a single line in standard-sized text, run on for a little short of four metres and stretch around the base of a bottle of wine seventeen times:

Alfred Humblot had never seen anything like it. As head of the esteemed publishing house Ollendorf, he had, early in 1913, been asked to consider Proust's manuscript for publication by one of his authors, Louis de Robert, who had undertaken to help Proust get into print.

‘My dear friend, I may be dense,’ replied Humblot after having taken a brief and clearly bewildering glance at the opening of the novel, ‘but I fail to see why a chap needs thirty pages to describe how he tosses and turns in bed before falling asleep.’

He wasn't alone. Jacques Madeleine, a reader for the publishing house Fasquelle, had been asked to look at the same bundle of papers a few months earlier. ‘At the end of seven hundred and twelve pages of this manuscript,’ he had reported, ‘after innumerable griefs at being drowned in unfathomable developments and irritating impatience at never being able to rise to the surface-one doesn't have a single, but not a single clue of what this is about. What is the point of all this? What does it all mean? Where is it all leading? Impossible to know anything about it! Impossible to say anything about it!’

Madeleine nevertheless had a go at summarizing the events of the first seventeen pages: ‘A man has insomnia. He turns over in bed, he recaptures his impressions and hallucinations of half-sleep, some of which have to do with the difficulty of getting to sleep when he was a boy in his room in the country house of his parents in Combray. Seventeen pages! Where one sentence (at the end of page 4 and page 5) goes on for forty-four lines.’

As all other publishers sympathized with these sentiments, Proust was forced to pay for the publication of his work himself ［and was left to enjoy the regrets and contrite apologies which flowed in a few years later］. But the accusation of verbosity was not so fleeting. At the end of 1921, his work now widely acclaimed, Proust received a letter from an American, who described herself as twenty-seven, resident in Rome and extremely beautiful. She also explained that for the previous three years she had done nothing with her time other than read Proust's book. However, there was a problem: ‘I Don't understand a thing, but absolutely nothing. Dear Marcel Proust, stop being a poseur and come down to earth. Just tell me in two lines what you really wanted to say.’

The frustration of the Roman beauty suggests that the poseur had violated a fundamental law of length stipulating the appropriate number of words in which an experience could be related. He had not written too much per se
 ; he had digressed intolerably given the significance of the events under consideration. Falling asleep? Two words should cover it, four lines if the hero had indigestion or an Alsatian was giving birth in the courtyard below. But the poseur hadn't digressed simply about sleep, he had made the same error with dinner parties, seductions, jealousies.

It explains the inspiration behind the ‘All-England Summarize Proust Competition’, once hosted by Monty Python in a south coast seaside resort, a competition which required contestants to précis the seven volumes of Proust's work in fifteen seconds or less, and to deliver the results in a swimsuit and evening dress. The initial contestant was Harry Baggot from Luton, who hurriedly offered the following:






‘Proust's novel ostensibly tells of the irrevocability of time lost, of innocence and experience, the reinstatement of extratemporal values and time regained. Ultimately the novel is both optimistic and set within the context of human religious experience. In the first volume, Swann visits —’






But fifteen seconds did not allow for more. ‘A good attempt,’ declared the game-show host with dubious sincerity, ‘but unfortunately he chose a general appraisal of the work before getting on to specific details.’ The contestant was thanked for his attempt, commended on his swimming trunks and shown off stage.

Despite this personal defeat, the contest as a whole remained optimistic that an acceptable summary of Proust's work was possible, a faith that what had originally taken seven volumes to express could reasonably be condensed into fifteen seconds or less, without too great a loss of integrity or meaning, if only an appropriate candidate could be found.

What did Proust have for breakfast? Before his illness became too severe, two cups of strong coffee with milk, served in a silver pot engraved with his initials. He liked his coffee tightly packed in a filter with the water made to pass through drop by drop. He also had a croissant, fetched by his maid from a boulangerie which knew just how to make them, crisp and buttery, and which he would dunk in his coffee as he looked through his letters and read the newspaper.

He had complex feelings about the last activity. However unusual the attempt to compress seven volumes of a novel into fifteen seconds, perhaps nothing exceeds, in both regularity and scope, the compression entailed by a daily newspaper. Stories which would comfortably fill twenty volumes find themselves reduced to narrow columns, competing for the reader's attention with a multitude of once profound, now etiolated dramas.

‘That abominable and sensual act called reading
 the newspaper
 ,’ wrote Proust, ‘thanks to which all the misfortunes and cataclysms in the universe over the last twenty-four hours, the battles which cost the lives of fifty thousand men, the murders, the strikes, the bankruptcies, the fires, the poisonings, the suicides, the divorces, the cruel emotions of statesmen and actors, are transformed for us, who Don't even care, into a morning treat, blending in wonderfully, in a particularly exciting and tonic way, with the recommended ingestion of a few sips of café au lait
 .’

Of course, it shouldn't surprise us how naturally the thought of another sip of coffee could derail our attempt to consider with requisite care those closely packed, perhaps now crumb-littered pages. The more an account is compressed, the more it seems that it deserves no more space than it has been allocated. How easy to imagine that nothing at all has happened today, to forget the fifty thousand war dead, sigh, toss the paper to one side and experience a mild wave of melancholy at the tedium of daily routine.

It was not Proust's way. An entire philosophy, not only of reading but of life, could be said to emerge from Lucien Daudet's passing remark, informing us that:





He read newspapers with great care. He wouldn't even overlook the news-in-brief section. A news-in-brief told by him turned into a whole tragic or comic novel, thanks to his imagination and his fantasy.





The news-in-brief in Le Figaro
 , Proust's daily paper, was not for the faint-hearted. On a particular morning in May 1914, readers would have been graced with some of the following:





At a busy crossing in Villeurbanne, a horse leapt into the rear carriage of a tram, overturning all the passengers, of whom three were seriously injured and had to be taken to hospital.

While introducing a friend to the workings of an electric power station in Aube, M.Marcel Peigny put a finger on a high-voltage cable and was at once fatally electrocuted.

A teacher, M.Jules Renard, committed suicide yesterday in the Métropolitain, in the République station, by firing a single revolver shot into his chest. M. Renard had been suffering from an incurable disease.





What sort of tragic or comic novels would these have swelled into? Jules Renard? An unhappily married, asthmatic chemistry teacher employed by a Left Bank girls' school, diagnosed with colon cancer, echoes of Balzac, Dostoevsky and Zola. The electrocuted Marcel Peigny? Killed while impressing a friend with a knowledge of electrical hardware in order to encourage a union between his harelipped son, Serge, and his friend's uncorseted daughter, Mathilde. And the horse in Villeurbanne? A somersault into the tram provoked by misjudged nostalgia for a show-jumping career, or vengeance for the omnibus which had recently killed its brother in the market square, later put down for horse steak, suitable for feuilleton format.

A more sober example of Proust's inflationary efforts survives. In January 1907, he was reading the paper when his eye was caught by a headline of a news-in-brief, which read, A Tragedy of Madness
 . A bourgeois young man, Henri van Blarenberghe, had, ‘in a fit of madness’, stabbed and killed his mother with a kitchen knife. She had cried out, ‘Henri, Henri, what have you done to me?’ raised her arms to the sky and collapsed on the floor. Henri had then locked himself in his room and tried to cut his throat with the knife, but he had had difficulties severing the right vein, and so had put a revolver to his temple. Yet he wasn't an expert with this weapon either, and when the police officers ［one of whom happened to be called Proust］ arrived at the scene they found him in his room, lying on his bed, his face a mess, one eye dangling by connecting tissue out of a blood-filled socket. They began to interrogate him about the incident with his mother outside, but he died before an adequate statement could be drawn up.

Proust might quickly have turned the page and taken an extra gulp of coffee had he not happened to be an acquaintance of the murderer. He had met the polite and sensitive Henri van Blarenberghe at a number of dinner parties, they had exchanged a few letters thereafter, indeed Proust had received one only a few weeks earlier, in which the young man had enquired into his health, wondered what the new year would bring for them both, and hoped he and Proust would be able to meet up again soon.

Alfred Humblot, Jacques Madeleine and the beautiful American correspondent from Rome would possibly have judged that the correct literary response to this grim crime was an appalled word or two. Proust wrote a five-page article instead, in which he attempted to place the squalid tale of dangling eyeballs and kitchen utensils back into a broader context, judging it not as a freak murder defying precedent or understanding, but rather as a manifestation of a tragic aspect of human nature which had been at the centre of many of the greatest works of Western art since the Greeks. For Proust, Henri's blindness while he stabbed his mother linked him to the confused fury of Ajax massacring the Greek shepherds and their flocks. Henri was Oedipus, his dangling eye an echo of the way Oedipus had used the gold buckles from the dead Jocasta's dress to puncture his own eyeballs. The devastation Henri must have felt at seeing his dead mother reminded Proust of Lear embracing the body of Cordelia, and crying out: ‘She's gone for ever. She's dead as earth. No, no, no life! Why should a dog, a horse, a rat, have life, And thou no breath at all?’ And when police officer Proust had arrived to question Henri as he lay expiring, the author Proust had felt like acting as Kent had done when telling Edgar not to awake the unconscious Lear: ‘Vex not his ghost: Oh! let him pass; he hates him that would upon the rack of this tough world stretch him out longer.’

These literary quotations were not simply designed to impress ［though Proust did happen to feel that ‘One must never miss an opportunity of quoting things by others which are always more interesting than those one thinks up oneself’］. Rather they were a way of alluding to the universal implications of matricide. For Proust, van Blar-enberghe's crime had something to say to everyone, we could not judge it as though wholly unrelated to its dynamics. Even if we had only forgotten to send Mother a birthday card, we would have to recognize a trace of our guilt in the death cries of Mme van Blarenberghe. ‘“What have you done to me
 ！ What have you done to me
 ！” If we wanted to think about it,’ wrote Proust, ‘perhaps there is no really loving mother who could not, on her dying day, and often long before, address this reproach to her son. The truth is that as we grow older we kill all those who love us by the cares we give them, by the anxious tenderness we inspire in them and constantly arouse.’

By such efforts, a story that had seemed to deserve no more than a gruesome few lines in a news-in-brief had been integrated into the history of tragedy and mother-son relationships, its dynamics observed with the complex sympathy one would usually accord to Oedipus on stage, but consider inappropriate, even shocking, when lavished on a murderer from the morning paper.

It shows how vulnerable much of human experience is to abbreviation, how easily it can be stripped of the more obvious signposts by which we guide ourselves when ascribing importance. Much literature and drama would conceivably have proved entirely unengaging, would have said nothing to us had we first encountered its subject matter over breakfast in the form of news-in-brief.





Tragic end for Verona lovebirds: after mistakenly thinking his sweetheart dead, a young man took his life. Having discovered the fate of her lover, the woman killed herself in turn.

A young mother threw herself under a train and died in Russia after domestic problems.

A young mother took arsenic and died in a French provincial town after domestic problems.





Unfortunately, the very artistry of Shakespeare, Tolstoy and Flaubert has the tendency to suggest that it would have been apparent even from a news-in-brief that there was something significant about Romeo, Anna and Emma, something which would have led any right-thinking person to see that these were characters fit for great literature or a show at the Globe, whereas of course there would have been nothing to distinguish them from the somersaulting horse in Villeurbanne or the electrocuted Marcel Peigny in Aube. Hence Proust's assertion that the greatness of works of art has nothing to do with the apparent quality of their subject matter, and everything to do with the subsequent treatment of that matter. And hence his associated claims that everything is potentially a fertile subject for art and that we can make discoveries as valuable in an advertisement for soap as in Pascal's Pensées.

Blaise Pascal was born in 1623, and was recognized from an early age-and by more than just his proud family-to be a genius. By twelve he had worked out the first thirty-two propositions of Euclid; he went on to invent the mathematics of probability, he measured atmospheric pressure, constructed a calculating machine, designed an omnibus, got tuberculosis and wrote the brilliant and pessimistic series of aphorisms in defence of Christian belief known as the Pensées.

It would be no surprise to discover things of value in the Pensées. The work occupies a privileged cultural position, which encourages us to take our time over it and imagine that we, rather than the author, would be to blame if we ended up unable to see the point. Not that this is likely to happen, for the Pensées
 are written with seductive immediacy, broaching topics of universal concern with modern succinctness. ‘We do not choose as captain of a ship the most highly born of those aboard,’ runs one aphorism, and we can admire the dry irony of this protest against inherited privilege, which must have been so galling in the unmeritocratic society of Pascal''s day. The habit of putting people into important offices simply because they had important parents is quietly ridiculed by an analogy between statecraft and navigation: Pascal's readers might have been intimidated and silenced by an aristocrat's elaborate argument that he had a divine right to determine economic policy, even though he had failed to master the upper reaches of the seven times table, but they would be unlikely to swallow a similar argument from a duke if he knew nothing of sailing and was proposing to take the wheel on a journey around the Cape of Good Hope.

How frothy the soap looks besides this. How far we have drifted from the spiritual realm with this long-haired maiden, clutching her bosom in rapture at the thought of her toilet soap, handily kept with the necklaces in a padded jewellery box.

It seems difficult to argue that soapy bliss is truly as significant as Pascal's Pensées
 . But it was not Proust's intention, he was merely saying that a soap advertisement could be the starting point for thoughts which might end up being no less profound than those already well expressed, already well developed in the Pensées
 . If we were unlikely to have had deep thoughts with toilet soaps before, it could merely have been out of adherence to conventional notions of where to have such thoughts, a resistance to the spirit which had guided Flaubert in turning a newspaper story about the suicide of a young wife into Madame Bovary
 , or the spirit which had guided Proust in taking on the initially unprepossessing topic of falling asleep and devoting thirty pages to it.

A similar spirit appears to have guided Proust in his reading matter. His friend Maurice Duplay tells us that what Marcel most liked reading when he couldn't get to sleep was a train timetable.

The departure time of the St-Lazare train was not the point for a man who found no reason to leave Paris in the last eight years of his life. Rather, the timetable was read and enjoyed as though it were a gripping novel about country life, because the mere names of provincial train stations provided Proust's imagination with material to elaborate entire worlds, to picture domestic dramas in rural villages, shenanigans in local government and life out in the fields.

Proust argued that enjoyment of such wayward reading matter was typical of a writer, someone who could be counted upon to develop enthusiasms for things that were apparently out of line with great art, a person for whom:





a terrible musical production in a provincial theatre, or a ball which people of taste find ridiculous, will either evoke memories or else be linked to an order of reveries and preoccupations, far more than some admirable performance at the Opéra or an ultra-smart soirée in the Faubourg Saint-Germain. The names of northern railway stations in a timetable, where he would like to imagine himself stepping from the train on an autumn evening, when the trees are already bare and smelling strongly in the keen air, an insipid publication for people of taste, full of names he has not heard since childhood, may have far greater value for him than fine volumes of philosophy, and lead people of taste to say that for a man of talent, he has very stupid tastes.





Or at least, unconventional tastes. This often became apparent to people who met Proust for the first time, and were quizzed on aspects of their life which they had previously considered with all the meagre spiritual attention usually paid to adverts for household goods and timetables from Paris to Le Havre.

In 1919, the young diplomat Harold Nicolson was introduced to Proust at a party at the Ritz. Nicolson had been posted to Paris with the British delegation at the peace conference following the Great War, an assignment he found interesting, but clearly not as interesting as Proust turned out to find it.

In his diary, Nicolson reported of the party:





A swell affair. Proust is white, unshaven, grubby, slipfaced. He asks me questions. Will I please tell him how the Committees work. I say, ‘Well, we generally meet at 10.00, there are secretaries behind…’ ‘Mais non, mais non, vous allez trop vite. Recommencez. Vous prenez la voiture de la Délégation. Vous descendez au Quai d'Orsay. Vous montez l'escalier. Vous entrez dans la Salle. Et alors? Précisez, mon cher, précisez.’
 So I tell him everything. The sham cordiality of it all: the handshakes: the maps: the rustle of papers: the tea in the next room: the macaroons. He listens enthralled, interrupting from time to time-‘Mais précisez, mon cher monsieur, n'allez pas trop vite.’






It might be a Proustian slogan: n'allez pas trop vite
 . And an advantage of not going by too fast is that the world has a chance of becoming more interesting in the process. For Nicolson, an early morning that had been summed up by the terse statement, ‘Well, we generally meet at ten,’ had been expanded to reveal handshakes and maps, rustling papers and macaroons-the macaroon acting as a useful symbol, in its seductive sweetness, of what gets noticed when we Don't go by trop vite.


Less greedily, more importantly, going by slowly may entail greater sympathy. We are being a good deal more sympathetic to the disturbed Mr van Blarenberghe in writing an extended meditation on his crime than in muttering crazy
 and turning the page.

And expansion brings similar benefits to non-criminal activity. Proust's narrator spends an unusual number of pages of the novel describing a painful indecision; he doesn't know whether to propose marriage to his girlfriend Albertine, who he sometimes thinks he couldn't live without, and at other times is certain he never wants to see again.

The problem could be résuméd in under two seconds by a skilled contestant from the All-England Summarize Proust competition: Young man unsure whether or not to propose marriage
 . Though not as brief as this, the letter which the narrator one day receives from his mother expresses his marriage dilemma in terms which make his previous, copious analysis look shamefully exaggerated. After reading it, the narrator tells himself:





I've been dreaming, the matter is quite simple…I am an indecisive young man, and it is a case of one of those marriages where it takes time to find out whether it will happen or not. There is nothing in this peculiar to Albertine.





Simple accounts are not without their pleasures. Suddenly, we are just ‘insecure’, ‘homesick’, ‘settling in’, ‘facing up to death’ or ‘afraid of letting go’. It can be soothing to identify with a description of a problem which makes a previous assessment look needlessly complicated.

But it usually isn't. A moment after reading the letter, the narrator reconsiders and realizes that there must be more to his story with Albertine than his mother has suggested, and so he once again sides with length, with the hundreds of pages he has devoted to charting every shift in his relation with Albertine ［n'allez pas trop vite
 ］, and comments:





One can of course reduce everything, if one regards it in its social aspect, to the most commonplace item of newspaper gossip. From outside, it is perhaps thus that I myself would look at it. But I know very well that what is true, what at least is also true, is everything that I have thought, what I have read in Albertine's eyes, the fears that torment me, the problem that I continually put to myself with regard to Albertine. The story of the hesitant suitor and the broken engagement may correspond to this, as the report of a theatrical performance made by an intelligent reporter may give us the subject of one of Ibsen's plays. But there is something beyond those facts that are reported.





The lesson? To hang on to the performance, to read the newspaper as though it were only the tip of a tragic or comic novel and to use thirty pages to describe a fall into sleep when need be. And if there is no time, at least to resist the approach of Alfred Humblot at Ollendorf and Jacques Madeleine at Fasquelle, which Proust defined as, ‘the self-satisfaction felt by “busy” men-however idiotic their business-at “not having time” to do what you are doing’.
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A good way of evaluating the wisdom of someone's ideas might be to undertake a careful examination of the state of their own mind and health. After all, if their pronouncements were truly worthy of our attention, we should expect that the first person to reap their benefits would be their creator. Might this justify an interest not simply in a writer's work, but also in their life?

Sainte-Beuve, the respected nineteenth-century critic, would have eagerly concurred:





Until such time as one has put to oneself a certain number of questions about an author, and has answered them, be it only to oneself alone and under one's breath, one cannot be sure of having grasped him completely, even though the questions may seem quite foreign to the nature of his writings: What were his religious ideas? How did the spectacle of nature affect him? How did he behave in the matter of women, of money? Was he rich, poor; what was his diet, his daily routine? What was his vice or his weakness? None of the answers to these questions is irrelevant.





Even so, the answers tend to be surprising. However brilliant, however wise the work, it seems that the lives of artists can be relied upon to exhibit an extraordinary, incongruous range of turmoil, misery and stupidity.

It accounts for why Proust dismissed Sainte-Beuve's thesis, and argued forcefully that it was the books, not the lives, that mattered. That way, one could be sure of appreciating what was important ［‘It's true that there are people who are superior to their books, but that''s because their books are not Books
 ’］. Balzac may have been ill-mannered, Stendhal conversationally dull and Baudelaire obsessive, but why should this colour our approach to their works which suffer from none of the faults of their creators?

Whatever the persuasiveness of the argument, it is easy to see why Proust should have been especially keen on it. Whereas his writing was logical, well constructed, often serene, even sagelike, he led a life of appalling physical and psychological suffering. While it is clear why someone might be interested in developing a Proustian approach to life, the sane would never harbour a desire to lead a life like Proust's.

Could this degree of suffering really be allowed to pass by without raising suspicion? Could Proust really have known much, could he have had anything valid to say to us, and
 still have led such a difficult, unexemplary life? Can the proof be allowed to stand so far from Sainte-Beuve's pudding?

The life certainly was a trial. The psychological problems were exhaustive enough.


—The Problem of a Jewish Mother


Proust was born into the clutches of a recklessly extreme example. ‘I was always four years old for her,’ said Marcel of Mme Proust, otherwise known as Maman, or more usually ‘chère petite Maman
 ’.

‘He never said “ma mère” nor “mon père”, but always only “Papa
 ” and “Maman
 ” in the tone of an emotional little boy, with tears automatically welling up in his eyes as soon as these syllables had been uttered, while the hoarse sound of a strangled sob could be heard in his tightened throat,’ recalled Proust's friend Marcel Plantevignes.

Mme Proust loved her son with an intensity that would have put an ardent lover to shame, an affection that created, or at the very least dramatically aggravated, her eldest son's disposition towards helplessness. There was nothing she felt he could do properly without her. They lived together from his birth until her death, by which time he was thirty-four. Even so, her greatest anxiety was whether Marcel would be able to survive in the world once she had gone. ‘My mother wanted to live in order not to leave me in the state of anguish which she knew I was in without her,’ he explained after her death, ‘all of our life had been simply a training, she for teaching me how to do without her the day she would leave me…And I, for my part, I persuaded her that I could quite well live without her.’

Though well-meaning, Mme Proust's concern for her son was never far from bossy intervention. At the age of twenty-four, in a rare moment when they were apart, Marcel wrote to tell her that he was sleeping quite well ［the quality of his sleep, his stool and his appetite was a constant concern in their correspondence］. But Maman complained that he was not being precise enough: ‘My darling, your “slept so many hours” continues to tell me nothing or rather nothing that counts. I ask and ask again:

You went to sleep at…

You got up at…’

Marcel was usually happy to fulfil his mother's controlling desire for corporeal information ［she and Sainte-Beuve would have had much to talk about］. From time to time, Marcel spontaneously offered something up for general family consideration: ‘Ask Papa what it means to feel a burning sensation at the moment of peeing which forces you to interrupt, then to restart, five or six times in quarter of an hour. As I've been drinking oceans of beer these days, perhaps it comes from that,’ he mused in a letter to his mother; at which point, Maman was fifty-three, Papa was sixty-eight and Marcel thirty-one.

In answer to a questionnaire asking Proust for Your notion of unhappiness
 , he replied, ‘To be separated from Maman.’ When he couldn't sleep at night and his mother was in her bedroom, he would write letters which he would leave at her door for her to find in the morning. ‘My dear little Maman,’ ran a typical example, ‘I am writing you a note while I'm finding it impossible to sleep, to tell you that I am thinking of you.’

Despite such correspondence, there were predictably underlying tensions. Marcel sensed that his mother preferred him to be ill and dependent rather than healthy and peeing well：‘The trurh is that as soon as I am better, because the life which makes me get better annoys yon, you ruin everything until I am ill again,’ he wrote in a rare, though significant, outburst against Mme Proust's crippling desire to enact a nurse-patient relationship with him.‘It is sad not to be able to have at the same time affection and health.’

—Awkward Desires


Then came the slow recognition that Marcel was not like other boys.‘No one can tell at first whether he is an invert, or a poet, or a snob or a scoundrel.The boy who has been reading erotic poetry or looking at obscene pictures, if he then presses his body against a schoolfriend, only imagines himself to be communing with him in an identical desire for a woman. How should he suppose that he is not like everybody else when he recognizes the substance of what he feels in reading Mme de La Fayette, Racine, Baudelaire, Walter Scott?’

Yet gradually Proust realized that the prospect of a night with Scott's Diana Vernon held none of the attractions of being pressed up against a schoolfriend, a difficult realization given the unenlightened state of the France of his day, and a mother who continued to hope that her son would marry and displayed a habit of asking his male friends to bring along young women when they took Marcel out to the theatre or a restaurant.

—Dating Problems


lf only she had poured her energies into inviting the other gender, for it wasn't easy to find young men similarly disenchanted with Diana Vernon.‘You think me jaded and effete.You are mistaken,’ Proust protested to one recalcitrant candidate, a pretty sixteen-year-old classmate called Daniel Halévy.‘If you are delicious, if you have lovely eyes …, if your body and mind…are so lithe and tender that I feel I could mingle more intimately with your thoughts by sitting on your lap…, there is nothing in all that to deserve your contemptuous words.’

Rebuffs led Proust to justify his desire with selective appeals to the history of Western philosophy.‘I am glad to say that I have some highly intelligent friends, distinguished by great moral delicacy, who have amused themselves at one time with a boy,’Proust informed Daniel.‘That was the beginning of their youth. Later on they went back to women…I would like to speak to you of two masters of consummate wisdom, who in all their lives plucked only the bloom, Socrates and Montaigne.They permit men in their earliest youth to “amuse themselves”, so as to know something of all pleasures, and so as to release their excess tenderness.They held that these at once sensual and intellectual friendships are better for a young man with a keen sense of beauty and awakened “senses”, than affairs with stupid, corrupt women.’

Nevertheless, the blinkered boy continued in his pursuit of the stupid and the corrupt.

—Romantic Pessimism


‘Love is an incurable disease.’‘In love, there is permanent suffering.’‘Those who love and those who are happy are not the same.’

Even the staunchest opponent of Sainte-Beuve might suspect that art had in this area been affected by a grief in the author's life. Proust's romantic pessimism was at least partly founded on the combination of an intense need for love and a tragicomic clumsiness in securing it. ‘My only consolation when I am really sad is to love and to be loved,’ he declared, and defined his principal character trait as ‘the need to be loved; more precisely, a need to be petted and spoilt more than a need to be admired’. But an adolescence filled with misguided seductions of schoolfriends led to an equally fruitless adulthood. There were a succession of crushes on young men who didn't call back. In the seaside resort of Cabourg in 1911, Proust expressed his frustration to the young Albert Nahmias: ‘If only I could change sex and age, take on the looks of a young and pretty woman in order to embrace you with all my heart.’ For a time, there was a modicum of happiness with Alfred Agostinelli, a taxi driver who moved into Proust's flat with his wife, but Alfred met a premature end in a plane crash off Antibes, and thereafter there were to be no profound emotional engagements, merely further pronouncements on the inseparability of love and suffering.

—A Lack of a Career in the Theatre


Despite the pitfalls of psychobiographical speculation, it seems that there were underlying emotional difficulties focused on the integration of amorous and sexual emotions, a claim best illustrated by quoting a proposal for a play which Proust sent to Reynaldo Hahn in 1906. It was to run as follows:





A couple adore each other, immense affection, saintly, pure (needless to say, chaste) of the husband for his wife. But this man is a sadist and, besides the love for his wife, he has relations with whores, where he finds pleasure in soiling his own feelings. Finally, the sadist, always needing something stronger, comes to soil his wife in talking to these whores, in asking them to say bad things about her, and to say them himself (he is sickened five minutes after). While he is talking like this once, his wife comes into the room without him hearing. She can't believe her eyes or ears, falls. Then she leaves her husband. He begs, to no avail. The whores want to come back, but sadism would be too painful for him now, and after a last attempt to reconquer his wife, who doesn't even answer him, he kills himself.





Sadly, no Paris theatre manifested an interest.

—The Incomprehension of Friends


A characteristic problem for geniuses. When Swann's Way was ready Proust sent copies to his friends, many of whom had difficulty opening the envelope.

‘Well, my dear Louis, have you read my book?’ Proust recalled asking the aristocratic playboy, Louis d'Albufera.

‘Read your book? You've written a book?’ answered his surprised friend.

‘Yes, of course, Louis, and I even sent you a copy.’

‘Ah, my little Marcel, if you sent it to me, I've certainly read it. Only I wasn't sure I'd received it.’

Madame Gaston de Caillavet was a more grateful recipient. She wrote to thank the author for his gift in the warmest terms.‘I constantly reread the passage in Swann about first Communion,’ she told him, ‘as I experienced the same panic, the same disillusionment.’ It was a touching thought for Madame Gaston de Caillavet to share-it might have been kinder had she taken the trouble to read the book and noticed that there was no such religious ceremony within it.

Proust concluded, ‘About a book published only a few months earlier, people never speak to me without mistakes proving either that they've forgotten it or that they haven't read it.’

—At Thirty, His Own Assessment


‘Without pleasures, objectives, activities or ambitions, with the life ahead of me finished and with an awareness of the grief I cause my parents, I have little happiness.’

As for a list of Proust's physical afflictions:

—Asthma


Attacks start when he is ten, and continue all his life. They are particularly severe, the fits lasting over an hour, as many as ten a day. Because they occur more in the daytime than at night, Proust takes up a nocturnal routine; he goes to sleep at seven in the morning and wakes up at four or five in the afternoon. He finds it impossible to go much outdoors, particularly in the summer, and when he has to, it is only in the confines of a sealed taxi. The windows and curtains of his flat are kept perennially shut, he never sees the sun, breathes any fresh air, nor takes any exercise.

—Diet


He gradually becomes unable to eat more than a single and unhelpfully heavy meal a day, which has to be served at least eight hours before his bedtime. Describing a typical meal to a doctor, Proust details a menu of two eggs in a cream sauce, a wing of a roast chicken, three croissants, a plate of French fries, some grapes, some coffee and a bottle of beer.

—Digestion


‘I go frequently-and badly-to the loo,’ he tells the same doctor unsurprisingly. Constipation is quasi-permanent, relieved only by a strong laxative every two weeks, which usually brings on stomach cramps. As mentioned, urinating is no easier, it is accompanied by a sharp burning sensation, isn't possible often and the results display an excess of urea and uric acid: ‘To ask pity of our body is like discoursing in front of an octopus, for which our words can have no more meaning than the sound of the tides.’

—Underpants


Needs to have these circling him tight around the stomach before he has any chance of getting to sleep. They have to be fastened by a special pin whose absence, when Proust accidentally loses it early one morning in the bathroom, keeps him awake all day.

—Sensitive skin


Can't use any soap, or cream or cologne. He has to wash with finely woven moistened towels, then pat himself dry with fresh linen ［an average wash requires twenty towels, which Proust specifies must be taken to the only laundry which uses the right non-irritant powder, the blanchisserie Lavigne, which also does Jean Cocteau's laundry］. He finds that older clothes are better for him than new ones, and develops deep attachments to old shoes and handkerchiefs.

—Mice


Proust has a terror of these; when Paris is bombed by the Germans in 1918, he confides that he is more terrified of mice than cannons.

—Cold


Is always feeling it. Even in midsummer, he wears an overcoat and four jumpers if forced to leave the house. At dinner parties, he usually keeps a fur coat on. Nevertheless, people who greet him are surprised to find how cold his hands are. Fearing the effects of smoke, he doesn't allow his room to be properly heated, and keeps himself warm mostly through hot-water bottles and pullovers. It means he often has colds and, more particularly, a runny nose. At the end of one letter to Reynaldo Hahn, he mentions that he has wiped his nose eighty-three times since starting the letter. The letter is three pages long.

—Sensitivity to Altitude


On returning to Paris after visiting his uncle in Versailles, Proust experiences a malaise and is unable to climb the stairs to his apartment. In a letter to his uncle, he later attributes the problem to the change in altitude he has undergone. Versailles is eighty-three metres above Paris.

—Coughing


Does it very loudly. He reports of one fit in 1917: ‘The neighbours, on hearing a continuous thundering and spasmodic barking, will think that I have bought either a church organ or a dog, or else that by some immoral (and purely imaginary) liaison with a lady, I have fathered a child who happens to have whooping cough.’

—Travel


Sensitive to any disruption of routine or habit, Proust suffers from homesickness and fears that every journey will kill him. He explains that in the first few days in a new place he is as unhappy as certain animals when night comes ［it is not clear which animals he has in mind］. He formulates a wish to live on a yacht and thereby move around without having to get out of bed. He suggests this idea to the happily married Mme Straus: ‘Would you like us to hire a boat in which there will be no noise and from which we shall watch all the most beautiful cities in the universe parade past us on the seashore without our leaving our bed (our beds)?’ The proposal is not taken up.

—Beds


Loves his, spends most of his time in it, and turns it into his desk and office. Does the bed provide a defence against the cruel world outside? ‘When one is sad, it is lovely to lie in the warmth of one's bed, and there, with all effort and struggle at an end, even perhaps with one's head under the blankets, surrender completely to wailing, like branches in the autumn wind.’

—Noise From the Neighbours


A manic sensitivity to it. Life in a Parisian block of flats is hellish, particularly when someone is doing a little music practice upstairs: ‘There is an inanimate object which has a capacity to exasperate which no human being will ever attain: a piano.’

He is nearly killed by aggravation when redecoration starts in the flat adjoining his in the spring of 1907. He explains the problem to Mme Straus: the workmen arrive at seven in the morning, ‘insist on manifesting their matinal high spirits by hammering ferociously and scraping their saws behind my bed, then idle for half an hour, then start hammering ferociously again so I can't get back to sleep…I'm at the end of my tether and my doctor advises me to go away because my condition is too serious to go on putting up with all this.’ What is more, ‘(excuse me, Madame！) they are about to install a basin and a lavatory seat in her WC which is next to
 my bedroom wall’. And to finish him off: ‘There's another gentleman who's moving in on the fourth floor of the same house, from which I can hear everything as though it was in my bedroom
 .’ He resorts to calling his neighbour a cow, and when the workmen alter the size of her loo seat three times insinuates that it is to accommodate her enormous behind. Such is the noise, he concludes that there must be a Pharaonic dimension to the redecoration, and tells the keen Egyptologist Mme Straus:‘A dozen workers a day hammering away with such frenzy for so many months must have erected something as majestic as the Pyramid of Cheops which passers-by must be astonished to see between the Printemps and Saint-Augustin.’ No pyramid is sighted.

—Other Ailments


‘One thinks that people who are always ill don't also have the illnesses of other people,’ Proust tells Lucien Daudet, ‘but they do.’ In this category, Proust includes fevers, colds, bad eyesight, an inability to swallow, toothache, elbow ache and dizziness.

—Disbelief of Others


Proust frequently has to suffer distressing insinuations that he is not as ill as he suggests. At the outbreak of the First World War the medical army board call him up for an examination. Though the man has been lying in bed more or less continuously since 1903, he is terrified that the severity of his illness will not be appropriately considered, and that he will be made to fight in the trenches. The prospect delights his stockbroker, Lionel Hauser, who sportingly tells Proust that he has not given up hope of one day seeing a Croix de Guerre on his chest. His client takes the idea badly: ‘You know very well that in my state of health, I would be dead in forty-eight hours.’ He is not called up.

A few years after the war, a critic accuses Proust of being a worldly fop, who self-indulgently lies in bed the entire day dreaming of chandeliers and grand ceilings, and only leaves his room at six in the evening to attend posh parties with nouveaux-riches types who would never buy his books. Enraged, Proust replies that he is an invalid, a man who is physically unable to get out of bed, either at six in the evening or at six in the morning, and is too ill even to walk around his own room ［not even to open a window, he adds］, let alone go to a party. A few months later, he nevertheless staggers to the opera.

—Death


Whenever he informs others of his health, Proust loses no time in declaring that he is about to die; he announces the fact with unwavering conviction and regularity for the last sixteen years of his life. He describes his customary state as ‘suspended between caffeine, aspirin, asthma, angina pectotis and altogether between life and death every six days out of seven’.

Was he an extraordinary hypochondriac? His stockbroker, Lionel Hauser, thought so, and eventually decided to be frank with him in a way that no one else had dared.‘Allow me to tell you,’ he ventured, ‘that even though you are approaching fifty, you've stayed what you were when I first knew you, namely a spoilt child. Oh, I know you're going to protest by seeking to show me that according to A+B-C, far from having been spoilt, you've always been a martyr child who no one has ever understood, but that is much more your fault than that of others.’ If he had always been so ill, Hauser charged, the damage was largely self-inflicted, the result of staying in bed all the time with the curtains shut and thereby refusing the two constituents of health, sun and fresh air. In any case, with Europe engulfed in chaos after the First World War, Hauser urged Proust to take a little distance from his physical afflictions: ‘You will have to admit that your health must be a lot better than that of Europe, even if it is still extremely precarious.’

Whatever the rhetorical power of the argument, Proust nevertheless succeeded in dying the following year.

Was Marcel exaggerating? The same virus can put one person to bed for a week, and only register in another as a mild drowsiness after lunch. Faced with someone who curls up in pain after scratching their finger, an alternative to condemning the theatrics is to imagine that this scratch may be experienced by the delicate-skinned creature as no less painful than a machete swing would be for us-and that we cannot therefore allow ourselves to judge the legitimacy of another's pain simply on the basis of the pain we would have suffered had we been similarly afflicted.

Proust was certainly delicate-skinned; Léon Daudet called him a man born without a skin. It can be hard to fall asleep after a copious meal. The digestive processes keep the body busy, the food lies heavy on the stomach, it seems more comfortable to be sitting up than lying down. But in Proust's case, the merest particle of food or liquid was enough to interrupt his sleep. He informed a doctor that he could drink a quarter of a glass of Vichy water before he went to bed, but that if he drank so much as a whole glass he would be kept awake by intolerable stomach pains. A confrère of the princess whose nights were ruined by a single pea, the author was cursed by a mystic's ability to detect every millilitre swilling in his intestinal sac.

Compare him to his brother, Robert Proust, two years younger than he, a surgeon like his father ［the author of an acclaimed study of The Surgery of the Female Genitalia
 ］, and built like an ox. Whereas Marcel could be killed by a draught, Robert was indestructible. When he was nineteen he was riding a tandem bicycle in Reuil, a village on the Seine a few miles north of Paris. At a busy junction, he fell from his tandem and slipped under the wheels of an approaching five-ton coal wagon. The wagon rolled over him, he was rushed to hospital, his mother hurried from Paris in panic, but her son made a rapid and remarkable recovery, suffering none of the permanent damage the doctors had feared. When the First World War broke out, the ox, now a grown-up surgeon, was posted to a field hospital at Étain near Verdun, where he lived in a tent and worked in exhausting and unsanitary conditions. One day a shell landed on the hospital, and shrapnel scattered around the table where Robert was operating on a German soldier. Though hurt himself, Dr Proust single-handedly moved his patient to a nearby dormitory and continued the operation on a stretcher. A few years later he suffered a grave car accident when his driver fell asleep and the vehicle collided with an ambulance. Robert was thrown against a wooden partition, fractured his skull, but almost before his family had had time to be informed and grow alarmed, he was back on the road to recovery and active life.

So who would one wish to be, Robert or Marcel? The advantages of being the former can be briefly stated: immense physical energy, aptitude for tennis and canoeing, surgical skill ［Robert was celebrated for his prostatectomies, an operation henceforth known in French medical circles as pr oust
 atectomies］, financial success, father of a beautiful daughter, Suzy ［who uncle Marcel adored and spoilt, nearly buying her a flamingo when she expressed a passing desire for one as a child］. And Marcel? No physical energy, couldn't play tennis or canoe, made no money, had no children, enjoyed no respect until late in life, then felt too sick to derive any pleasure from it ［a lover of analogies drawn from illness, he compared himself to a man afflicted with too high a fever to enjoy a perfect soufflé］.

However, an area in which Robert appeared to trail his brother was in the ability to notice things. Robert didn't show much reaction when there was a window open on a pollen-rich day or five tons of coal had run over him: he could have travelled from Everest to Jericho and taken little note of an altitude change, or slept on five tins of peas without suspecting that there was anything unusual under the mattress.

Though such sensory blindness is often rather welcome, particularly when one is performing an operation during a shell barrage in the First World War, it is worth pointing out that feeling things ［which usually means feeling them painfully
 ］ is at some level linked to the acquisition of knowledge. A sprained ankle quickly teaches us about the body's weight distribution, hiccups force us to notice and adjust to hitherto unknown aspects of the respiratory system, being jilted by a lover is a perfect introduction to the mechanisms of emotional dependency.

In fact, in Proust's view, we Don't really learn anything properly until there is a problem, until we are in pain, until something fails to go as we had hoped:





Infirmity alone makes us take notice and learn, and enables us to analyse processes which we would otherwise know nothing about. A man who falls straight into bed every night, and ceases to live until the moment when he wakes and rises, will surely never dream of making, not necessarily great discoveries, but even minor observations about sleep. He scarcely knows that he is asleep. A little insomnia is not without its value in making us appreciate sleep, in throwing a ray of light upon that darkness. An unfailing memory is not a very powerful incentive to study the phenomena of memory.





Though we can of course use our minds without being in pain, Proust's suggestion is that we become properly inquisitive only when distressed. We suffer, therefore we think, and we do so because thinking helps us to place pain in context, it helps us to understand its origins, plot its dimensions and reconcile ourselves to its presence.

It follows that ideas which have arisen without pain lack an important source of motivation. For Proust, mental activity seems divided into two categories: there are what might be called painless thoughts
 , sparked by no particular discomfort, inspired by nothing other than a disinterested wish to find out how sleep works or why human beings forget; and painful thoughts
 , arising out of a distressing inability to sleep or recall a name-and it is this latter category which Proust significantly privileges.

He tells us, for instance, that there are two methods by which a person can acquire wisdom, painlessly via a teacher or painfully via life, and he proposes that the painful variety is the far superior; a point he places into the mouth of his fictional painter Elstir, who treats the narrator to an argument in favour of making some mistakes:





There is no man, however wise, who has not at some period of his youth said things, or even lived in a way which was so unpleasant to him in later life that he would gladly, if he could, expunge it from his memory. But he shouldn't regret this entirely, because he cannot be certain that he has indeed become a wise man-so far as any of us can be wise-unless he has passed through all the fatuous or unwholesome incarnations by which that ultimate stage must be reached. I know there are young people…whose teachers have instilled in them a nobility of mind and moral refinement from the very beginning of their schooldays. They perhaps have nothing to retract when they look back upon their lives; they can, if they choose, publish a signed account of everything they have ever said or done; but they are poor creatures, feeble descendants of doctrinaires, and their wisdom is negative and sterile. We cannot be taught wisdom, we have to discover it for ourselves by a journey which no one can undertake for us, an effort which no one can spare us.





Why can't they? Why is this painful journey so indispensable to the acquisition of true wisdom? Elstir does not specify, though it may be enough that he has defined a relation between the degree of pain a person experiences and the profundity of thought they may have as a result. It is as if the mind were a squeamish organ which refused to entertain difficult truths unless encouraged to do so by difficult events.‘Happiness is good for the body,’ Proust tells us, ‘but it is grief which develops the strengths of the mind.’ These griefs put us through a form of mental gymnastics which we would have avoided in happier times. Indeed, if a genuine priority is the development of our mental capacities, the implication is that we would be better off being unhappy than content, better off pursuing tormented love affairs than reading Plato or Spinoza.





A woman whom we need and who makes us suffer elicits from us a whole gamut of feelings far more profound and more vital than does a man of genius who interests us.





It is perhaps only normal if we remain ignorant when things are blissful. While a car is working well, what incentive is there to learn of its complex internal functioning? When a beloved pledges loyalty, why should we start to dwell on the dynamics of human treachery? What could encourage us to investigate the humiliations of social life when all we encounter is respect? Only when plunged into grief do we have the Proustian incentive to confront difficult truths, as we wail under the bedclothes, like branches in the autumn wind.

It may explain Proust's suspicion of doctors. Doctors are in an awkward position according to the Proustian theory of knowledge, for they are people who profess to understand the workings of the body, even though their knowledge has not primarily emerged from any pain in their own
 body. They have merely attended years of medical school.

It was the arrogance of this position which rankled the ever-ailing Proust, an arrogance all the more unfounded given the shaky foundations of medical knowledge in his day. As a child, he had been sent to see a certain Dr Martin, who claimed to have discovered a permanent cure for asthma. It involved burning off the erectile tissue of the nose in a two-hour-long session.‘You can go off to the countryside now,’ an assured Dr Martin told young Proust after he had inflicted this painful operation on him,‘you cannot
 have hay fever any longer.’ But, of course, at the first sight of a lilac in bloom, Proust was assaulted by such a violent, lengthy attack of asthma that his hands and feet turned purple and there were fears for his life.

The doctors in Proust's novel inspire little more confidence. When the narrator's grandmother is taken ill her worried family summon a renowned and celebrated medical figure, the Docteur du Boulbon. Though the grandmother is in extraordinary pain, du Boulbon conducts a rapid examination before deciding that he has hit upon the perfect solution.





‘You will be cured, Madame, on the day, whenever it comes-and it rests entirely with you whether it comes today-on which you realize that there is nothing wrong with you and resume your ordinary life. You tell me that you have not been eating, not going out?’

‘But, Doctor, I have a temperature.’

‘Not just now at any rate. Besides, what a splendid excuse！ Don't you know that we feed up tuberculosis patients with temperatures of 102 and keep them out in the open air?’





Unable to resist the arguments of this exalted medical man, the grandmother forces herself out of bed, takes her grandson with her and painfully negotiates her way to the Champs-Élysées for the sake of fresh air. Naturally, the trip kills her.

Should a convinced Proustian ever visit a doctor? Marcel, the son and brother of surgeons, ended up with an equivocal, even surprisingly generous, verdict on the profession:





‘To believe in medicine would be the height of folly, if not to believe in it were not a greater folly still.’





Proustian logic would nevertheless point to the wisdom of seeking out doctors who were themselves frequently afflicted by grave illness.

It now seems as if the magnitude of Proust's misfortunes should not be allowed to cast doubt on the validity of his ideas, indeed, it is the very extent of his suffering that we should take to be evidence of the perfect precondition for insights. It is when we hear that Proust's lover died in a plane crash off the coast of Antibes, that Stendhal endured a series of agonizing unrequited passions and that Nietzsche was a social outcast taunted by schoolboys, that we can be reassured of having discovered valuable intellectual authorities. It is not the contented or the glowing who have left many of the profound testimonies of what it means to be alive. It seems that such knowledge has usually been the privileged preserve of, and the only blessing granted to, the violently miserable.

Nevertheless, before subscribing uncritically to a Romantic cult of suffering, it should be added that suffering has, on its own, never been quite enough. It is unfortunately easier to lose a lover than complete In Search of Lost Time
 , to experience unrequited desire than write De L'Amour
 , to be socially unpopular than the author of The Birth of Tragedy
 . Many unhappy syphilitics omit to write their Fleurs du Mal
 and shoot themselves instead. Perhaps the greatest claim one can therefore make for suffering is that it opens up possibilities
 for intelligent, imaginative enquiry-possibilities which may quite easily be, and most often are, overlooked or refused.

How can we do neither? Even if the creation of a masterpiece plays no part in the ambition, how can we learn to suffer more successfully? Though philosophers have traditionally been concerned with the pursuit of happiness, far greater wisdom would seem to lie in pursuing ways to be properly and productively unhappy. The stubborn recurrence of misery means that the development of a workable approach to it must surely outstrip the value of any utopian quest for happiness. Proust, a veteran of grief, knew as much:





The whole art of living is to make use of the individuals through whom we suffer.





What would such an art of living involve? For a Proustian, the task is to gain a better understanding of reality. Pain is surprising: we cannot understand why we have been abandoned in love or left off an invitation list, why we are unable to sleep at night or wander through pollinating meadows in spring. Identifying reasons for such discomforts does not spectacularly absolve us of pain, but it may form the principal basis of a recovery. While assuring us that we are not uniquely cursed, understanding grants us a sense of the boundaries to, and bitter logic behind our suffering:





Griefs, at the moment when they change into ideas, lose some of their power to injure our heart.





However, only too frequently, suffering fails to alchemize into ideas, and instead of affording us a better sense of reality pushes us into a baneful direction where we learn nothing new, where we are subject to many more illusions and entertain far fewer vital thoughts than if we had never suffered to begin with. Proust's novel is filled with those we might call bad sufferers
 , wretched souls who have been betrayed in love, or excluded from parties, who are pained by a feeling of intellectual inadequacy or a sense of social inferiority but who learn nothing from such ills, and indeed react to them by engaging a variety of ruinous defence mechanisms, which entail arrogance and delusion, cruelty and callousness, spite and rage.

Without doing them an injustice, it may be possible to lift a number of these bad sufferers from the novel, so as to consider what is ailing them, the Proustian inadequacy of their defences, and to propose, in a gently therapeutic spirit, certain more fruitful responses.

Patient no.1


Mme Verdurin
 : the bourgeois mistress of a salon that gathers to discuss art and politics, and which she calls her ‘little clan’. Very much moved by art, she develops headaches when overcome by the beauty of music, and once dislocates her jaw by laughing too much.


Problem:
 Mme Verdurin has dedicated her life to rising in the social world, but she finds herself ignored by those she most desires to know. She is not on the invitation lists of the best aristocratic families, she would be unwelcome at the salon of the Duchesse de Guermantes, her own salon is filled only with members of her own social class and the President of the French Republic has never invited her to have lunch in the Élysée Palacethough he has invited Charles Swann, a man she considers to be no more elevated in the world than she is.


Response to problem:
 There are few outward signs that Mme Verdurin is bothered by her situation. She asserts with apparent conviction that anyone who refuses to invite her or come to her salon is merely a ‘bore’. Even the President, Jules Grévy, is a bore.

The word is perversely appropriate, for it is the direct opposite of what Mme Verdurin in fact judges any grand figure to be. These figures excite her so much and yet are so inaccessible to her that all she can do is camouflage her disappointment in an unconvincing display of insouciance.

When Swann carelessly lets slip at the Verdurin salon that he is lunching with President Grévy the envy of the other guests is palpable, and, so as to dispel it, Swann quickly adopts a deprecating line:





‘I assure you, his luncheon-parties are not in the least bit amusing. They're very simple affairs too, you know-never more than eight at table.’





Others might have recognized Swann's remark to be mere politeness, but Mme Verdurin is too distressed to ignore any suggestion that what she does not have is not worth having.





‘I can easily believe that you Don't find them amusing, those luncheons. Indeed, it's very good of you to go to them…I've heard ［the President］ is as deaf as a post and eats with his fingers.’






A better solution
 : Why is Mme Verdurin suffering badly? Because we always lack more than we have, and because there are always more people who Don't invite us than who do. Our sense of what is valuable will hence be radically distorted if we must perpetually condemn as tedious everything we lack, simply because we lack it.

How much more honest to hold in mind that, though we might like to meet the President, he doesn't want to meet us, but that this detail is no reason to reinvent our level of interest in him. Mme Verdurin might learn to understand the mechanisms by which people are excluded from social circles, she could learn to make light of her frustration, confess to it directly, even throw out a teasing remark to Swarm asking him to return with a signed menu, and in the process, might become so charming that an invitation to the Élysée would make its way to her after all.

Patient no.2


Franç oise:
 who cooks for the narrator's family, producing wonderful asparagus and beef-in-jelly. She is also known for her stubborn personality, her cruelty towards the kitchen staff and her loyalty to her employers.


Problem:
 she doesn't know much. Françoise has never had any formal education, her knowledge of world affairs is scanty and she is badly acquainted with the political and royal events of her time.


Response to problem:
 Françoise has acquired a habit of suggesting that she knows everything. In short, she is a know-all, and her face registers the know-all's panic whenever she is informed of something that she has no clue about, though the panic is quickly suppressed so as to maintain composure:





Françoise would refuse to appear surprised. You could have announced that the Archduke Rudolf, whom she had never suspected of existing, was not, as was generally supposed, dead, but alive and kicking, and she would only have answered, ‘Yes,’ as though she had known it all the time.





Psychoanalytic literature tells of a woman who felt faint whenever she sat in a library. Surrounded by books, she would develop nausea and could gain relief only by leaving their vicinity. It was not, as might be supposed, that she was averse to books, but rather that she wanted them and the knowledge they contained far too badly, that she felt her lack of knowledge far too strongly, wanted to have read everything on the shelves at once-and because she could not, needed to flee her unbearable ignorance by surrounding herself with a less knowledge-laden environment.

A precondition of becoming knowledgeable may be a resignation to, and accommodation with, the extent of one's ignorance, an accommodation which requires a sense that this ignorance need not be permanent, or indeed need not be taken personally, as a reflection of one's inherent capacities.

However, the know-all has lost faith in acquiring knowledge by legitimate means, which is perhaps not a surprising loss of faith in a character like Françoise, who has spent a lifetime cooking asparagus and beef-in-jelly for frighteningly well-educated employers, who have whole mornings to read the newspaper properly and are fond of wandering through the house quoting Racine and Mme de Sévign whose short stories she perhaps at some point claimed to have read.


A better solution:
 though Françoise's knowingness is a distorted reflection of a sincere desire for knowledge, Archduke Rudolf's true status will sadly remain a mystery until she accepts the momentary, painful loss of face required to ask who on earth this could be.

Patient no.3


Alfred Bloch：
 a schoolfriend of the narrator； intellectual, bourgeois, Jewish, his appearance is compared to that of Sultan Mahomet II in Bellini's portrait.


Problem:
 prone to making gaffes and embarrassing himself on important occasious.


Response to problem
 : Bloch acts with extreme self-assurance where lesser mortals would offer humble apologies, experiencing no apparent shame or embarrassment.

The narrator's family invite him for dinner, for which he arrives an hour and a half late, covered with mud from head to toe because of an unexpected rain shower.He might have excused himself for the delay and muddy appearance, but Bloch says nothing, and instead launches into a speech expressing his disdain for the conventions of arriving clean and on time:





‘I never allow myself to be influenced in the smallest degree either by atmospheric disturbances or by the arbitrary divisions of what is known as time. I would willingly reintroduce the use of the opium pipe or the Malay kris, but I know nothing about those infinitely more pernicious and moreover flatly bourgeois implements, the umbrella and the watch.’





It is not that Bloch has no wish to please. It simply seems that he cannot tolerate a situation where he has both tried to please and yet failed despite himself. How much easier, then, to offend and at least be in control of his actions.If he cannot be on time for dinner and is rained upon, why not turn the insults of time and meteorology into his own successes, declaring that he has willed the very things that have been inflicted on him?


A better solution:
 a watch, an umbrella, sorry.

Patient no.4

She makes only a fleeting appearance in the novel.We Don't know what colour her eyes are, how she dresses or what her full name is. She is merely known as the mother of Albertine's friend, Andrée.


Problem:
 like Mme Verdurin, Andrée's mother is concerned with rising in the social world. She wishes to be invited for dinner by the right people, and isn't. When her teenage daughter brings Albertine home, the girl innocently mentions that she has spent many holidays with the family of one of the governors of the Bank of France. This is striking news for Andrée's mother, who has never been graced with an invitation to their large house, and would love to have been.


Response to problem:






Every evening at the dinner-table, while assuming an air of indifference and disdain, ［Andrée's mother］ was fascinated by Albertine's accounts of everything that had happened at the big house while she was staying there, and the names of the other guests, almost all of them people whom she knew by sight or by name. Even the thought that she knew them only in this indirect fashion…gave Andrée's mother a touch of melancholy while she plied Albertine with questions about them in a lofty and distant tone, with pursed lips, and might have left her doubtful and uneasy as to the importance of her own social position had she not been able to reassure herself, to return safely to the ‘realities of life’, by saying to the butler, ‘Please tell the chef that his peas aren't soft enough.’ She then recovered her serenity.





The chef responsible for this serenity and these peas makes even less of an appearance in the novel than his boss. Should we call him Gérard or Joel? Is he from Brittany or the Languedoc, did he train as sous-chef at the Tour d'Argent or at the Café Voltaire? But the critical issue is why it had to become this man's problem that a governor of the Bank of France failed to invite his boss on holiday. Why did a bowl of his innocent peas have to carry the blame for the lack of an invitation to the governor's large house?

The Duchesse de Guermantes finds serenity in a similarly unfair and unenlightening way. The Duchesse has an unfaithful husband and a cold marriage. She also has a footman called Poullein, who is much in love with a young woman. Because this woman works as a servant in another household and her days off rarely coincide with Poullein's, the two lovers seldom meet. Shortly before one such longedfor meeting, a M. de Grouchy comes for dinner at the Duchesse's. During the meal, de Grouchy, a keen hunter, offers to send the Duchesse six brace of pheasants that he has shot on his country estate. The Duchesse thanks him, but insists that the gift is generous enough as it is, and that she will therefore send her own footman, Poullein, to pick up the pheasants, rather than further inconvenience M. de Grouchy and his staff. The fellow dinner guests are much impressed by the Duchesse's thoughtfulness. What they cannot know is that she has acted ‘generously’ for one reason only: so that Poullein will be unable to keep his appointment with his beloved, and so that the Duchesse will therefore be a little less troubled by evidence of romantic happiness which she has been denied in her own relationship.


A better solution:
 to spare the messenger, the cook, the footman, the peas.

Patient no.5


Charles Swann:
 the man invited to lunch with the President, a friend of the Prince of Wales and an habitué of the most elegant salons. He is handsome, wealthy, witty, a little naive and very much in love.


Problem:
 Swann receives an anonymous letter saying that his lover, Odette, has in the past been the mistress of numerous men, and has often frequented brothels. A distraught Swann wonders who could possibly have sent him a letter with such hurtful revelations, and moreover notes that it contains details which only a personal acquaintance of his would know.


Response to problem:
 searching for the culprit, Swann considers each of his friends in turn; M. de Charlus, M. des Laumes, M. d'Orsan, but cannot believe this letter of any of them. Then, having been unable to suspect anyone, Swann begins to think more critically, and decides that everyone he knows could in fact have written the letter. What is he to think? How should he evaluate his friends? The cruel letter is an invitation for Swann to pursue a deeper understanding of people:





This anonymous letter proved that he knew a human being capable of the most infamous conduct, but he could see no more reason why that infamy should lurk in the unfathomed depths of the character of the man with the warm heart rather than the cold, the artist rather than the bourgeois, the noble rather than the flunkey. What criterion ought one to adopt to judge human beings? After all, there was not a single person he knew who might not, in certain circumstances, prove capable of shameful action. Must he then cease to see them all? His mind grew clouded; he drew his hands two or three times across his brow, wiped his glasses with his handkerchief…And he continued to shake hands with all the friends whom he had suspected, with the purely formal reservation that each one of them had possibly thought to drive him to despair.






A better solution:
 Swann has been made to suffer by the letter, but the suffering has led to no greater understanding. He may have shed a layer of sentimental innocence, he now knows that the surface behaviour of his friends may belie a darker interior, but he has found no way of identifying its signs or indeed its origins. His mind has grown clouded, he has wiped his glasses and he has missed out on what, for Proust, is the finest thing about betrayal and jealousy-its ability to generate the intellectual motivation necessary to investigate the hidden sides of others.

Though we sometimes suspect that people are hiding things from us, it is not until we are in love that we feel an urgency to push our enquiries, and in seeking answers we are apt to discover the extent to which people disguise and conceal their real lives.





It is one of the powers of jealousy to reveal to us the extent to which the reality of external facts and the emotions of the heart are an unknown element which lends itself to endless suppositions. We imagine that we know exactly what things are and people think, for the simple reason that we do not care about them. But as soon as we have a desire to know, as the jealous man has, then it becomes a kaleidoscope in which we can no longer distinguish anything.





Swann may know as a general truth that life is full of contrasts, but in the case of each person he knows he trusts that those parts of a life with which he is not familiar must be identical with the parts with which he is. He understands what is hidden from him in the light of what is revealed, and therefore understands nothing of Odette, difficult as it is to accept that a woman who seems so respectable when she is with him could be the same person who once frequented brothels. Similarly, he understands nothing of his friends, for it is hard to accept that someone with whom he entertained an amiable conversation at lunch could by dinner time have addressed a hurtful letter filled with crude revelations about his lover's past.

The lesson? To respond to the unexpected and hurtful behaviour of others with something more than a wipe of the glasses, to see it as a chance to expand our understanding, even if, as Proust warns us, ‘when we discover the true lives of other people, the real world beneath the world of appearance, we get as many surprises as on visiting a house of plain exterior which inside is full of hidden treasures, torture-chambers or skeletons’.





Compared to these unfortunate sufferers, Proust's approach to his own grief now seems rather admirable.

Though asthma made it life-threatening for him to spend time in the countryside, though he turned purple at the mere sight of a lilac in bloom, he resisted following the example of Mme Verdurin, he did not peevishly claim that flowers were boring or trumpet the advantages of spending the year in a shuttered room.

Though he had spectacular gaps in his knowledge, it was not beyond him to fill them. ‘Who wrote The Brothers Karamazov
 ?’ he was asking Lucien Daudet ［at the age of twenty-seven］. ‘Has Boswelle's ［sic］ Life of Johnson
 ［sic］ been translated? And what's the best of Dickens (I haven't read anything)?’

Nor is there evidence that he redirected his disappointments onto his household staff. Having acquired a skill at turning grief into ideas, in spite of the state of his romantic life, when the driver he regularly used, Odilon Albaret, married the woman who would later become his maid, Proust was able to respond with a telegram congratulating the couple on their special day, and did so with only the briefest burst of self-pity and the most modest attempt at guilt-induction, here highlighted in italics:





Congratulations. I am not writing to you at greater length, because I have caught a flu and I am tired,
 but I send you all my deepest wishes for your happiness and that of your families.





The moral? To recognize that our best chance of contentment lies in taking up the wisdom offered to us in coded form through our coughs, allergies, social gaffes and emotional betrayals, and to avoid the ingratitude of those who blame the peas, the bores, the time and the weather.
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There may be significant things to learn about people by looking at what annoys them most. Proust got very annoyed by the way some people expressed themselves. Lucien Daudet tells us that Proust had a friend who thought it chic to use English expressions when he was speaking French, and would therefore say, ‘Goodbye,’ or, more casually, ‘Bye, bye,’ whenever he left a room. ‘It made Proust positively unhappy,’ reports Daudet, ‘he would make the kind of pained, irritated grimace which follows when a stick of chalk has been scraped across a blackboard. “It really hurts your teeth, that kind of thing!” he would exclaim plaintively.’ Proust displayed similar frustration with people who referred to the Mediterranean as ‘the Big Blue’, to England as ‘Albion’ and to the French Army as ‘our boys’. He was pained by people whose sole response to heavy rain was, ‘Il pleut des cordes
 ,’ to cold weather, ‘Il fait un froid de canard
 ,’ and to another's deafness, ‘Il est sourd comme un panier
 .’

Why did these phrases affect Proust so much? Though the way people talk has altered somewhat since his day, it is not difficult to see that here were examples of rather poor expression, though if Proust was wincing, his complaint was more a psychological than a grammatical one ［‘No one knows less syntax than me,’ he boasted］. Peppering French with bits of English, talking of Albion instead of England and the Big Blue instead of the Mediterranean were signs of wishing to seem smart and in-the-know around 1900, and relying on essentially insincere, overelaborate stock phrases to do so. There was no reason to say ‘bye, bye’ when taking one's leave, other than a need to impress by recourse to a contemporary fad for all things British. And though phrases like ‘Il pleut des cordes’
 had none of the ostentation of a ‘bye, bye’, they were examples of the most exhausted constructions, whose use implied little concern for evoking the specifics of a situation. In so far as Proust made pained grimaces, it was in defence of a more honest and accurate approach to expression.

Lucien Daudet tells us how he first got a taste of it:





One day when we were coming out of a concert where we had heard Beethoven's Choral symphony, I was humming some vague notes which I thought expressed the emotion I had just experienced, and I exclaimed, with an emphasis which I only later understood to be ridiculous: ‘That's a wonderful bit!’ Proust started to laugh and said, ‘But, my dear Lucien, it's not your poum, poum, poum
 that's going to convey this wonderfulness! It would be better to try and explain it!’ At the time, I wasn't very happy, but I had just received an unforgettable lesson.





It was a lesson in trying to find the right words for things. The process can be counted upon to go badly awry. We feel something, and reach out for the nearest phrase or hum with which to communicate, but which fails to do justice to what has induced us to do so. We hear Beethoven's Ninth and hum poum, poum, poum,
 we see the pyramids at Giza and go, ‘That's nice.’ These sounds are asked to account for an experience, but their poverty prevents either us or our interlocutors from really understanding what we have lived through. We stay on the outside of our impressions, as if staring at them through a frosted window, superficially related to them, yet estranged from whatever has eluded casual definition.

Proust had a friend called Gabriel de la Rochefoucauld. He was an aristocratic young man whose ancestor had written a famous short book in the seventeenth century, and who liked to spend time in glamorous Paris nightspots, so much time that he had been labelled by some of his more sarcastic contemporaries, ‘le la Rochefoucauld de chez Maxim's’. But in 1904, Gabriel forsook the night life in order to try his hand at literature. The result was a novel, The Lover and the Doctor
 , which Gabriel sent to Proust in manuscript form as soon as it was finished, with a request for comments and advice.

‘Bear in mind that you have written a fine and powerful novel, a superb, tragic work of complex and consummate craftsmanship,’ Proust reported back to his friend, who might have formed a slightly different impression after reading the lengthy letter which had preceded this eulogy. It seems that the superb and tragic work had a few problems, not least because it was filled with clichés: ‘There are some fine big landscapes in your novel,’ explained Proust, treading delicately, ‘but at times one would like them to be painted with more originality. It's quite true that the sky is on fire at sunset, but it's been said too often, and the moon that shines discreetly is a trifle dull.’

We may ask why Proust objected to phrases that had been used too often. After all, doesn't the moon shine discreetly? Don't sunsets look as if they were on fire? Aren't clich's just good ideas that have proved rightly popular?

The problem with clich's is not that they contain false ideas, but rather that they are superficial articulations of very good ones. The sun is often on fire at sunset and the moon discreet, but if we keep saying this every time we encounter a sun or a moon, we will end believing that this is the last rather than the first word to be said on the subject. Clich's are detrimental in so far as they inspire us to believe that they adequately describe a situation while merely grazing its surface. And if this matters, it is because the way we speak is ultimately linked to the way we feel, because how we describe the world must at some level reflect how we first experience it.

The moon Gabriel mentioned might of course have been discreet, but it was liable to have been a lot more besides. When the first volume of Proust's novel was published eight years after The Lover and the Doctor
 , one wonders whether Gabriel ［if he wasn't back ordering Dom Perignon at Maxim's］ took time to notice that Proust had also included a moon, but that he had skirted two thousand years of readymade moon talk, and uncovered an unusual metaphor better to capture the reality of the lunar experience.





Sometimes in the afternoon sky a white moon would creep up like a little cloud, furtive, without display, suggesting an actress who does not have to ‘come on’ for a while, and so goes ‘in front’ in her ordinary clothes to watch the rest of the company for a moment, but keeps in the background, not wishing to attract attention to herself.





Even if we recognize the virtues of Proust's simile, it is not necessarily one we could easily come up with by ourselves. It may lie closer to a genuine impression of the moon, but if we observe the moon and are asked to say something about it, we are more likely to hit upon a tired rather than an inspired image. We may be well aware that our description of a moon is not up to the task, without knowing how to better it. To take licence with his response, this would perhaps have bothered Proust less than an unapologetic use of clichés by people who believed that it was always right to follow verbal conventions ［‘golden orb’, ‘heavenly body’］, and who felt that a priority when talking was not to be original but to sound like someone else.

Wanting to sound like other people has its temptations. There are inherited habits of speech guaranteed to make us sound authoritative, intelligent, worldly, appropriately grateful or deeply moved. As of a certain age, Albertine decides that she too would like to speak like someone else; like a bourgeois young woman. She begins to use a range of expressions common among such women, which she has picked up from her aunt, Mme Bontemps, in the slavish way, Proust suggests, that a baby goldfinch learns how to act like a grown-up by imitating the behaviour of its parent goldfinches. She acquires a habit of repeating whatever one says to her, so as to appear interested and in the process of forming an opinion of her own. If you tell her that an artist's work is good, or his house nice, she will say, ‘Oh, his painting's good, is it?’ ‘Oh, his house is nice, is it?’ Furthermore, when she meets someone unusual, she now says, ‘He's a character,’ when you suggest a game of cards to her, she will say, ‘I Don't have money to burn,’ when one of her friends reproaches her unjustly, she will exclaim, ‘You really are the limit!’, all these expressions having been dictated to her by what Proust calls a ‘bourgeois tradition almost as old as the Magnificat
 itself’, a tradition laying down speech codes which the respectable bourgeois girl must learn, ‘just as she has learned to say her prayers and to curtsy’.

This mockery of Albertine's verbal habits explains Proust's particular frustration with Louis Ganderax.

Louis Ganderax was a leading early-twentieth-century man of letters and the literary editor of the Revue de Paris
 . In 1906, he was asked to edit the correspondence of Georges Bizet, and to write a preface for the collection. It was a great honour, and a great responsibility. Bizet, who had died some thirty years earlier, was a composer of worldwide significance, whose place in posterity was assured by his opera, Carmen, and his Symphony in C Major. There was understandable pressure on Ganderax to produce a preface worthy of standing at the head of a genius's correspondence.

Unfortunately, Ganderax was something of a goldfinch and in an attempt to sound grand, far grander than he must have thought himself naturally to be, he ended up writing a preface of immense, almost comic pretension.

Lying in bed reading the newspaper in the autumn of 1908, Proust landed on an extract of Ganderax's preface, whose prose style annoyed him so much that he exorcised his feelings by writing a letter to Georges Bizet's widow, his good friend Mme Straus.

‘Why, when he can write so well, does he write as he does?’ wondered Proust. ‘Why, when one says “1871”, add “that most abominable of all years”? Why is Paris immediately dubbed “the great city” and Delaunay “the master painter”? Why must emotion inevitably be “discreet” and good-naturedness “smiling” and bereavements “cruel”, and countless other fine phrases that I can't remember?’

These phrases were of course anything but fine, they were a caricature of fineness, they were phrases that might once have been impressive in the hands of classical writers, but were pompous ornamentation when stolen by an author of a later age concerned only to suggest literary grandeur.

If Ganderax had worried about the sincerity of what he was saying, he might have resisted capping the thought that 1871 was a bad year with the melodramatic claim that it was in fact ‘that most abominable of all years'. Paris might have been under siege by the Prussian army at the beginning of 1871, the starving populace might have been driven to eat elephants from the Jardin des Plantes, the Prussians might have marched down the Champs-Élys'es and the Commune imposed tyrannical rule, but did these experiences really stand a chance of being conveyed in an overblown, thunderous phrase like this?

But Ganderax hadn't written nonsensical fine phrases by mistake. It was the natural outcome of his ideas on how people should express themselves. For Ganderax, the priority of good writing was to follow precedent, to follow examples of the most distinguished authors in history, while bad writing began with the arrogant belief that one could avoid paying homage to great minds and write according to one's fancy. It was fitting that Ganderax had elsewhere awarded himself the title of ‘Defender of the French Language’. The language needed to be protected against the assaults of decadents who refused to follow the rules of expression dictated by tradition, leading Ganderax to complain publicly if he spotted a past participle in the wrong place or a word falsely applied in a published text.

Proust couldn't have disagreed more with such a view of tradition, and let Mme Straus know it:





Every writer is obliged to create his own language, as every violinist is obliged to create his own ‘tone’ …I Don't mean to say that I like original writers who write badly. I prefer-and perhaps it's a weakness-those who write well. But they begin to write well only on condition that they're original, that they create their own language. Correctness, perfection of style do exist, but on the other side of originality, after having gone through all the faults, not this side. Correctness this side-‘discreet emotion’, ‘smiling good nature’, ‘most abominable of all years’-doesn't exist. The only way to defend language is to attack it, yes, yes, Madame Straus!





Ganderax had overlooked the way that every good writer in history, a history he so strongly wished to defend, had, in order to assure adequate expression, broken a range of rules laid down by previous writers. If Ganderax had been alive in Racine's day, Proust mockingly imagined that the Defender of the Language would have told even this embodiment of classical French that he couldn't write very well, because Racine had written slightly differently from those before him. He wondered what Ganderax would have made of Racine's lines in Andromaque:






I loved you fickle; faithful, what might I have done? …

Why murder him?

What did he? By what right?

Who told you to?





Pretty enough, but didn't these lines break important laws of grammar? Proust pictured Ganderax delivering a rebuke to Racine:





I understand your thought; you mean that since I loved you when you were fickle, what might that love have been if you had been faithful. But it's badly expressed. It could equally well mean that you
 would have been faithful. As official defender of the French language, I cannot let that pass.





‘I'm not making fun of your friend, madame, I assure you,’ claimed Proust, who hadn't stopped ridiculing Ganderax since the start of his letter. ‘I know how intelligent and learned he is. It's a question of “doctrine”. This man who is so sceptical has grammatical certainties. Alas, Madame Straus, there are no certainties, even grammatical ones…only that which bears the imprint of our choice, our taste, our uncertainty, our desire and our weakness can be beautiful.’

And a personal imprint is not only more beautiful, it is also a good deal more authentic. Trying to sound like Chateaubriand or Victor Hugo when you are in fact the literary editor of the Revue de Paris
 implies a singular lack of concern with capturing what is distinctive about being Louis Ganderax, much as attempting to sound like the archetypal bourgeois Parisian young woman ［‘I Don't have money to burn', ‘You really are the limit!’］ when you are in fact a particular young woman called Albertine involves flattening your identity to fit a constrained social envelope. If, as Proust suggests, we are obliged to create our own language, it is because there are dimensions to ourselves absent from clich's, which require us to flout etiquette in order to convey with greater accuracy the distinctive timbre of our thought.

The need to lay a personal imprint on language is rarely more evident than in the personal sphere. The better we know someone the more the standard name they bear comes to seem inadequate, and the greater the desire to twist it into a new one, so as to reflect our awareness of their particularities. Proust's name on his birth certificate was Valentin Louis Georges Eugène Marcel Proust, but because this was a dry mouthful it was appropriate that those closest to him moulded it into something more suited to who Marcel was for them. For his beloved mother, he was mon petit jaunet
 ［my little yellow one］, or mon petit serin
 ［my little canary］, or mon petit benêt
 ［my little clod］ or mon petit nigaud
 ［my little oaf］. He was also known as mon pauvre loup ［my poor wolf］, petit pauvre loup ［poor little wolf］ and le petit loup ［the little wolf-Mme Proust called Marcel's brother Robert mon autre loup, which gives us a sense of family priorities］. To his friend Reynaldo Hahn, Proust was ‘Buncht’ ［and Reynaldo ‘Bunibuls’］, to his friend Antoine Bibesco, Proust was ‘Lecram’ and when he got too friendly, le Flagorneur
 ［the toady］, or not straight enough, le Saturnien
 . At home, he wanted his maid to know him as ‘Missou’ and he would call her ‘Plouplou’.

If Missou, Buncht and the petit jaunet
 are endearing symbols of the way new words and phrases can be constructed to capture new dimensions of a relationship, then confusing Proust's name with someone else's looks like a sadder symbol of a reluctance to expand a vocabulary to account for the variety of the human species. To people who didn't know Proust very well, rather than making his name more personal they had a depressing tendency to give him another name altogether, that of a far more famous contemporary writer, Marcel Prévost. ‘I am totally unknown,’ specified Proust in 1912. ‘When readers write to me at Le Figaro after an article, which happens rarely, the letters are forwarded to Marcel Prévost, for whom my name seems to be no more than a misprint.’

Using a single word to describe two different things ［the author of In Search of Lost Time
 and the author of The Strong Virgins
 ］ suggests a disregard for the world's real diversity that bears comparison with that shown by the clichéuser. A person who invariably describes heavy rain with the phrase ‘il pleut des cordes’
 can be accused of neglecting the real diversity of rain showers, much as the person who calls every writer whose name begins with P and ends in t Monsieur Prévost can be accused of neglecting the real diversity of literature.

So if speaking in clich's is problematic, it is because the world itself contains a far broader range of rainfalls, moons, sunshines and emotions than stock expressions either capture or teach us to expect.

Proust's novel is filled with people who behave in unstock ways. It is, for example, a conventional belief about family life that old aunts who love their family will entertain benevolent daydreams about them. But Proust's aunt Léonie loves her family greatly, and it doesn't stop her from deriving pleasure in involving them in the most macabre scenarios. Confined to her bed on account of a host of imaginary ailments, she is so bored with life that she longs for something exciting to happen to her, even if it should be something terrible. The most exciting thing she can imagine is a fire that would leave no stone of her house standing and would kill her entire family, but from which she herself would have plenty of time to escape. She would then be able to mourn her family affectionately for many years, and cause universal stupefaction in her village by getting out of bed to conduct the obsequies, crushed but courageous, moribund but erect.

Aunt L'onie would no doubt have preferred to die under torture than admit to harbouring such ‘unnatural’ thoughts-which does nothing to stop them from being very normal, if only rarely discussed.

Albertine has some comparably normal thoughts. She walks into the narrator's room one morning and experiences a rush of affection for him. She tells him how clever he is, and swears that she would rather die than leave him. If we asked Albertine why she had suddenly felt this rush of affection, one imagines her pointing to her boyfriend's intellectual or spiritual qualities-and we would of course be inclined to believe her, for this is a dominant societal interpretation of the way affection is generated.

However, Proust quietly lets us know that the real reason why Albertine feels so much love for her boyfriend is that he has had a very close shave this morning, and that she adores smooth skin. The implication is that his cleverness counts for little in her particular enthusiasm; if he refused to shave ever again, she might leave him tomorrow.

This is an inopportune thought. We like to think of love as arising from more profound sources. Albertine might vigorously deny that she had ever felt love because of a close shave, accuse you of perversion for suggesting it and attempt to change the subject. It would be a pity. What can replace a clichetic explanation of our functioning is not an image of perversity, but a broader conception of what is normal. If Albertine accepted that her reactions only demonstrated that a feeling of love can have an extraordinary range of origins, some more valid than others, then she might calmly evaluate the foundations of her relationship and identify the role which she wished good shaving to play in her emotional life.

In his descriptions both of aunt L'onie and Albertine, Proust offers us a picture of human behaviour that initially fails to match an orthodox account of how people operate, though it may in the end be judged to be a far more
 truthful picture than the one it has challenged.

The structure of this process may, rather obliquely, shed light on why Proust was so attracted to the story of the Impressionist painters.

In 1872, the year after Proust was born, Claude Monet exhibited a canvas entitled Impression, Sunrise.
 It depicted the harbour of Le Havre at dawn, and allowed viewers to discern, through a thick morning mist and a medley of unusually choppy brush strokes, the outline of an industrial seafront, with an array of cranes, smoking chimneys and buildings.

The canvas looked a bewildering mess to most who saw it, and particularly irritated the critics of the day, who pejoratively dubbed its creator and the loose group to which he belonged ‘impressionists’, indicating that Monet's control of the technical side of painting was so limited that all he had been able to achieve was a childish daubing, bearing precious little resemblance to what dawns in Le Havre really looked like.

The contrast with the judgement of the art establishment a few years later could of course hardly have been greater. It seemed that not only could the Impressionists use a brush after all, but that their technique was masterful at capturing a dimension of visual reality overlooked by less talented contemporaries. What could explain such a dramatic reappraisal? Why had Monet's Le Havre been a great mess then a remarkable representation of a Channel port?

The Proustian answer starts with the idea that we are all in the habit of,





giving to what we feel a form of expression which differs so much from, and which we nevertheless after a little time take to be, reality itself.





In this view, our notion
 of reality is at variance with actual reality, because it is so often shaped by inadequate or misleading accounts. Because we are surrounded by clich'd depictions of the world, our initial response to Monet's Impression, Sunrise
 may well be to baulk and complain that Le Havre looks nothing like that, much as our initial response to aunt L'onie's and Albertine's behaviour may be to think that this comportment lacks any possible basis in reality. If Monet is a hero in this scenario, it is because he has freed himself from traditional, and in some ways limited, representations of Le Havre, in order to attend more closely to his own, uncorrupted impressions of the scene.

In a form of homage to the Impressionist painters, Proust inserted one into his novel, the fictional Elstir, who shares traits with Renoir, Degas and Manet. In the seaside resort of Balbec, Proust's narrator visits Elstir's studio, where he finds canvases which, like Monet's Le Havre, challenge the orthodox understanding of what things look like. In Elstir's seascapes, there is no demarcation between the sea and the sky, the sky looks like the sea, the sea like the sky. In a painting of a harbour at Carquethuit, a ship which is out at sea seems to be sailing through the middle of the town, women gathering shrimps among the rocks look as if they were in a marine grotto overhung by ships and waves, a group of holidaymakers in a boat look like they were in a carriole riding up through sunlit fields and down through shady patches.

Elstir is not trying his hand at surrealism. If his work seems unusual, it is because he is attempting to paint something of what we actually see
 when we look around, rather than what we know we see
 . We know that ships Don't sail through the middle of towns, but it can sometimes look as if this is happening when we see a ship against the backdrop of a town from a certain light at a certain angle. We know there is a demarcation between the sea and the sky, but it can on occasion be hard to tell whether an azure-coloured band is in fact part of the sea or the sky, the confusion lasting only until our reason re-establishes a distinction between the two elements which had been missing from our first glance. Elstir's achievement is to hang on to the original muddle, and to set down in paint a visual impression before it has been overruled by what he knows.

Proust was not implying that painting had reached its apotheosis in Impressionism, and that the movement had triumphantly captured ‘reality’ in a way that previous schools of art had not. His appreciation of painting ranged further than this, but the works of Elstir illustrated with particular clarity what is arguably present in every successful work of art: an ability to restore to our sight a distorted or neglected aspect of reality. As Proust expressed it:





Our vanity, our passions, our spirit of imitation, our abstract intelligence, our habits have long been at work, and it is the task of art to undo this work of theirs, making us travel back in the direction from which we have come to the depths where what has really existed lies unknown within us.





And what lies unknown within us includes such surprising things as ships that go through towns, seas that are momentarily indistinguishable from skies, fantasies that our beloved family will die in a major conflagration and intense feelings of love sparked by contact with smooth skin.

The moral? That life can be a stranger substance than clich'd life, that goldfinches should occasionally do things differently from their parents, and that there are persuasive reasons for calling a loved one Plouplou, Missou or poor little wolf.


[image: ]




◆
 ◆
 ◆ ◆◆
 ◆


What did his friends think of him? He had a great number of them, and after his death many were moved to publish accounts of what it had been like to know him. The verdict could hardly have been more favourable. They were almost unanimous in suggesting that Proust had been a paragon of companionship, an embodiment of friendship's every virtue.

Their accounts tell us:

—That he was generous


‘I can still see him, wrapped in his fur coat, even in springtime, sitting at a table in Larue's restaurant, and I can still see the gesture of his delicate hand as he tried to make you let him order the most extravagant supper, accepting the head waiter's biased suggestions, offering you champagne, exotic fruits and grapes on their vine-plant which he had noticed on the way in…He told you there was no better way of proving your friendship than by accepting.’-Georges de Lauris

—That he was munificent


‘In restaurants, and everywhere where there was a chance, Marcel would give enormous tips. This was the case even in the slightest railway station buffet where he would never return.’ Georges de Lauris

—That he liked to add a 200% service charge


‘If a dinner cost him ten francs, he would add twenty francs for the waiter.’ -Fernand Gregh

—That he was not merely exorbitant


‘The legend of Proust's generosity should not develop to the detriment of that of his goodness.’ -Paul Morand

—That he didn't talk only about himself


‘He was the best of listeners. Even in his intimate circle his constant care to be modest and polite prevented him from pushing himself forward and from imposing subjects of conversation. These he found in others' thoughts. Sometimes he spoke about sport and motor cars and showed a touching desire for information. He took an interest in you, instead of trying to make you interested in himself.’ -Georges de Lauris

—That he was curious


‘Marcel was passionately interested in his friends. Never have I seen less egoism, or egotism…He wanted to amuse you. He was happy to see others laughing and he laughed.’ -Georges de Lauris

—That he didn't forget what was important


‘Never, right up to the end, neither his frenzied work nor his suffering made him forget his friendsbecause he certainly never put all his poetry into his books, he put as much into his life.’ -Walter Berry

—That he was modest


‘What modesty! You apologized for everything: for being present, for speaking, for being quiet, for thinking, for expressing your dazzlingly meandering thoughts, even for lavishing your incomparable praise.’ -Anna de Noailles

—That he was a great talker


‘One can never say it enough: Proust's conversation was dazzling, bewitching.’ -Marcel Plantevignes

—That one never got bored at his house


‘During dinner, he would carry his plate over to each guest; he would eat soup next to one, the fish, or half a fish besides another, and so on until the end of a meal; one can imagine that by the fruit he had gone all the way around. It was testimony of kindness, of good-will towards everyone, because he would have been distraught that anyone would have wanted to complain; and he thought both to make a gesture of individual politeness and to assure, with his usual perspicacity, that everyone was in an agreeable mood. Indeed, the results were excellent, and one never got bored at his house.’ -Gabriel de la Rochefoucauld

Given such generous verdicts, it is surprising to find that Proust held some extremely caustic views about friendship, in fact, to find that he had an unusually limited conception of the value of his, or indeed, of anyone's friendships. Despite the dazzling conversation and dinner parties, he believed:

—That he could just as well have befriended a settee


‘The artist who gives up an hour of work for an hour of conversation with a friend knows that he is sacrificing a reality for something that does not exist (our friends being friends only in the light of an agreeable folly which travels with us through life and to which we readily accommodate ourselves, but which at the bottom of our hearts we know to be no more reasonable than the delusion of the man who talks to the furniture because he believes that it is alive).’

—That talking is a futile activity


‘Conversation, which is friendship's mode of expression, is a superficial digression which gives us nothing worth acquiring. We may talk for a lifetime without doing more than indefinitely repeat the vacuity of a minute.’

—That friendship is a shallow effort


‘…directed towards making us sacrifice the only part of ourselves that is real and incommunicable (otherwise than by means of art) to a superficial self.’

—And that friendship is in the end no more than


‘…a lie which seeks to make us believe that we are not irremediably alone.’

It doesn't mean he was callous. It doesn't mean he was a misanthrope. It doesn't mean he lacked the urge to see friends ［an urge he described as a ‘craving to see people which attacks both men and women and inspires a longing to throw himself out of the window in the patient who has been shut away from his family and friends in an isolation clinic’］.

However, Proust was
 challenging all the more exalted claims made on friendship's behalf. Principal among these is the claim that our friends afford us a chance to express our deepest selves, and that the conversations we have with them are a privileged forum in which to say what we really think, and, by extension and with no mystical allusion, be who we really are.The claim was not dismissed out of an embittered regret for the calibre of his friends. Proust's scepticism had nothing to do with the presence at his dinner table of intellectually sluggish characters like Gabriel de la Rochefoucauld, who needed to be entertained while he circulated with a half-eaten plate of fish in his hand. The problem was more universal, it was inherent within the idea of friendship and would have been present even if he had had a chance to share his thoughts with the most profound minds of his generation, even if he had, for instance, been given the opportunity to converse with a writer of James Joyce's genius.

Which in fact he did. In 1922, both writers were at a black-tie dinner given at the Ritz for Stravinsky, Diaghilev and members of the Russian Ballet, in order to celebrate the first night of Stravinsky's Le Renard
 . Joyce arrived late and without a dinner jacket, Proust kept his fur coat on throughout the evening and what happened once they were introduced was later reported by Joyce to a friend:





Our talk consisted solely of the word ‘Non.’ Proust asked me if I knew the duc de so-and-so. I said, ‘Non.’ Our hostess asked Proust if he had read such and such a piece of Ulysses
 . Proust said, ‘Non.’ And so on.





After dinner, Proust got into his taxi with his hosts, Violet and Sydney Schiff, and without asking, Joyce followed them in. His first gesture was to open the window and his second to light a cigarette, both of which were life-threatening acts as far as Proust was concerned. During the journey, Joyce watched Proust without saying a word, while Proust talked continuously and failed to address a word to Joyce. When they arrived at Proust's flat at the Rue Hamelin, Proust took Sydney Schiff aside and said: ‘Please ask Monsieur Joyce to let my taxi drive him home.’ The taxi did so. The two men were never to meet again.

If the story has its absurd side, it is because of an awareness of what these two writers could
 have told one another. A conversation of culs-de-sac ending in ‘Non’ is not a surprising eventuality for many, it is more surprising and far more regrettable when it is all that the authors of Ulysses
 and In Search of Lost Time
 can find to say to one other when they are seated together under the same Ritz chandelier.

However, imagine that the evening had unfolded more successfully, as successfully as could have been hoped:





Proust: ［while taking furtive stabs at an
 homard à l'américaine, huddled in his fur coat
 ］ Monsieur Joyce, do you know the Duc de Clermont-Tonnerre?

Joyce: Please, appelez-moi
 James. Le Duc! What a close and excellent friend, the kindest man I have met from here to Limerick.

Proust: Really? I am so glad we agree ［beaming at the discovery of this common acquaintance
 ］, though I have not yet been to Limerick.

Violet Schiff: ［leaning across, with a hostess's delicacy, to Proust
 ］ Marcel, do you know James's big book?

Proust: Ulysses? Naturellement
 . Who has not read the masterpiece of our new century?





［Joyce blushes modestly, but nothing can disguise his delight
 ］

Violet Schiff: Do you remember any passages in it?

Proust: Madame, I remember the entire book. For instance, when the hero goes to the library, excuse my accent anglais, but I cannot resist: ［starting to quote
 ］ ‘Urbane, to comfort them, the Quaker librarian purred…’

And yet, even if it had gone as well as this, even if they had later enjoyed an animated cab ride home and sat up until sunrise exchanging thoughts on music and the novel, art and nationality, love and Shakespeare, there would still have been a critical discrepancy between the conversation and the work, between the chat and the writing, for Ulysses and In Search of Lost Time
 would never have resulted from a dialogue, even though these novels were among the most profound and sustained utterances both men were capable of-a point which highlights the limitations of conversation, when viewed as a forum in which to express our deepest selves.

What explains such limitations? Why would one be unable to chat, as opposed to write at the level of In Search of Lost
 Time? In part, because of the mind's functioning, its condition as an intermittent organ, forever liable to lose the thread or be distracted, generating vital thoughts only between stretches of inactivity or mediocrity, stretches in which we are not really ‘ourselves’, during which it may be no exaggeration to say that we are not quite all there as we gaze at passing clouds with a vacant, childlike expression. Because the rhythm of a conversation makes no allowance for dead periods, because the presence of others calls for continuous responses, we are left to regret the inanity of what we say, and the missed opportunity of what we do not.

By contrast, a book provides for a distillation of our sporadic minds, a record of its most vital manifestations, a concentration of inspired moments that might originally have arisen across a multitude of years, and been separated by extended stretches of bovine gazing. To meet an author whose books one has enjoyed must, in this view, necessarily be a disappointment ［‘It's true that there are people who are superior to their books, but that's because their books are not Books’
 ］, because such a meeting can only reveal a person as they exist within, and find themselves subject to the limitations of time.

Furthermore, conversation allows us little room to revise our original utterances, which ill suits our tendency not to know what we are trying to say until we have had at least one go at saying it; whereas writing accommodates and is largely made up of rewriting, during which original thoughtsb-are inarticulate strands-are enriched and nuanced over time. They may thereby appear on a page according to the logic and aesthetic order they demand, as opposed to suffering the distortion effected by conversation, with its limits on the corrections or additions one can make before enraging even the most patient companion.

Proust famously did not realize the nature of what he was trying to write until he had begun to write it. When the first volume of In Search of Lost
 Time was published in 1913, there was no thought of the work assuming the gargantuan proportions it eventually did; Proust projected that it would be a trilogy ［Swann's Way, The Guermantes Way, Time Regained
 ］, and even hoped the last two parts would fit into a single volume.

However, the First World War radically altered the plans by delaying the publication of the succeeding volume by four years, during which time Proust discovered a host of new things he wanted to say, and realized that he would require a further four volumes to say it. The original five hundred thousand words expanded to more than a million and a quarter.

It was not just the overall shape of the novel that changed. Each page, and a great many sentences, grew, or were altered in the passage from initial expression to printed form. Half of the first volume was rewritten four times. As Proust went back over what he had written he repeatedly recognized the imperfections of his initial attempt, words or parts of sentences were eliminated, points that he had judged complete seemed to be crying out for recomposition, or elaboration and development with a new image or metaphor. Hence the mess of the manuscript pages, the result of a mind perpetually improving on its original utterances.

Unfortunately for Proust's publishers, the revisions did not cease once he had sent his handwritten scrawls to be typed up. The publishers' proofs, in which the scrawl found itself turned into elegant uniform letters, only served to reveal yet more errors and omissions, which Proust would correct in illegible bubbles, expanding into every stretch of white space available until, at times, they overflowed into narrow paper flaps glued onto the edge of the sheet.

It might have enraged the publisher, but it served to make a better book. It meant that the novel could be the product of the efforts of more than a single Proust ［which any interlocutor would have had to be satisfied with］, it was the product of a succession of ever more critical and accomplished authors ［three at the very minimum; Proust 1
 who had written the manuscript + Proust2
 who reread it+Proust 3
 who corrected the proofs］. There was naturally no sign of the process of elaboration or of the material conditions of creation in the published version, only a continuous, controlled, faultless voice, revealing nothing of where sentences had to be rewritten, where asthma attacks had intruded, where a metaphor had to be altered, where a point had to be clarified and between which lines the author had to sleep, eat breakfast or write a thank-you letter. It was not out of a wish to deceive, only out of a wish to stay faithful to the original conception of the work, in which an asthma attack or a breakfast, though part of the author's life, had no place in the conception of the work, because, as Proust saw it:





A book is the product of another self to the one we display in our habits, in society, in our vices.





In spite of its limitations as a forum in which to express complex ideas in rich, precise language, friendship could still be defended on the grounds that it provides us with a chance to communicate our most intimate, honest thoughts to people, and for once, reveal exactly what is on our minds.

Though an appealing notion, the likelihood of such honesty seems highly dependent on two things:


Firstly
 : how much is on our minds; in particular, how many thoughts we have about our friends which, though true, could potentially be hurtful, and though honest, could seem unkind.


Secondly
 : our evaluation of how ready others would be to break off a friendship if ever we dared express these honest thoughts to them, an evaluation made in part according to our sense of how loveable we are, and of whether our qualities would be enough to ensure that we could stay friends with people even if we had momentarily irritated them by revealing our disapproval of their fianc'e or lyric poetry.

Unfortunately, by both criteria Proust was not well placed to enjoy honest friendships. For a start, he had far too many true but unkind thoughts about people. When he met a palm reader in 1918, the woman was said to have taken a glance at his hand, looked at his face for a moment, then remarked simply, ‘What do you want from me, Monsieur? It should be you reading my
 character.’ But this miraculous understanding of others did not lead to cheerful conclusions. ‘I feel infinite sadness at seeing how few people are genuinely kind,’ he said, and judged that most people had something rather wrong with them:





The most perfect person in the world has a certain defect which shocks us or makes us angry. One man is of rare intelligence, sees everything from the loftiest viewpoint, never speaks ill of anyone, but will pocket and forget letters of supreme importance which he himself asked you to let him post for you, and so makes you miss a vital engagement without offering you any excuse, with a smile, because he prides himself upon never knowing the time. Another is so refined, so gentle, so delicate in his conduct that he never says anything to you about yourself that you would not be glad to hear, but you feel that he suppresses, that he keeps buried in his heart, where they turn sour, other, quite different opinions.






Lucien Daudet felt that Proust possessed:






an unenviable power of divination, he discovered all the pettiness, often hidden, of the human heart, and it horrified him: the most insignificant lies, the mental reservations, the secrecies, the fake disinterestedness, the kind word which has an ulterior motive, the truth which has been slightly deformed for convenience, in short, all the things which worry us in love, sadden us in friendship and make our dealings with others banal were for Proust a subject of constant surprise, sadness or irony.





It is regrettable, as far as the cause of honest friendship was concerned, that Proust combined this heightened awareness of others' faults with unusually strong doubts about his own chances of being liked ［‘Oh! Making a nuisance of myself, that has always been my nightmare’］, and about the chances of retaining his friends if ever he were to express his more negative thoughts to them. His previously diagnosed case of low self-esteem ［‘If only I could value myself more! Alas! It is impossible’］ bred an exaggerated notion of how friendly he would need to be in order to have any friends. And though he was in disagreement with all the more exalted claims made on friendship's behalf, he was still deeply concerned with securing affection ［‘My only consolation when I am really sad is to love and to be loved’］. Under a heading of ‘thoughts that spoil friendship’, Proust confessed to a range of anxieties familiar to any quotidian emotional paranoiac: ‘What did they think of us?’ ‘Were we not tactless?’ ‘Did they like us?’ as well as ‘The fear of being forgotten in favour of someone else.’

It meant that Proust's overwhelming priority in any encounter was to ensure that he would be liked, remembered and thought well of. ‘Not only did he dizzy his hosts and hostesses with verbal compliments, but he ruined himself on flowers and ingenious gifts,’ reported his friend Jacques-Émile Blanche, giving a taste of what this priority involved. His psychological insight, so great that it had threatened to put a palm reader out of her job, could be wholly directed towards identifying the appropriate word, smile or flower to win others over. And it worked. He excelled at the art of making friends, he acquired an enormous number, they loved his company, were devoted to him and wrote a pile of adulatory books after his death with titles like My Friend Marcel Proust
 ［a volume by Maurice Duplay］, My Friendship with Marcel Proust
 ［by Fernand Gregh］, and Letters to a Friend
 ［by Marie Nordlinger］.

Given the effort and strategic intelligence he devoted to friendship, it shouldn't surprise us. For instance, it is often assumed, usually by people who Don't have many friends, that friendship is a hallowed sphere where what we wish to talk about effortlessly coincides with others' interests. Proust, less optimistic than this, recognized the likelihood of discrepancy, and concluded that he should always be the one to ask questions, and address himself to what was on your mind rather than risk boring you with what was on his.

To do anything else would have been bad conversational manners: ‘There is lack of tact in people who in their conversation look not to please others, but to elucidate, egoistically, points that they are interested in.’ Conversation required an abdication of oneself in the name of pleasing companions: ‘When we chat, it is no longer we who speak…we are fashioning ourselves then in the likeness of other people, and not of a self that differs from them.’

It accounts for why Proust's friend Georges de Lauris, a keen rally driver and tennis player, could gratefully report that he had often talked to Proust about sport and motor cars. Of course, Proust cared little for either, but to have insisted on turning the conversation to Mme de Pompadour's childhood with a man keener on Renault's crankshaft would have been to misunderstand what friendship was for.

It was not for elucidating, egotistically, things one was interested in, it was primarily for warmth and affection, which is why, for a cerebral man, Proust had remarkably little interest in overtly intellectual friendships. In the summer of 1920, he received a letter from Sydney Schiff, the friend who would, two years later, engineer his disastrous encounter with Joyce. Sydney told Proust that he was on a seaside holiday in England with his wife Violet, the weather was quite sunny, but Violet had invited a group of hearty young people to stay with them, and he had grown very depressed by how shallow these youngsters were. ‘It's very boring for me,’ he wrote to Proust, ‘because I Don't like to be constantly in the company of young people. I am pained by their naivety, which I'm afraid of corrupting, or at least of compromising. Human beings sometimes interest me but I Don't like them because they are not intelligent enough.’

Proust, cloistered in bed in Paris, had difficulty appreciating why anyone would be dissatisfied with the idea of spending a holiday on a beach with some young people, whose only fault was not to have read Descartes:





I do my intellectual work within myself, and once with other people, it's more or less irrelevant to me that they're intelligent, as long as they are kind, sincere,
 etc.





When Proust did have intelligent conversations, the priority was still to dedicate himself to others, rather than covertly introduce ［as some might］ private cerebral concerns. His friend Marcel Plantevignes, the author of yet another volume of reminiscence, this one entitled With Marcel Proust
 , commented on Proust's intellectual courtesy, his concern never to be tiring, hard to follow or categorical in what he said. Proust would frequently punctuate his sentences with a ‘perhaps’, a ‘maybe’ or a ‘Don't you think?’. For Plantevignes, it reflected Proust's desire to please. ‘Maybe I'm wrong to tell them what they won't like,’ was his underlying thought. Not that Plantevignes was complaining, such tentativeness was welcome, especially on Proust's bad days:





These maybes were very reassuring to encounter in the light of certain rather surprising declarations Proust made on his pessimistic days, and without which they would have made really too much of a shattering impression, thoughts like: ‘Friendship doesn't exist,’ and ‘Love is a trap and only reveals itself to us by making us suffer.’





—Don't you think?

However charming Proust's manners, they might unkindly have been described as overpolite, so much so that the more cynical of Proust's friends invented a mocking term to describe the peculiarities of his social habits. As Fernand Gregh reports:





We created among ourselves the verb to proustify
 to express a slightly too conscious attitude of geniality, together with what would vulgarly have been called affectations, interminable and delicious.





A representative target of Proust's proustification
 was a middle-aged woman called Laure Haymann, a well-known courtesan, who had once been the mistress of the Duc d'Orl'ans, the King of Greece, Prince Egon von Fürstenberg and, latterly, Proust's great-uncle, Louis Weil. Proust was in his late teens when he met and first began to proustify Laure. He would send her elaborate letters dripping with compliments, accompanied by chocolates, trinkets and flowers, gifts so expensive that his father was forced to lecture him on his extravagance.

‘Dear friend, dear delight,’ ran a typical note to Laure, accompanied by a little something from the florist, ‘Here are fifteen chrysanthemums. I hope the stems will be excessively long, as I requested.’ In case they weren't, and in case Laure needed a greater or more enduring token of affection than a collection of long-stemmed plants, he assured Laure that she was a creature of voluptuous intelligence and subtle grace, that she was a divine beauty and a goddess who could turn all men into devoted worshippers. It seemed natural to end the letter by offering affectionate regards and the practical suggestion that: ‘I propose to call the present century the century of Laure Haymann.’ Laure became his friend.

Here she is, as photographed by Paul Nadar at around the time the chrysanthemums were delivered to her door:

Another favoured target of proustification
 was the poet and novelist Anna de Noailles, responsible for six collections of forgettable poetry, and for Proust a genius worthy of comparison with Baudelaire. When she sent him a copy of her novel La Domination
 , in June 1905, Proust told her that she had given birth to an entire planet, ‘a marvellous planet won over for the contemplation of mankind’. Not only was she a cosmic creator, she was also a woman of mythic appearance. ‘I have nothing to envy Ulysses because my Athena is more beautiful, has greater genius and knows more than his,’ Proust reassured her. A few years later, reviewing a collection of her poetry, LesÉ blouissements
 , for Le Figaro
 , he wrote that Anna had created images as sublime as those of Victor Hugo, that her work was a dazzling success and a masterpiece of literary impressionism. To prove the point to his readers, he even quoted a few of Anna's lines:






Tandis que détaché déune invisible fronde,



Un doux oiseau jaillit jusqu' au sommet du monde.






‘Do you know an image more splendid and more perfect than this one?’ he asked-at which point his readers could have been forgiven for muttering, well, yes
 , and wondering what had possessed their besotted reviewer.

Was he an extraordinary hypocrite? The word implies that beneath an appearance of good-will and kindness lay a sinister, calculating agenda, and that Proust's real feelings for Laure Haymann and Anna de Noailles could not possibly have matched his extravagant declarations, and were perhaps closer to ridicule than adoration.

The disparity may be less dramatic. No doubt he believed precious few of his proustifications, but he nevertheless remained sincere in the message that had inspired and underlay them: ‘I like you and I would like you to like me.’ The fifteen long-stemmed chrysanthemums, the marvellous planets, the devoted worshippers, the Athenas, goddesses and splendid images were merely what Proust felt he would need to add to his own presence in order to secure affection, in the light of his previously mentioned debilitating assessment of his own qualities ［‘I certainly think less of myself than Antoine (his butler) does of himself’］.

In fact, the exaggerated scale of Proust's social politeness should not blind us to the degree of insincerity every friendship demands, the ever-present requirement to deliver an affable but hollow word to a friend who proudly shows us a volume of their poetry or newborn baby. To call such politeness hypocrisy is to neglect that we have lied in a local way not in order to conceal fundamentally malevolent intentions but rather to confirm our sense of affection, which might have been doubted if there had been no gasping and praising, because of the unusual intensity of people's attachment to their verse and children. There seems a gap between what others need to hear from us in order to trust that we like them, and the extent of the negative thoughts we know we can feel towards them and still
 like them. We know it is possible to think of someone as both dismal at poetry and perceptive, both inclined to pomposity and charming, both suffering from halitosis and genial. But the susceptibility of others means that the negative part of the equation can rarely be expressed without jeopardizing the union. We usually believe gossip about ourselves to have been inspired by a level of malice far greater ［or more critical］ than the malice we ourselves felt in relation to the last person we gossiped about, a person whose habits we could mock without this in any way altering our affection for them.

Proust once compared friendship to reading, because both activities involved communion with others, but added that reading had a key advantage:





In reading, friendship is suddenly brought back to its original purity. There is no false amiability with books. If we spend the evening with these friends, it is because we genuinely want to.





Whereas in life we are often led to have dinner because we fear for the future of a valued friendship were we to decline the invitation, a hypocritical meal forced upon us by an awareness of our friend's unwarranted yet unavoidable susceptibility. How much more honest we can be with books. There at least we can turn to them when we want, and look bored or cut short a dialogue as soon as necessary. Had we been granted the opportunity to spend an evening with Molière, even this comic genius would have forced us into an occasional fake smile, which is why Proust expressed a preference for communion with the page-bound rather than the living playwright. At least, in book form:





We laugh at what Molière has to say only in so far as we find it funny; when he bores us, we are not afraid to look bored, and once we have definitely had enough of him, we put him back in his place as abruptly as if he had neither genius nor celebrity.





How are we to respond to the level of insincerity apparently required in every friendship? How are we to respond to the two habitually conflicting projects carried on under the single umbrella of friendship, a project to secure affection, and a project to express ourselves honestly? It was because Proust was both unusually honest and unusually affectionate that he drove the joint project to breaking point and came up with his distinctive approach to friendship, which was to judge that the pursuit of affection and the pursuit of truth were fundamentally rather than occasionally incompatible. It meant adopting a much narrower conception of what friendship was for: it was for playful exchanges with Laure, but not for telling Molière that he was boring and Anna de Noailles that she couldn't write poetry. One might imagine that it made Proust a far lesser friend, but paradoxically the radical separation had the power to make him both a better, more loyal, more charming friend, and
 a more honest, profound and unsentimental thinker.

An example of how this separation influenced Proust's behaviour can be seen in his friendship with Fernand Gregh, a one-time classmate and fellow writer. When Proust published his first collection of stories, Fernand Gregh was in an influential position on the literary paper, La Revue de Paris
 . Despite the many flaws of Pleasures and Regrets
 , it was not too much to hope that an old schoolfriend could put in a nice word for the book, but it did prove too much to hope of Gregh, who failed even to mention Proust's writing to the readers of La Revue de Paris
 . He found space for a little review, but there talked only of the illustrations, the preface and the piano pieces which had come with the book and which Proust had had nothing to do with, and then added sarcastic jibes about the connections Proust had used in order to get his work published.

What do you do when a friend like Gregh subsequently writes a book of his own, a very bad one at that, and sends a copy asking for your opinion? Proust faced the question only a few weeks later, when Fernand sent him The House of Childhood
 , a collection of poems in the light of which Anna de Noailles's work could truly have been compared to Baudelaire's. Proust might have taken this opportunity to confront Gregh on his behaviour, told him the truth about his poetry and suggested he hold on to his day job. But we know this wasn't Proust's style, and we find him writing a generous letter of congratulation. ‘What I have read struck me as really beautiful
 ,’ Proust told Fernand. ‘I know you were hard on my book. But that no doubt was because you thought it bad. For the same reason, finding yours good, I am glad to tell you so and to tell others.’

More interesting than the letters we send our friends may be the ones we finish, then decide not to post after all. Found among his papers after his death was a note Proust had written to Gregh a little before the one he actually sent. It contained a far nastier, far less acceptable, but far truer message. It thanked Gregh for The House of Childhood
 , but then limited itself to praising the quantity rather than the quality of this poetic output, and went on to make wounding reference to Gregh's pride, distrustfulness and childlike soul.

Why didn't he send it? Though the dominant view of grievances is that they should invariably be discussed with their progenitors, the typically unsatisfactory results of doing so should perhaps urge us to reconsider. Proust might have invited Gregh to a restaurant, offered him the finest grapes on a vine plant, pressed a five-hundred-franc tip into the waiter's hand for good measure, and begun to tell his friend in the gentlest voice that he seemed a little too proud, had some problems with trust and that his soul was a touch childlike; only to find Gregh turning red, pushing aside the grapes and walking angrily out of the restaurant, to the surprise of the richly remunerated waiter. What would this have achieved, aside from unnecessarily alienating proud Gregh? And anyway, had Proust really become friends with this character in order to share his palm reader's insights with him?

Instead, these awkward thoughts were better entertained elsewhere, in a private space designed for analyses too wounding to be shared with those who had inspired them. A letter which never gets sent is such a place. A novel is another.

One way of considering In Search of Lost Time
 is as an unusually long unsent letter, the antidote to a lifetime of proustification, the flipside of the Athenas, lavish gifts and long-stemmed chrysanthemums, the place where the unsayable was finally granted expression. Having described artists as ‘creatures who talk of precisely the things one shouldn't mention’, the novel gave Proust the chance to mention them all. Laure Haymann might have had her ravishing sides, but she also had less worthy ones, and these migrated into the representation of the fictional Odette de Crécy. Fernand Gregh might have avoided a lecture from Proust in real life, but he received a covert one in Proust's damning portrait of Alfred Bloch, for whom he was in part the model.

Unfortunately for Proust, the attempt to be honest and
 keep his friends was somewhat marred by the vulgar insistence of members of Parisian society to read his work as a roman-à-clef
 . ‘There are no keys to the characters of this book,’ insisted Proust, but even so, the keys took grave offence, among them Camille Barrère for finding bits of himself in Norpois, Robert de Montesquiou for finding bits of himself in the Baron de Charlus, the Duc d'Albufera for recognizing his love affair with Louisa de Mornand in Robert de Saint-Loup's affair with Rachel, and Laure for finding traits of herself in Odette de Crécy. Though Proust rushed to assure Laure that in fact Odette was ‘exactly the opposite of you’, it wasn't surprising that she had difficulty believing him, given that even their addresses were the same. The Paris Yellow Pages of Proust's time refers to: ‘HAYMANN (Mme Laure), rue Lapérouse, 3’, and the novel to Odette's ‘little hotel, on the rue La Pérouse, behind the Arc de Triomphe’. The only ambiguity seems to be the spelling of the street.

Despite these hiccups, the principle of separating what belongs to friendship and what belongs to the unsent letter or novel can still be defended ［albeit with a proviso that one changes the street names and keeps the letters well hidden］.

It may even be defended in the name of friendship. Proust proposed that ‘the scorners of friendship can…be the finest friends in the world’, perhaps because these scorners approach the bond with more realistic expectations. They avoid talking at length about themselves, not because they think the subject unimportant, but rather because they recognize it as too important to be placed at the mercy of the haphazard, fleeting and ultimately superficial medium that is conversation. It means they have no resentment about asking rather than answering questions, seeing friendship as a domain in which to learn about, not lecture others.Furthermore, because they appreciate others' susceptibilities, they accept a resultant need for a degree of false amiability, for a rose-tinted interpretation of an ageing ex-courtesan's appearance or for a generous review of a well-intentioned but pedestrian volume of poetry.

Rather than militantly pursue both truth and affection, they discern the incompatibilities, and so divide their projects, making a wise separation between the chrysanthemums and the novel, between Laure Haymann and Odette de Crécy, between the letter which gets sent and the one that stays hidden but nevertheless needs to be written.
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Proust once wrote an essay in which he set out to restore a smile to the face of a gloomy, envious and dissatisfied young man. He pictured this young man sitting at table after lunch one day in his parents' flat, gazing dejectedly at his surroundings: at a knife left lying on the tablecloth, at the remains of an underdone, tasteless cutlet and a half turned-back tablecloth. He would see his mother at the far end of the dining room doing her knitting, and the family cat curled up on top of a cupboard next to a bottle of brandy being kept for a special occasion. The mundanity of the scene would contrast with the young man's taste for beautiful and costly things, which he lacked the money to acquire. Proust imagined the revulsion the young aesthete would feel at this bourgeois interior, and how he would compare it to the splendours he had seen in museums and cathedrals. He would envy those bankers who had enough money to decorate their houses properly, so that everything in them was beautiful, was a work of art, right down to the coal tongs in the fireplace and the knobs on the doors.

To escape his domestic gloom, if he couldn't catch the next train to Holland or Italy, the young man might leave the flat and go to the Louvre, where at least he could feast his eyes on splendid things: grand palaces painted by Veronese, harbour scenes by Claude and princely lives by Van Dyck.

Touched by his predicament, Proust proposed to make a radical change to the young man's life by way of a modest alteration to his museum itinerary. Rather than let him hurry to galleries hung with paintings by Claude and Veronese, Proust suggested leading him to a quite different part of the museum, to those galleries hung with the works of Jean-Baptiste Chardin.

It might have seemed an odd choice, for Chardin hadn't painted many harbours, princes or palaces. He liked to depict bowls of fruit, jugs, coffee pots, loaves of bread, knives, glasses of wine and slabs of meat. He liked painting kitchen utensils, not just pretty chocolate jars, but salt cellars and strainers. When it came to people, Chardin's figures were rarely doing anything heroic; one was reading a book, another was building a house of cards, a woman had just come home from the market with a couple of loaves of bread and a mother was showing her daughter some mistakes she had made in her needlework.

Yet, in spite of the ordinary nature of their subjects, Chardin's paintings succeeded in being extraordinarily beguiling and evocative. A peach by him was as pink and chubby as a cherub, a plate of oysters or a slice of lemon were tempting symbols of gluttony and sensuality. A skate, slit open and hanging from a hook, evoked the sea of which it had been a fearsome denizen in its lifetime. Its insides, coloured with a deep red blood, blue nerves and white muscles, were like the naves of a polychrome cathedral. There was a harmony too between objects; in one canvas, almost a friendship between the reddish colours of a hearthrug, a needle box and a skein of wool. These paintings were windows on to a world at once recognizably our own, yet uncommonly, wonderfully tempting.

After an encounter with Chardin, Proust had high hopes for the spiritual transformation of his sad young man.





Once he had been dazzled by this opulent depiction of what he called mediocrity, this appetizing depiction of a life he had found insipid, this great art of nature he had thought paltry, I should say to him: ‘Are you happy?’





Why would he be? Because Chardin had shown him that the kind of environment in which he lived could, for a fraction of the cost, have many of the charms he had previously associated only with palaces and the princely life. No longer would he feel painfully excluded from an aesthetic realm, no longer would he be so envious of smart bankers with gold-plated coal tongs and diamond-studded door handles. He would learn that metal and earthenware could also be enchanting, and common crockery as beautiful as precious stones. After looking at Chardin's work, even the humblest rooms in his parents' flat would have the power to delight him, Proust promised:





When you walk around a kitchen, you will say to yourself, this is interesting, this is grand, this is beautiful like a Chardin.





Having started on his essay, Proust tried to interest Pierre Mainguet, the editor of the arts magazine the Revue Hebdomadaire
 , in its contents.





I have just written a little study in the philosophy of art, if I may use that slightly pretentious phrase, in which I have tried to show how the great painters initiate us into a knowledge and love of the external world, how they are the ones ‘by whom our eyes are opened’, opened, that is, on the world. In this study, I use the work of Chardin as an example, and I try to show its influence on our life, the charm and wisdom with which it coats our most modest moments by initiating us into the life
 of still life. Do you think this sort of study would interest the readers of the Revue Hebdomadaire
 ?





Perhaps, but since its editor was sure it wouldn't, they had no chance to find out. Turning the piece down was an understandable oversight: this was 1895, and Mainguet didn't know Proust would one day be Proust
 . What is more, the moral of the essay lay not too far from the ridiculous. It was only a step away from suggesting that everything down to the last lemon was beautiful, that there was no good reason to be envious of any condition beside our own, that a hovel was as nice as a villa and an emerald no better than a chipped plate.

However, instead of urging us to place the same
 value on all things, Proust might more interestingly have been encouraging us to ascribe them their correct
 value, and hence to revise certain notions of the good life, which risked inspiring an unfair neglect of some settings and a misguided enthusiasm for others. If it hadn't been for Pierre Mainguet's rejection, the readers of the Revue Hebdomadaire
 would have benefited from a chance to reappraise their conceptions of beauty, and could have entered into a new and possibly more rewarding relationship with salt cellars, crockery and apples.

Why would they previously have lacked such a relationship? Why wouldn't they have appreciated their tableware and fruit? At one level, such questions seem superfluous; it just appears natural
 to be struck by the beauty of some things and to be left cold by others, there is no conscious rumination or decision behind our choice of what appeals to us visually, we simply know we are moved by palaces but not by kitchens, by porcelain but not by china, by guavas but not apples.

However, the immediacy with which aesthetic judgements arise should not fool us into assuming that their origins are entirely natural or their verdicts unalterable. Proust's letter to Monsieur Mainguet hinted as much. By saying that great painters were the ones by whom our eyes were opened, Proust was at the same time implying that our sense of beauty was not immobile, and could be sensitized by painters who would, through their canvases, educate us into an appreciation of once neglected aesthetic qualities. If the dissatisfied young man had failed to consider the family tableware or fruit, it was in part out of a lack of acquaintance with images which would have shown him the key to their attractions.

Great painters possess such power to open our eyes because of the unusual receptivity of their own eyes to aspects of visual experience; to the play of light on the end of a spoon, the fibrous softness of a tablecloth, the velvety skin of a peach or the pinkish tones of an old man's skin. We might caricature the history of art as a succession of geniuses engaged in pointing out different elements worthy of our attention, a succession of painters using their immense technical mastery to say what amounts to, ‘Aren't those back streets in Delft pretty?’ or, ‘Isn't the Seine nice outside Paris?’ And in Chardin's case, to say to the world, and some of the dissatisfied young men within it, ‘Look not just at the Roman campagna, the pageantry of Venice and the proud expression of Charles I astride his horse, but also, have a look at the bowl on the sideboard, the dead fish in your kitchen and the crusty bread loaves in the hall.’

The happiness which may emerge from taking a second look is central to Proust's therapeutic conception, it reveals the extent to which our dissatisfactions may be the result of failing to look properly at our lives rather than the result of anything inherently deficient about them. Appreciating the beauty of crusty loaves does not preclude our interest in a château, but failing to do so must call into question our overall capacity for appreciation. The gap between what the dissatisfied youth could see in his flat and what Chardin noticed in very similar interiors places the emphasis on a certain way of looking, as opposed to a mere process of acquiring or possessing.

The young man in the Chardin essay of 1895 was not the last Proustian character to be unhappy because he couldn't open his eyes. He shared important similarities with another dissatisfied Proustian hero, who appeared some eighteen years later. The Chardin youth and the narrator of In Search of Lost Time
 were both suffering from depression and were both living in a world drained of interest when they were both rescued by a vision of their world which presented it in its true yet unexpectedly glorious colours, and which reminded them of their failure to open their eyes adequately until then-the only difference being that one of these glorious visions came from a gallery in the Louvre, and the other from a boulangerie.

To outline the baking case, Proust describes his narrator sitting at home one winter's afternoon, suffering from a cold, and feeling rather dispirited by the dreary day he has had, with only the prospect of another dreary day ahead of him tomorrow. His mother comes into the room and asks if he'd like a cup of lime-blossom tea. He declines her offer, but then, for no particular reason, changes his mind. To accompany this tea, his mother brings him a madeleine, a squat, plump little cake which looks as if it had been moulded in the fluted valve of a scallop shell. The dispirited, rheumatic narrator breaks off a morsel, drops it into the tea and takes a sip, at which point something miraculous happens:





No sooner had the warm liquid mixed with the crumbs touched my palate than a shiver ran through me and I stopped, intent upon the extraordinary thing that was happening to me. An exquisite pleasure had invaded my senses, something isolated, detached, with no suggestion of its origin. And at once the vicissitudes of life had become indifferent to me, its disaster innocuous, its brevity illusory… I had ceased now to feel mediocre, contingent, mortal.





What sort of madeleine was this? None other than the kind which aunt L'onie used to dip into her tea and give to the narrator's childhood self, on Sundays when he would come into her bedroom and say good morning to her, during the holidays his family used to spend at her house in the country town of Combray. Like much of his life, the narrator's childhood has grown rather vague in his mind since then, and what he does remember of it holds no particular charm or interest. It doesn't mean it actually lacked charm, it might just be that he has forgotten what happened-and it is this failure which the madeleine now addresses. By a quirk of physiology, a cake which has not crossed his lips since childhood and therefore remains uncorrupted by later associations has the ability to carry him back to Combray days, introducing him to a stream of rich and intimate memories of the past. Childhood at once seems a more beautiful period than he had remembered, he recalls with new-found wonder the old grey house in which aunt L'onie used to live, the town and surroundings of Combray, the streets along which he used to run errands, the parish church, the country roads, the flowers in L'onie's garden and the water lilies floating on the Vivone river. And in so doing he recognizes the worth of these memories, which inspire the novel he will eventually narrate, which is in a sense an entire, extended, controlled ‘Proustian moment’, to which it is akin in sensitivity and sensual immediacy.

If the incident with the madeleine cheers the narrator, it is because it helps him realize that it isn't his life
 which has been mediocre so much as the image
 of it he possessed in memory. It is a key Proustian distinction, as therapeutically relevant in his case as it was for the Chardin young man:





The reason why life may be judged to be trivial although at certain moments it seems to us so beautiful is that we form our judgement, ordinarily, not on the evidence of life itself but of those quite different images which preserve nothing of life-and therefore we judge it disparagingly.





These poor images arise out of our failure to register a scene properly at the time, and hence to remember anything of its reality thereafter. Indeed, Proust suggests that we have a better chance of generating vivid images of our past when we are involuntarily jogged into remembering it by a madeleine, a long-forgotten smell or an old glove, than when we voluntarily and intellectually attempt to evoke it:





Voluntary memory, the memory of the intellect and the eyes, ［gives］ us only imprecise facsimiles of the past which no more resemble it than pictures by bad painters resemble the spring… So we Don't believe that life is beautiful because we Don't recall
 it, but if we get a whiff of a long-forgotten smell we are suddenly intoxicated, and similarly we think
 we no longer love the dead, because we Don't remember them, but if by chance we come across an old glove we burst into tears.





A few years before he died, Proust received a questionnaire asking him to list his eight favourite French paintings in the Louvre ［into which he hadn't stepped for fifteen years］. His wavering answer: Watteau's L'Embarquement
 or perhaps L'Indifférent
 ; three paintings by Chardin, a self-portrait, a portrait of his wife, and Nature Morte
 ; Manet's Olympia
 ; a Renoir, or perhaps Corot's La Barque du Dante
 , or maybe his La Cathédrale de Chartres
 ; and finally, Millet's Le Printemps
 .

So we have an idea of a good Proustian painting of spring, which he would presumably have judged to be as capable of evoking the actual qualities of spring as involuntary memory was of evoking the actual qualities of the past. But what does a good painter put into his canvases which an indifferent one leaves out, which is another way of asking what separates voluntary from involuntary memory? One answer is ‘not very much’, or at least, surprisingly little. It is remarkable to what extent bad paintings of spring resemble, though are still distinct from, good ones. Bad painters may be excellent draughtsmen, good on clouds, clever on budding leaves, dutiful on roots, and yet still lack a command of those elusive elements in which the particular charms of spring are lodged. They cannot, for instance, depict, and hence make us notice, the pinkish border on the edge of the blossom of a tree, the contrast between storm and sunshine in the light across a field, the gnarled quality of bark or the vulnerable, tentative appearance of flowers on the side of a country track-small details, no doubt, but in the end, the only things on which our sense of, and enthusiasm for springtime can be based.

Similarly, what separates involuntary from voluntary memory is both infinitesimal and critical. Before he tasted the legendary tea and madeleine, the narrator was not devoid of memories of his childhood, it wasn't as though he had forgotten where in France he went on holiday as a child ［Combray or Clermont-Ferrand?］, what the river was called ［Vivone or Varone?］ and with which relative he had stayed ［aunt L'onie or Lily?］. Yet these memories were lifeless because they lacked the equivalent of the touches of the good painter, the awareness of light falling across Combray's central square in mid-afternoon, the smell of aunt L'onie's bedroom, the moistness of the air on the banks of the Vivone, the sound of the garden bell and the aroma of fresh asparagus for lunch, details which suggest it would be more accurate to describe the madeleine as provoking a moment of appreciation
 rather than mere recollection
 .

Why Don't we appreciate things more widely? The problem goes beyond inattention or laziness. It may also stem from insufficient exposure to images of beauty, which are close enough to our own world in order to guide and inspire us. The young man in Proust's essay was dissatisfied because he only knew Veronese, Claude and Van Dyck, who did not depict worlds akin to his own, and his knowledge of art history failed to include Chardin, who he so badly needed to point out the interest of his kitchen. The omission seems representative. Whatever the efforts of certain great artists to open our eyes to our world, they cannot prevent us from being surrounded by numerous less helpful images which, with no sinister intentions and often with great artistry, nevertheless have the effect of suggesting to us that there is a depressing gap between our own life and the realm of beauty.

As a boy, Proust's narrator develops a desire to go to the seaside. He imagines how beautiful it must be to go to Normandy, and in particular to a resort he has heard of called Balbec. However, he is under the thrall of some hazardously antiquated images of seaside life, which appear to have come out of a book on the medieval Gothic period. He pictures a coastline shrouded in great banks of mist and fog, pounded by a furious sea, he pictures isolated churches that are as rugged and precipitous as cliffs, with their towers echoing to the sound of wailing seabirds and deafening wind. As for the locals, he imagines a Normandy inhabited by the descendants of the proud ancient mythical tribe of the Cimmerians, a people described by Homer as living in a mysterious land of perpetual darkness.

Such an image of seaside beauty explains the narrator's travel difficulties, for when he gets to Balbec, he finds a typical early-twentieth-century beach resort. The place is full of restaurants, shops, motor cars and cyclists, there are people going swimming and walking along the seafront with their parasols, there is a grand hotel, with a luxurious lobby, a lift, bellboys and a huge dining room whose plateglass window looks out on to a completely calm sea, bathed in glorious sunshine.

Except that none of this is glorious to the medieval Gothic narrator, who had been so looking forward to those precipitous cliffs, those wailing seabirds and that howling wind.

The disappointment illustrates the critical importance of images in our appreciation of our surroundings, together with the risks of leaving home with the wrong ones. A picture of cliffs and seabirds wailing may be enchanting, but it will lead to problems when it is six hundred years out of line with the reality of our holiday destination.

Though the narrator experiences a particularly extreme gap between his surroundings and his internal conception of beauty, it is arguable that a degree of discrepancy is characteristic of modern life. Because of the speed of technological and architectural change, the world is liable to be full of scenes and objects which have not yet been transformed into appropriate images, and may therefore make us nostalgic for another, now lost world, which is not inherently more beautiful, but might seem it because it has already been so widely depicted by those who open our eyes. There is a danger of developing a blanket distaste for modern life, which could have its attractions but lack the all-important images to help us identify them.

Fortunately for the narrator and his holiday, the painter Elstir has also come to Balbec, ready to create his own images rather than rely on those from old books. He has been at work painting local scenes: pictures of women in cotton dresses, of yachts out at sea, of harbours, seascapes and a nearby racecourse. Furthermore, he invites the narrator to his studio. Standing in front of a painting of a racecourse, the narrator shyly admits that he's never been tempted to go there, which isn't surprising, given that his interests lie solely in stormy seas and wailing seabirds. However, Elstir suggests that he has been hasty and helps him to take a second look. He draws his attention to one of the jockeys, sitting in a paddock, gloomy and grey faced in a bright jacket, reining in a rearing horse, then points out how elegant women look at race meetings when they arrive in their carriages, and stand with their binoculars, bathed in a particular kind of sunlight, almost Dutch in tone, in which you can feel the coldness of the water.

The narrator has been avoiding not only racecourses, but also the seashore. He has been looking at the sea with his fingers in front of his eyes, in order to blot out any modern ships that might pass by and spoil his attempt to view the sea in an immemorial state, or at least as it must have looked no later than the early centuries of Greece. Again, Elstir rescues him from his peculiar habit, and draws his attention to the beauty of yachts. He points out their uniform surfaces, which are simple, gleaming and grey and which, in the bluish haze reflecting off the sea, take on a seductive creamy softness. He talks of the women on board, who dress attractively in white cotton or linen clothes, which in the sunlight, against the blue of the sea, take on the dazzling whiteness of a spread sail.

After this encounter with Elstir and his canvases, the narrator has a chance to update his images of seaside beauty by a vital few centuries, and thereby saves his holiday.





I realized that regattas and race meetings where welldressed women could be seen bathed in the greenish light of a marine racecourse, might be as interesting for a modern artist as those festivities that Veronese and Carpaccio loved to depict.





The incident emphasizes once more that beauty is something to be found, rather than passively encountered, that it requires us to pick up on certain details, to identify the whiteness of a cotton dress, the reflection of the sea on the hull of a yacht or the contrast between the colour of a jockey's coat and his face. It also emphasizes how vulnerable we are to depression when the Elstirs of the world choose not to go on holiday and the pre-prepared images run out, when our knowledge of art does not stretch any later than Carpaccio ［1450—1525］ and Veronese ［1528—1588］ and we see a two-hundred-horsepower Sunseeker accelerating out of the marina. It may genuinely be an unattractive example of aquatic transport; then again, our objection to the speedboat may stem from nothing other than a stubborn adherence to ancient images of beauty, and a resistance to a process of active appreciation which even Veronese and Carpaccio would have undertaken had they been in our place.





The images with which we are surrounded are often not just out of date, they can also be unhelpfully ostentatious. When Proust urges us to evaluate the world properly, he repeatedly reminds us of the value of modest scenes. Chardin opens our eyes to the beauty of salt cellars and jugs, the madeleine delights the narrator by evoking memories of an ordinary bourgeois childhood, Elstir paints nothing grander than cotton dresses and harbours. In Proust's view, such modesty is characteristic of beauty:





True beauty is indeed the one thing incapable of answering the expectations of an over-romantic imagination… What disappointments has it not caused since it first appeared to the mass of mankind! A woman goes to see a masterpiece of art as excitedly as if she was finishing a serial-story, or consulting a fortune teller or waiting for her lover. But she sees a man sitting meditating by the window, in a room where there is not much light. She waits for a moment in case something more may appear, as in a boulevard transparency. And though hypocrisy may seal her lips, she says in her heart of hearts: ‘What, is that all there is to Rembrandt's Philosopher
 ?’





A philosopher whose interest is of course understated, subtle, calm… It all amounts to an intimate, democratic, unsnobbish vision of beauty, one safely in reach of a bourgeois salary and devoid of anything imposing or aristocratic.

However touching, this does sit somewhat uneasily with evidence that Proust himself had rather a taste for ostentation, and frequently behaved in ways diametrically opposed to the spirit of Chardin or Rembrandt's Philosopher
 . The accusations run something like this.

—That he had elaborate names in his address book


Though he grew up in a bourgeois family, Proust acquired as friends a more than coincidental range of aristocratic figures with names like the Duc de Clermont-Tonnerre, the Comte Gabriel de la Rochefoucauld, the Comte Robert de Montesquiou-Fezensac, the Prince Edmond de Polignac, the Comte Philibert de Salignac-F'nelon, the Prince Constantin de Brancovan and the Princesse Alexandre de Caraman-Chimay.

—That he went to the Ritz all the time


Though he was well catered for at home, and had a maid adept at preparing wholesome meals, and a dining room in which to give dinner parties, Proust repeatedly ate out and entertained at the Ritz in the Place Vendôme, where he would order sumptuous meals for friends, add a two hundred per cent service charge to the bill and drink champagne from fluted glasses.

—That he went to many parties


In fact, so many that Andr' Gide first turned down his novel at Gallimard for the well-founded literary reason that he believed this to be the work of a manic socialite. As he later explained, ‘For me, you had remained the man who frequented the house of Madame X, Y, Z, the man who wrote for the Figaro
 . I thought of you as-shall I confess it? -… a snob, a dilettante, a socialite.’

Proust was ready with an honest answer. It was true he had been attracted to the ostentatious life, he had sought to frequent the house of Madame X, Y and Z and had tried to befriend any aristocrats who happened to be there ［aristocrats whose extraordinary glamour in Proust's day should be compared to the subsequent glamour of film stars, lest it be too easy to acquire a self-righteous sense of virtue on the basis of never having taken an interest in dukes］.

However, the end of the story is important, namely, that Proust was disappointed by glamour when he found it. He went to Mme Y's parties, sent flowers to Mme Z, ingratiated himself with the Prince Constantin de Brancovan, and then realized he had been sold a lie. The images of glamour which had instilled the desire to pursue aristocrats simply did not match the realities of aristocratic life. He recognized that he was better off staying at home, that he could be as happy talking to his maid as to the Princesse Caraman-Chimay.

Proust's narrator experiences a similar trajectory of hope and disappointment. He begins by being drawn to the aura of the Duc and Duchesse de Guermantes, picturing them as belonging to a superior race infused with the poetry of their ancient name, dating back to the earliest, noblest families of France, and a time so distant that not even the cathedrals of Paris and Chartres were yet built. He imagines the Guermantes wrapped in the mystery of the Merovingian age, they make him think of forest hunting scenes in medieval tapestries and seem to be made of a different substance from humans, existing like figures in a stained-glass window.He dreams of how exquisite it would be to spend the day with the Duchesse fishing for trout in her sumptuous ducal park, filled with flowers, rivulets and fountains.

Then he has a chance to meet the Guermantes, and the image shatters. Far from being made of a different substance from other humans, the Guermantes are much like anyone else, only with less developed tastes and opinions. The Duc is a coarse, cruel, vulgar man, his wife is keener to be sharp and witty than sincere, and the guests at their table, who he had previously imagined like the Apostles in the Sainte-Chapelle, are concerned only to gossip and exchange trivialities.

Such disastrous encounters with aristocrats might encourage us to give up on our search for so-called eminent figures, who only turn out to be vulgar drones when we meet them. The snobbish longing to associate with those of superior rank should, it seems, be abandoned in favour of a gracious accommodation to our lot.

Yet there may be a different conclusion to be drawn. Rather than ceasing to discriminate between people altogether, we may simply have to become better at doing so. The image of a refined aristocracy is not false, it is merely dangerously uncomplicated. There are of course superior people at large in the world, but it is optimistic to assume that they could be so conveniently located on the basis of their surname. It is this the snob refuses to believe, trusting instead in the existence of watertight classes whose members unfailingly display certain qualities. Though a few aristocrats can match expectations, a great many more will have the winning qualities of the Duc de Guermantes, for the category of ‘aristocracy’ is simply too crude a net to pick up on something as unpredictably allocated as virtue or refinement. There may be someone worthy of the expectations which the narrator has harboured of the Duc de Guermantes, but this person might well appear in the unexpected guise of an electrician, cook or lawyer.

It is this unexpectedness which Proust eventually recog nized. Late in life, when a certain Mme Sert wrote and bluntly asked him whether he was a snob, he replied:





If, amongst the very rare friends who our of habit continue to come and ask for news of me, there still passes now and then a duke or a prince, they are largely made up for by other friends, one of whom is a valet and the other a driver … It's hard to choose between them. Valets are more educated than dukes, and speak a nicer French, but they are more fastidious about etiquette and less simple, more susceptible. At the end of the day, one can't choose between them. The driver has more class.





The scenario may have been exaggerated for Mme Sert, but the moral was clear; that qualities like education or an ability to express oneself well did not follow simple paths, and that one could not therefore evaluate people on the basis of conspicuous categories. Just as Chardin had illustrated to the sad young man that beauty did not always lie in obvious places, so too the valet who spoke lovely French served to remind Proust ［or perhaps just Mme Sert］ that refinement was not conveniently tethered to its image.

Simple images are nevertheless attractive in their lack of ambiguity. Before he saw Chardin's paintings, the sad young man could at least believe that all bourgeois interiors were inferior to palaces, and could therefore make a simple equation between palaces and happiness. Before meeting aristocrats, Proust could at least trust in the existence of an entire class of superior beings, and could equate meeting them with acquiring a fulfilled social life. How much more difficult to factor in sumptuous bourgeois kitchens, boring princes and drivers with more class than dukes. Simple images provide certainties; for instance, they assure us that financial expenditure is a guarantor of enjoyment:





One sees people who are doubtful whether the sight of the sea and the sound of its waves are really enjoyable, but who become convinced that they are-and also convinced of the rare quality of their wholly detached tastes-when they have agreed to pay a hundred francs a day for a room in a hotel which will enable them to enjoy this sight and sound.





Similarly, there are people who are doubtful whether or not someone is intelligent, but who rapidly become convinced that they are once they see them fit the dominant image of an intelligent person, and learn of their formal education, factual knowledge and university degree.

Such people would have had no difficulty in recognizing that Proust's maid was an idiot: she thought that Napoleon and Bonaparte were two different people, and refused to believe Proust for a week when he suggested otherwise. But Proust knew she was brilliant ［‘I've never managed to teach her to spell, and she has never had the patience to read even half a page of my book, but she is full of extraordinary gifts’］. This isn't to propose an equally, if more perversely, snobbish argument that education has no value, and that the importance of European history from Campo Formio to the Battle of Waterloo is the result of a sinister academic conspiracy, but rather that an ability to identify emperors and spell aproximately is not in itself enough to establish the existence of something as hard to define as intelligence.

Albertine has never been on a history of art course. One summer afternoon in Proust's novel she is sitting on a hotel terrace in Balbec, talking to Mine de Cambremer, her daughter-in-law, a barrister friend of theirs and the narrator. Suddenly, out at sea, a group of gulls which have been floating on top of the water take off noisily.

‘I love them; I saw them in Amsterdam,’ says Albertine. ‘They smell of the sea, they come and sniff the salt air even through the paving stones.’

‘Ah, so you've been to Holland. Do you know the Vermeers?’ asks Mme de Cambremer. Albertine replies that unfortunately she doesn't know them, at which point Proust quietly shares with us Albertine's even more unfortunate belief that these Vermeers are a group of Dutch people, not canvases in the Rijksmuseum.

Luckily, the lacuna in her knowledge of art history goes by undetected, though one can imagine Mme de Cambremer's horror had she discovered it. Nervous of her own ability to respond correctly to art, the external signs of artistic awareness take on a disproportionate significance for an art snob, like Mme de Cambremer. Much as for the social snob, unable to judge others independently, a title or reputation becomes the only guide to eminence, so too for the art snob information is ferociously clung to as a marker of artistic appreciation-though Albertine would only need to make another, more culturally aware trip to Amsterdam in order to discover what she had missed. She might even appreciate Vermeer far more than Mme de Cambremer, for in her naivety there would at least be a potential for sincerity absent from de Cambremer's exaggerated respect for art, which ironically ends up treating canvases far more like a family of Dutch burghers whom one would be privileged to meet.

The moral? That we shouldn't deny the bread on the sideboard a place in our conception of beauty, that we should shoot the painter rather than the spring, and blame memory rather than what is remembered; that we should restrain our expectations when introduced to a Comte de Salignac-F'nelon-de-Clermont-Tonnerre, and avoid fixating on spelling mistakes and alternative histories of Imperial France when meeting those less elaborately titled.
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Q: Would Proust really be someone to consult for advice on romantic problems?


A: Perhapsin spite of the evidence. He outlined his credentials in a letter to Andr' Gide.





Incapable though I am of obtaining anything for myself, of sparing myself the least ill, I have been endowed (and it's certainly my only gift) with the power to procure, very often, the happiness of others, to relieve them from pain. I have reconciled not only enemies, but lovers, I've cured invalids while being capable only of worsening my own illness, I've made idlers work while remaining idle myself … The qualities (I tell you this quite unaffectedly because in other respects I have a very poor opinion of myself) which give me these chances of success on behalf of other people are, together with a certain diplomacy, a capacity for self-forgetfulness and an exclusive concentration on my friends' welfare, qualities which are not often met with in the same person … I felt while I was writing my book that if Swann had known me and had been able to make use of me, I should have known how to bring Odette round to him.






Q: Swann and Odette?


A: One shouldn't necessarily equate the misfortunes of individual fictional characters with the author's overall prognosis for human contentment. Trapped inside a novel, these unhappy characters would, after all, be the only ones unable to draw the therapeutic benefits of reading it.


Q: Did he think that love could last for ever?


A: Well, no, but the limits to eternity didn't lie specifically with love. They lay in the general difficulty of maintaining an appreciative relationship with anything or anyone that was always around.


Q: What kind of difficulties?


A: Take the unemotive example of the telephone. Bell invented it in 1876. By 1900, there were thirty thousand phones in France. Proust rapidly acquired one ［tel. 29205］ and particularly liked a service called the ‘theatre-phone’, which allowed him to listen live to opera and theatre in Paris venues.

He might have appreciated his phone, but he noted how quickly everyone else began taking theirs for granted. As early as 1907, he wrote that the machine was





a supernatural instrument before whose miracle we used to stand amazed, and which we now employ without giving it a thought, to summon our tailor or to order an ice cream.





Moreover, if the confiserie had a busy line or the connection to the tailor a hum, instead of admiring the technological advances which had frustrated our sophisticated desires, there was a tendency to react with childish ingratitude:





Since we are children who play with divine forces without shuddering before their mystery, we only find the telephone ‘convenient’, or rather, as we are spoilt children, we find that ‘it isn't convenient’, we fill Le Figaro with our complaints.A mere thirty-one years separated Bell's invention from Proust's sad observations on the state of French telephoneappreciation. It had taken a little more than three decades for a technological marvel to cease attracting admiring glances, and turn into a household object which we wouldn't hesitate to condemn were we to suffer at its hands the minor inconvenience of a delayed glace au chocolat.





It points clearly enough to the problems faced by human beings, comparatively humdrum things, in seeking eternal, or at least lifelong, appreciation from their fellows.

Q: How long can the average human expect to be appreciated?

A: Fully appreciated? Often, as little as quarter of an hour. As a boy, Proust's narrator longs to befriend the beautiful vivacious Gilberte, who he has met playing in the Champs-Élysées. Eventually, his wish comes true, Gilberte becomes his friend and invites him regularly to tea at her house. There she cuts him slices of cake, ministers to his needs and treats him with great affection.

He is happy, but soon enough, not as happy as he should be. For so long, the idea of having tea in Gilberte's house was like a vague chimerical dream, but after a quarter of an hour in her drawing room, it is the time before he knew her, before she was cutting him cake and showering him with affection, that starts to grow chimerical and vague.

The outcome can only be a certain blindness to the favours he is enjoying, he will soon forget what there is to be grateful for because the memory of Gilberte-less life will fade, and with it, evidence of what there is to savour. The smile on Gilberte's face, the luxury of her tea and the warmth of her manners will eventually become such a familiar part of his life that there will be as much incentive to notice them as there is to notice ubiquitous elements like trees, clouds or telephones.

The reason for this neglect is that like all of us in the Proustian conception, the narrator is a creature of habit, and therefore always liable to grow contemptuous of what is familiar.





We only really know what is new, what suddenly introduces to our sensibility a change of tone which strikes us, that for which habit has not yet substituted its pale facsimiles.






Q: Why does habit have such a dulling effect?


A: Proust's most suggestive answer lies in a passing remark about the Biblical Noah and his Ark.





When I was a small child, no character in the Bible seemed to me to have a worse fate than Noah, because of the flood which kept him locked up in the Ark for forty days. Later on, I was often ill, and also had to stay in an ‘Ark’ for endless days. It was then I understood that Noah would never have been able to see the world as well as from the Ark, even though it was shuttered and it was night on earth.





How could Noah have seen anything of the planet when he was sitting in a shuttered Ark with an amphibious zoo? Though we usually assume that seeing an object requires us to have visual contact with it, and that seeing a mountain involves visiting the Alps and opening our eyes, this may only be the first, and in a sense the inferior, part of seeing, for appreciating an object properly may also require us to recreate it in our mind's eye.

After looking at a mountain, if we shut our lids and dwell on the scene internally we are led to seize on its important details, the mass of visual information is interpreted and the mountain's salient features identified: its granite peaks, its glacial indentations, the mist hovering above the tree line; details which we would previously have seen
 but not for that matter noticed
 .

Though Noah was six hundred years old when God flooded the world, and would have had much time to look at his surroundings, the fact that they were always there, that they were so permanent in his visual field, would have given him no encouragement to recreate them internally. What was the point of focusing closely on a bush in his mind's eye when there was abundant physical evidence of bushes in the vicinity?

How different the situation would have been after two weeks in the Ark, when, nostalgic for his old surroundings, and unable to see them, Noah would naturally have begun to focus on the memory of bushes, trees and mountains, and therefore, for the first time in his six-hundred-year life, begun to see them properly.

It suggests that having something physically present sets up far from ideal circumstances in which to notice it. Presence may in fact be the very element that encourages us to ignore or neglect it, because we feel we have done all the work simply in securing visual contact.


Q: Should we spend more time locked up in Arks, then?


A: It would
 help us pay more attention to things, lovers in particular. Deprivation quickly drives us into a process of appreciation, which is not to say that we have
 to be deprived in order to appreciate things, but rather that we should learn a lesson from what we naturally do when we lack something, and apply it to conditions where we Don't.

If long acquaintance with a lover so often breeds boredom, breeds a sense of knowing a person too well, the problem may ironically be that we do not know them well enough. Whereas the initial novelty of the relationship could leave us in no doubt as to our ignorance, the subsequent reliable physical presence of the lover and the routines of communal life can delude us into thinking that we have achieved genuine, and dull familiarity; whereas it may be no more than a fake sense of familiarity which physical presence fosters, and which Noah would have felt for six hundred years in relation to the world, until the Flood taught him otherwise.


Q: Did Proust have any relevant thoughts on dating? What should one talk about on a first date? And is it good to wear black?


A: Advice is scant. A more fundamental doubt is whether one should accept dinner in the first place.





There is no doubt that a person's charms are less frequently a cause of love than a remark such as: ‘No, this evening I shan't be free.’





If this response proves bewitching, it is because of the connection made in Noah's case between appreciation and absence. Though a person may be filled with attributes, an incentive is nevertheless required to ensure that a seducer will focus wholeheartedly on these, an incentive which finds perfect form in a dinner rebuff, the dating equivalent of forty days at sea.

Proust demonstrates the benefits of delay in his thoughts on the appreciation of clothes. Both Albertine and the Duchesse de Guermantes are interested in fashion. However, Albertine has very little money and the Duchesse owns half of France. The Duchesse's wardrobes are therefore overflowing, as soon as she sees something she wants she can send for the dressmaker and her desire is fulfilled as rapidly as hands can sew. Albertine on the other hand can hardly buy anything, and has to think at length before she does so. She spends hours studying clothes, dreaming of a particular coat or hat or dressing gown.

The result is that, though Albertine has far fewer clothes than the Duchesse, her understanding, appreciation and love
 of them is far greater:





Like every obstacle in the way of possessing something…poverty, more generous than opulence, gives women far more than the clothes they cannot afford to buy: the desire for those clothes, which creates a genuine, detailed, thorough knowledge of them.





Proust compares Albertine to a student who visits Dresden after cultivating a desire to see a particular painting, whereas the Duchesse is like a wealthy tourist who travels without any desire or knowledge, and experiences nothing but bewilderment, boredom and exhaustion when she arrives.

It emphasizes the extent to which physical possession is only one component of appreciation. If the rich are fortunate in being able to travel to Dresden as soon as the desire to do so arises, or buy a dress just after they have seen it in a catalogue, they are cursed because of the speed with which their wealth fulfils their desires. No sooner have they thought of Dresden than they can be on a train there, no sooner have they seen a dress than it can be in their wardrobe. They therefore have no opportunity to suffer the interval between desire and gratification which the less privileged endure, and which, for all its apparent unpleasantness, has the incalculable benefit of allowing people to know and fall deeply in love with paintings in Dresden, hats, dressing gowns and someone who isn't free this evening.


Q: Was he against sex before marriage?


A: No, just before love. And not for any starched reasons, simply because he felt it wasn't a good idea to sleep together when encouraging someone to fall in love was a consideration:





Women who are to some extent resistant, whom one cannot possess at once, whom one does not even know at first whether one will ever possess, are the only interesting ones.






Q: Surely not?


A: Other women may of course be fascinating, the problem is that they risk not seeming
 so, given what the Duchesse de Guermantes has told us about the consequences of acquiring beautiful things too easily.

Take the case of prostitutes, a group more or less available every night. As a young man, Proust had been a compulsive masturbator, so compulsive that his father had urged him to go to a brothel, to take his mind off what the nineteenth century considered to be a highly dangerous pastime. In a candid letter to his grandfather, sixteen-year-old Marcel described how the visit had gone:





I so badly needed to see a woman in order to stop my bad habits of masturbating that papa gave me 10 francs to go to the brothel. But, 1st in my excitement, I broke the chamber pot, 3 francs, 2nd in this same excitement, I wasn't able to have sex. So now I'm back to square one, constantly waiting for another 10 francs to empty myself and for 3 more francs for that pot.





But the brothel trip was more than a practical disaster; it revealed a conceptual problem with prostitution. The prostitute is in an unfortunate position in the Proustian theory of desire, because she both wishes to entice a man and yet is commercially prevented from doing what is most likely to encourage love, namely, tell him that she is not free tonight. She may be clever and attractive, and yet the one thing she cannot do is foster doubts as to whether or not he will ever possess her physically. The outcome is clear, and therefore real lasting desire unlikely.





If prostitutes … attract us so little, it is not because they are less beautiful than other women, but because they are ready and waiting; because they already offer us precisely what we seek to attain.






Q: So he believed that sex was everything men wanted to attain?


A: A further distinction might have to be made. The prostitute offers a man what he thinks he wants to attain, she gives him an illusion of attainment, but one which is nevertheless strong enough to threaten the gestation of love.

To return to the Duchesse, she fails to appreciate her dresses not because they are less beautiful than other dresses, but because physical possession is so easy, which fools her into thinking that she has acquired everything she wanted, and distracts her from pursuing the only real form of possession which is effective in Proust's eyes, namely, imaginative possession ［dwelling on the details of the dress, the folds of the material, the delicacy of the thread］, an imaginative possession which Albertine already pursues, through no conscious choice, because it is a natural response to being denied physical contact.


Q: Does this mean he didn't think much of making love?


A: He merely thought humans were missing an anatomical part with which to perform the act properly. In the Proustian scheme, it is impossible to love someone physically
 . Given the coyness of his age, he limited his thoughts to the disappointment of kissing.





Man, a creature clearly less rudimentary than the sea urchin or even the whale, nevertheless lacks a certain number of essential organs, and particularly possesses none that will serve for kissing. For this absent organ he substitutes his lips, and perhaps he thereby achieves a result slightly more satisfying than caressing his beloved with a horny tusk. But a pair of lips, designed to convey to the palate the taste of whatever whets their appetite, must be content, without understanding their mistake or admitting their disappointment, with roaming over the surface and with coming to a halt at the barrier of the impenetrable but irresistible cheek.





Why do we kiss people? At one level, merely to generate the pleasurable sensation of rubbing an area of nerve endings against a corresponding strip of soft, fleshy, moist skin tissue. However, the hopes with which we approach the prospect of an initial kiss typically extend beyond this. We seek to hold and savour not just a mouth but an entire beloved person. With the kiss we hope to achieve a higher form of possession; the longing a beloved inspires in us promises to come to an end once our lips are allowed to roam freely over theirs.

However for Proust, though a kiss can produce a pleasurable physical tingle, it cannot grant us a true sense of amorous possession.

For example, his narrator is attracted to Albertine, who he met as she walked along the Normandy coast one brilliant summer's day. He is attracted to her rosy cheeks, her black hair, her beauty spot, her impudent, confident manner, and to things she evokes and makes him nostalgic for: the summer, the smell of the sea, youth. Once he returns to Paris after the summer, Albertine comes to his flat. In contrast to her reserve when he tried to kiss her at the seaside, she now lies close to him on the bed and falls into an embrace. It promises to be a moment of resolution. Yet whereas he had hoped that the kiss would allow him to savour Albertine, her past, the beach, the summer and the circumstances of their meeting, the reality is somewhat more prosaic. His lips brushing against Albertine's allow him as much contact with her as a brush with a horny tusk. He can't see her, because of the awkwardness of the kissing position, and his nose is so squashed he can hardly breathe.

It may have been a particularly inept kiss, but by detailing its disappointments Proust points to a general difficulty in a physical method of appreciation. The narrator recognizes that he could do almost anything physically with Albertine, take her on his knees, hold her head in his hands, caress her, but that he would still be doing nothing other than touching the sealed envelope of a far more elusive, beloved person.

This might not matter were it not for a tendency to believe that physical contact might in fact put us directly in touch with the object of our love. Disappointed with the kiss, the risk is that we would then ascribe our disappointment to the tedium of the person we were kissing rather than to the limitations involved in doing so.


Q: Are there any secrets to long-lasting relationships?


A: Infidelity. Not the act itself, but the threat of it. For Proust, an injection of jealousy is the only thing capable of rescuing a relationship ruined by habit. A word of advice for someone who has taken the fatal step of cohabitation:





When you come to live with a woman, you will soon cease to see anything of what made you love her; though it is true that the two sundered elements can be reunited by jealousy.





Nevertheless, the characters in Proust's novel are inept at capitalizing on their jealousy. The threat of losing their partner may lead them to realize that they have not appreciated this person adequately, but because they only understand physical appreciation, they do no more than secure physical allegiance, which merely brings temporary relief before boredom sets in again. They are forced into a debilitating vicious circle; they desire someone, kiss them with a horny tusk and get bored. If someone threatens the relationship, they get jealous, wake up for a moment, have another kiss with the horny tusk and get bored once more.Condensed in a male heterosexual version, the situation runs like this:





Afraid of losing her, we forget all the others. Sure of keeping her, we compare her with those others whom at once we prefer to her.






Q: So what would Proust have told these unhappy lovers if he had been able to meet and help them, as he had boasted to Andr' Gide?


A: At a guess, he would have sent them to think about Noah and the world he could suddenly see from his Ark, and the Duchesse de Guermantes and the dresses she had never looked at properly in her wardrobe.


Q: But what would he have said to Swann and Odette in particular?


A: A fine question-but perhaps there are limits to how far one can ignore the lesson of perhaps the wisest person in Proust's book, a certain Mme Leroi, who, when asked for her views on love, curtly replies:

‘Love? I make it often, but I never talk about it.’
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How seriously should we take books? ‘Dear friend,’ Proust told Andr' Gide，‘I believe, contrary to the fashion among our contemporaries, that one can have a very lofty idea of literature, and at the same time have a good-natured laugh at it.’ The remark may have been throwaway, but its underlying message was not. For a man who devoted his life to literature, Proust manifested a singular awareness of the dangers of taking books too seriously, or rather of adopting a fetishistically reverent attitude towards them, which while appearing to pay due homage would in fact travesty the spirit of literary production; a healthy relationship to other people's books would depend as much on an appreciation of their limitations as of their benefits.

i.The benefits of reading

In 1899 things were going badly for Proust. He was twenty-eight, he had done nothing with his life, he was still living at home, he had never earned any money, he was always ill and worst of all, he had been trying to write a novel for the last four years and it was showing few signs of working out. In the autumn of that year, he went on holiday to the French Alps, to the spa town of Évian, and it was here that he read and fell in love with the works of John Ruskin, the English art critic renowned for his writings on Venice, Turner, the Italian Renaissance, Gothic architecture and Alpine landscapes.

Proust's encounter with Ruskin exemplified the benefits of reading. ‘The universe suddenly regained infinite value in my eyes,’ explained Proust subsequently; because the universe had had such value in Ruskin's eyes, and because he had been a genius at transmuting his impressions into words. Ruskin had expressed things which Proust might have felt himself, but could not have articulated on his own; in Ruskin, he found experiences which he had never been more than semi-conscious of, raised and beautifully assembled in language.

Ruskin sensitized Proust to the visible world, to architecture, art and nature. Here is Ruskin awakening his readers' senses to a few of the many things going on in an ordinary mountain stream:





If it meets a rock three or four feet above the level of its bed, it will often neither part nor foam, nor express any concern about the matter, but clear it in a smooth dome of water, without apparent exertion, the whole surface of the surge being drawn into parallel lines by its extreme velocity, so that the whole river has the appearance of a deep and raging sea, with only this difference, that torrent-waves always break backwards, and sea-waves forwards. Thus, then, in the water which has gained an impetus, we have the most exquisite arrangements of curved lines, perpetually changing from convex to concave, and vice versa, following every swell and hollow of the bed with their modulating grace, and all in unison of motion, presenting perhaps the most beautiful series of inorganic forms which nature can possibly produce.





Aside from landscape, Ruskin helped Proust to discover the beauty of the great cathedrals of northern France. When he returned to Paris after his holiday, Proust travelled to Bourges and to Chartres, to Amiens and Rouen. Later explaining what Ruskin had taught him, Proust pointed to a passage on Rouen cathedral in The Seven Lamps of Architecture
 , in which Ruskin minutely described a particular stone figure which had been carved, together with hundreds of others, in one of the cathedral's portals. The figure was of a little man, no more than ten centimetres high, with a vexed, puzzled expression, and one hand pressed hard against his cheek, wrinkling the flesh under his eye.

For Proust, Ruskin's concern for the little man had effected a kind of resurrection, one characteristic of great art. He had known how to look at this figure, and had hence brought it back to life for succeeding generations. Ever polite, Proust offered a playful apology to the little figure for what would have been his own inability to notice him without Ruskin as a guide ［‘I would not have been clever enough to find you, amongst the thousands of stones in our towns, to pick out your figure, to rediscover your personality, to summon you, to make you live again’］. It was a symbol of what Ruskin had done for Proust, and what all books might do for their readers, namely bring back to life, from the deadness caused by habit and inattention, valuable yet neglected aspects of experience.

Because he had been so impressed by Ruskin, Proust sought to extend his contact with him by engaging in the traditional occupation open to those who love reading: literary scholarship. He set aside his novelistic projects and became a Ruskin scholar. When the English critic died in 1900, he wrote his obituary, followed it up with several essays, and then undertook the immense task of translating Ruskin into French, a task all the more ambitious because he hardly spoke any English and, according to Georges de Lauris, would have had trouble correctly ordering a lamb chop in English in a restaurant. However, he succeeded in producing highly accurate translations of both Ruskin's Bible
 of Amiens and his Sesame
 and Lilies
 , adding an array of scholarly footnotes testifying to the breadth of his Ruskinian knowledge. It was work he carried out with the fanaticism and rigour of a maniacal professor; in the words of his friend Marie Nordlinger:





The apparent discomfort in which he worked was quite incredible; the bed was littered with books and papers, his pillows were all over the place, a bamboo table on his left was piled high, and more often than not, there was no support for whatever he was writing on (no wonder he wrote illegibly), with a cheap wooden penholder or two lying where it had fallen on the floor.





Because Proust was such a good scholar and such an unsuccessful novelist, an academic career must have beckoned. It was his mother's hope. After watching him waste years on a novel that had gone nowhere, she took pleasure in discovering that her son had the makings of a fine scholar. Proust could not have ignored his own aptitude and indeed, many years later, expressed sympathy with his mother's judgement:





I always agreed with Maman that I could have done only one thing in life, but a thing which we both valued so much that it is saying a lot: namely, an excellent professor.





ii.The limitations of reading

However, needless to say, Proust did not become Professor Proust, Ruskin scholar and translator, a significant fact, given how well suited he was to academic discipline, how ill suited he was to almost everything else and how much he respected his beloved mother's judgement.

His reservations could hardly have been more subtle. He was in no doubt as to the immense value of reading and study, and could defend his Ruskinian labours against any vulgar arguments in favour of mental self-sufficiency.





The mediocre usually imagine that to let ourselves be guided by the books we admire robs our faculty of judgement of part of its independence. ‘What can it matter to you what Ruskin feels: feel for yourself.’ Such a view rests on a psychological error which will be discounted by all those who have accepted a spiritual discipline and feel thereby that their power of understanding and of feeling is infinitely enhanced, and their critical sense never paralysed … There is no better way of coming to be aware of what one feels oneself than by trying to recreate in oneself what a master has felt. In this profound effort it is our thought itself that we bring out into the light, together with his.





Yet something in this forceful defence of reading and scholarship intimated Proust's reservations. Without drawing attention to how contentious or critical the point was, he argued that we should be reading for a particular reason; not to pass the time, not out of detached curiosity, not out of a dispassionate wish to find out what Ruskin felt, but because, to go back with italics, ‘there is no better way of coming to be aware of what one feels oneself
 than by trying to recreate in oneself what a master has felt’. We should read other people's books in order to learn what we
 feel, it is our own thoughts we should be developing even if it is another writer's thoughts which help us do so. A fulfilled academic life would therefore require us to judge that the writers we were studying articulated in their books a sufficient range of our own concerns, and that in the act of understanding them through translation or commentary, we would simultaneously be understanding and developing the spiritually significant parts of themselves.

And herein lay Proust's problem, because in his view, books could not make us aware of enough of the things we felt. They might open our eyes, sensitize us, enhance our powers of perception, but at a certain point they would stop, not by coincidence, not occasionally, not out of bad luck, but inevitably, by definition, for the stark and simple reason that the author wasn't us
 . There would come a moment with every book when we would feel that something was incongruous, misunderstood or constraining, and it would give us a responsibility to leave our guide behind and continue our thoughts alone. Proust's respect for Ruskin was enormous, but having worked intensely on his texts for six years, having lived with bits of paper scattered across his bed and his bamboo table piled high with books, in a particular burst of irritation at continually being tethered to another man's words, Proust exclaimed that Ruskin's qualities had not prevented him from frequently being ‘silly, maniacal, constraining, false and ridiculous’.

The fact that Proust did not at this point turn to translating George Eliot or annotating Dostoevsky signals a recognition that the frustration he felt with Ruskin was not incidental to this author, but reflected a universally constraining dimension to reading and scholarship, and was sufficient reason never to strive for the title of Professor Proust.





It is one of the great and wonderful characteristics of good books (which allows us to see the role, at once essential yet limited, that reading may play in our spiritual lives) that for the author they may be called ‘Conclusions’ but for the reader ‘Incitements’. We feel very strongly that our own wisdom begins where that of the author leaves off, and we would like him to provide us with answers when all he is able to do is provide us with desires … That is the value of reading, and also its inadequacy. To make it into a discipline is to give too large a role to what is only an incitement. Reading is on the threshold of the spiritual life; it can introduce us to it: it does not constitute it.





However, Proust was singularly aware of how tempting it was to believe that reading could constitute our entire spiritual life, which led him to formulate some careful lines of instruction on a responsible approach to books:





As long as reading is for us the instigator whose magic keys have opened the door to those dwelling-places deep within us that we would not have known how to enter, its role in our lives is salutary. It becomes dangerous, on the other hand, when, instead of awakening us to the personal life of the mind, reading tends to take its place, when the truth no longer appears to us as an ideal which we can realize only by the intimate progress of our own thought and the efforts of our heart, but as something material, deposited between the leaves of books like a honey fully prepared by others and which we need only take the trouble to reach down from the shelves of libraries and then sample passively in a perfect repose of mind and body.





Because books are so good at helping us become aware of certain things we feel, Proust recognized the ease with which we could be tempted to leave the entire task of interpreting our lives to these objects.

He gave an example in his novel of such excessive reliance in a vignette about a man reading the works of La Bruyère. He pictured him coming across the following aphorism in the pages of Les Caractères
 :





Men often want to love, without managing to do so: they seek their own ruin without being able to attain it, and, if I can put it thus, they are forced against their will to remain free.





Because this suitor had tried unsuccessfully for years to make himself loved by a woman who would only have made him unhappy if she had
 loved him, Proust conjectured that the link between his own life and the aphorism would deeply move this unfortunate character. He would now read the passage over and over again, swelling it with meaning until it was ready to burst, appending to the aphorism a million words and the most stirring memories of his own life, repeating it with immense joy because it seemed so beautiful and so true.

Though it was undoubtedly a crystallization of many aspects of this man's experience, Proust implied that such extreme enthusiasm for La Bruyère's thought would at some point distract the man from the particularities of his own feelings. The aphorism might have helped him to understand part of his story, but it did not reflect it exactly; in order fully to capture his romantic misfortunes, the sentence would have had to read, ‘Men often want to be
 loved…’ rather than ‘Men often want to love
 …’ It wasn't a major difference, but it was a symbol of the way that books, even when they brilliantly articulate some of our experiences, may nevertheless leave others behind.

It obligates us to read with care, to welcome the insights books give us, but not to subjugate our independence, or smother the nuances of our own love life in the process.

Otherwise, we might suffer a range of symptoms which Proust identified in the overreverent, overreliant reader:


Symptom no.1: That we mistake writers for oracles


As a boy, Proust had loved reading Th'ophile Gautier. Certain sentences in Gautier's Le Capitaine Fracasse had seemed so profound that he had started to think of the author as an extraordinary figure of limitless insight, who he would have wanted to consult on all his significant problems:





I would have wished for him, the one wise custodian of the truth, to tell me what I ought rightly to think of Shakespeare, of Saintine, of Sophocles, of Euripides, of Silvio Pellico… Above all, I would have wished him to tell me whether I would have had a better chance of arriving at the truth by repeating my first-form year at school, or by becoming a diplomat or a barrister at the Court of Appeal.





Sadly, Gautier's inspiring, fascinating sentences had a habit of coming in the midst of some very tedious passages, in which the author would, for instance, spend an age describing a château, and show no interest in telling Marcel what to think of Sophocles, or whether he should go into the Foreign Office or the law.

It was probably a good thing, as far as Marcel's career was concerned. Gautier's capacity for insights in one area did not necessarily mean that he was capable of worthwhile insights in another. Yet how natural to feel that someone who has been extremely lucid on certain topics might turn out to be a perfect authority on other topics too, might indeed turn out to have the answers to everything
 .

Many of the exaggerated hopes which Proust harboured of Gautier as a boy came in time to be harboured of him. There were people who believed that he too might solve the riddle of existence, a wild hope presumably derived from the evidence of nothing more than his novel. The staff of L'Intransigeant
 , those inspired journalists who had felt it appropriate to consult Proust on the consequences of global apocalypse, were supreme believers in the oracular wisdom of writers, and repeatedly bothered Proust with their questions. For example, they felt he might be the perfect person to answer this enquiry:





If for some reason you were forced to take up a manual profession, which one would you choose, according to your tastes, your aptitudes and your capacities?





‘I think I would become a baker. It is an honourable thing to give people their daily bread,’ replied Proust, who was incapable of making a piece of toast, after asserting that writing in any case constituted manual labour: ‘You make a distinction between manual and spiritual professions which I couldn't subscribe to. The spirit guides the hand’-which C'leste, whose job it was to clean the loo, might politely have contested.

It was a nonsensical reply, but then again, it was a nonsensical question, at least when addressed to Proust. Why would an ability to write In Search of Lost Time
 in any way indicate an aptitude for advising recently dismissed white-collar workers on their career? Why would the readers of L'Intransigeant
 need to be exposed to misleading notions of the baking life, put forward by a man who had never had a proper job and didn't much like bread? Why not let Proust answer the questions in his area of competence, and otherwise admit the need for a well-qualified career adviser?


Symptom no.2: That we will be unable to write after reading a good book


This may seem a narrowly professional consideration, but it has wider relevance if one imagines that a good book might also stop us from thinking ourselves, because it would strike us as so perfect, as so inherently superior to anything our own minds could come up with. In short, a good book might silence us.

Reading Proust nearly silenced Virginia Woolf. She loved his novel, but loved it rather too much. There wasn't enough
 wrong with it, a crushing recognition when one follows Walter Benjamin in his assessment of why people become writers: because they are unable to find a book already written which they are completely happy with. And the difficulty for Virginia was that, for a time at least, she thought she had found one.


Marcel and Virginia-A short story


Virginia Woolf first mentioned Proust in a letter she wrote to Roger Fry in the autumn of 1919. He was in France, she was in Richmond, where the weather was foggy and the garden in bad shape, and she casually asked him whether he might bring her back a copy of Swann's Way
 on his return.

It was 1922 before she next mentioned Proust. She had turned forty and, despite the entreaty to Fry, still hadn't read anything of Proust's work, though in a letter to E. M. Forster, she revealed that others in the vicinity were being more diligent. ‘Everyone is reading Proust. I sit silent and hear their reports. It seems to be a tremendous experience,’ she explained, though appeared to be procrastinating out of a fear of being overwhelmed by something in the novel, an object she referred to more as if it were a swamp than hundreds of bits of paper stuck together with thread and glue; ‘I'm shivering on the brink, and waiting to be submerged with a horrid sort of notion that I shall go down and down and down and perhaps never come up again.’

She took the plunge nevertheless, and the problems started. As she told Roger Fry, ‘Proust so titillates my own desire for expression that I can hardly set out the sentence. “Oh, if I could write like that!” I cry. And at the moment such is the astonishing vibration and saturation that he procures-there's something sexual in it-that I feel I can
 write like that, and seize my pen, and then I can't
 write like that.’

In what sounded like a celebration of In Search of Lost Time
 , but was in fact a far darker verdict on her future as a writer, she told Fry: ‘My great adventure is really Proust. Well-what remains to be written after that? … How, at last, has someone solidified what has always escaped-and made it too into this beautiful and perfectly enduring substance? One has to put the book down and gasp.’

In spite of the gasping, Woolf realized that Mrs Dalloway
 still remained to be written, after which she allowed herself a brief burst of elation at the thought that she might have produced something decent. ‘I wonder if this time I have achieved something?’ she asked herself in her diary, but the pleasure was short-lived: ‘Well, nothing anyhow compared with Proust, in whom I am embedded now. The thing about Proust is his combination of the utmost sensibility with the utmost tenacity. He searches out these butterfly shades to the last grain. He is as tough as catgut and as evanescent as a butterfly's bloom. And he will I suppose both influence me and make me out of temper with every sentence of my own.’

But Woolf knew how to hate her sentences well enough even without Proust's assistance. ‘So sick of Orlando
 I can write nothing,’ she told her diary shortly after completing this book in 1928. ‘I have corrected the proofs in a week: and cannot spin another phrase. I detest my own volubility. Why be always spouting words?’

However, any bad mood she was in was liable to take a dramatic plunge for the worse after the briefest contact with the Frenchman. The diary entry continued: ‘Take up Proust after dinner and put him down. This is the worst time of all. It makes me suicidal. Nothing seems left to do. All seems insipid and worthless.’

Nevertheless, she didn't yet commit suicide, though she did take the wise step of ceasing to read Proust, and was therefore able to write a few more books whose sentences were neither insipid nor worthless. Then in 1934, when she was working on The Years
 , there was a sign that she had at last freed herself from Proust's shadow. She told Ethel Smyth that she had picked up In Search of Lost Time
 again, ‘which is of course so magnificent that I can't write myself within its arc. For years I've put off finishing it; but now, thinking I may die one of these years, I've returned, and let my own scribble do what it likes. Lord, what a hopeless bad book mine will be!’

The tone suggests that Woolf had at last made her peace with Proust. He could have his terrain, she had hers to scribble in. The path from depression and self-loathing to cheerful defiance suggests a gradual recognition that one person's achievements did not have to invalidate another's, that there would always be something left to do even if it momentarily appeared otherwise. Proust might have expressed many things well, but independent thought and the history of the novel had not come to a halt with him. His book did not have to be followed by silence, there was still space for the scribbling of others, for Mrs Dalloway, The Common Reader, A Room of One's Own
 , and in particular there was space for what these books symbolized in this context, perceptions of one's own.


Symptom no.3: That we become artistic idolaters


Aside from the danger of overvaluing writers and undervaluing oneself, there is a risk that we will revere artists for the wrong reasons, indulging in what Proust called artistic idolatry. In the religious context, idolatry suggests a fixation on an aspect of religion-on an image of a worshipped deity, on a particular law or holy book-which distracts us from, and even contravenes, the overall spirit of the religion.

Proust suggested that a structurally similar problem existed in art, where artistic idolaters combined a literal reverence for objects depicted in art with a neglect of the spirit of art. They would, for instance, become particularly attached to a part of the countryside depicted by a great painter, and mistake this for an appreciation of the painter, they would focus on the objects in
 a picture, as opposed to the spirit of
 the picture-whereas the essence of Proust's aesthetic position was contained in the deceptively simple yet momentous assertion that ‘a picture's beauty does not depend on the things portrayed in it’.

Proust accused his friend, the aristocrat and poet Robert de Montesquiou, of artistic idolatry, because of the pleasure he took whenever he encountered in life an object which had been depicted by an artist. Montesquiou would gush if he happened to see one of his female friends wearing a dress like that which Balzac had imagined for the character of the Princesse de Cadignan in his novel Les Secrets de la Princesse de Cadignan
 . Why was this type of delight idolatrous? Because Montesquiou's enthusiasm had nothing to do with an appreciation of the dress and everything to do with a respect for Balzac's name. Montesquiou had no reasons of his own for liking the dress, he hadn't assimilated the principles of Balzac's aesthetic vision, nor grasped the general
 lesson latent in Balzac's appreciation of this particular
 object. Problems would therefore arise as soon as Montesquiou was faced with a dress which Balzac had never had a chance to describe, and which Montesquiou would perhaps ignore-even though Balzac, and a good Balzacian, would no doubt have been able to evaluate the merits of each dress appropriately had they been in his shoes.


Symptom no.4: That we will be tempted to invest in a copy of La Cuisine Retrouvée


Food has a privileged role in Proust's writings; it is often lovingly described and appreciatively eaten. To name but a few of the many dishes which Proust parades past his readers, we can cite a cheese soufflé, a string bean salad, a trout with almonds, a grilled red mullet, a bouillabaisse, a skate in black butter, a beef casserole, some lamb with a Béarnaise sauce, a beef Stroganoff, a bowl of stewed peaches, a raspberry mousse, a madeleine, an apricot tart, an apple tart, a raisin cake, a chocolate sauce and a chocolate soufflé.

The contrast between what we usually eat and the mouthwatering nature of the food Proust's characters enjoy might inspire us to try and savour these Proustian dishes more directly. In which case, it could be tempting to acquire a copy of a glossily illustrated cookbook entitled La Cuisine Retrouvée
 , which contains recipes for every dish mentioned in Proust's work, is compiled by a top Parisian chef and was first published in 1991 ［by a company otherwise responsible for a comparably useful title, Les Carnets de Cuisine
 de Monet］. It would enable a moderately competent cook to pay extraordinary homage to the great novelist, and perhaps gain a closer understanding of Proust's art. It would, for instance, enable a dedicated Proustian to produce exactly the kind of chocolate mousse which Françoise served to the narrator and his family in Combray.

Françoise's Chocolate Mousse






Ingredients
 : 100g of plain cooking chocolate, 100g of caster sugar, half a litre of milk, six eggs.


Method:
 Bring the milk to the boil, add the chocolate broken in pieces, and let it melt gently, stirring the mixture with a wooden spoon. Whip the sugar with the yolks of the six eggs. Preheat the oven to 130℃.

When the chocolate has completely melted, pour it over the eggs and the sugar, mix rapidly and energetically, then pass through a strainer.

Pour out the liquid into little ramekins 8cm in diameter, and put into the oven, in a bain-marie, for an hour. Leave to cool before serving.





But once the recipe had resulted in a delicious dessert, in between mouthfuls of Françoise's chocolate mousse, we might pause to ask whether this dish, and by extension the entire volume of La Cuisine Retrouvée
 , really constituted a homage to Proust, or whether it was not in danger of encouraging the very sin which he had warned his readers about, artistic idolatry. Though Proust might have welcomed the principle of a cookbook based on his work, the question is what form he would have wished it to take. To accept his arguments about artistic idolatry would mean recognizing that the particular foods which featured in his novel were irrelevant when compared to the spirit in which the food was considered, a transferable spirit which owed nothing to the exact chocolate mousse which Françoise had prepared, or the particular bouillabaisse which Mine Verdurin had served at her table-and might be as relevant when approaching a bowl of muesli, a curry or a paella.

The danger is that La Cuisine Retrouvée will unwittingly throw us into depression the day we fail to find the right ingredients for the chocolate mousse or green bean salad, and are forced to eat a hamburger-which Proust never had a chance to write about.

It wouldn't, of course, have been Marcel's intention: a picture's beauty does not depend on the things portrayed in it.


Symptom no.5: That we will be tempted to visit Illiers-Combray


Travelling by car southwest of the cathedral town of Chartres, the view through the windscreen is of a familiar northern European arable landscape. One could be any-where, the only feature of note being a flatness to the earth which lends disproportionate significance to the occasional water tower or agricultural silo asserting itself on the horizon above the windscreen wipers. The monotony is a welcome break from the effort of looking at interesting things, a time to rearrange the twisted accordion-shaped Michelin map before reaching the chateaux of the Loire, or to digest the sight of Chartres cathedral with its clawlike flying buttresses and weather-worn bell-towers. The smaller roads cut through villages whose houses are shuttered for a siesta that appears to last all day; even the petrol stations show no sign of life, their Elf flags flapping in a wind blowing in from across vast wheatfields. A Citroën makes an occasional hasty appearance in the rear-view mirror, then overtakes with exaggerated impatience, as if speed was the only way to protest against the desperate monotony.

At the larger junctions, sitting innocuously among signs vainly asserting a speed limit of ninety and pointing the way to Tours and Le Mans, the motorist may notice a metal arrow indicating the distance to the small town of Illiers-Combray. For centuries, the sign pointed simply to Illiers, but in 1971 the town chose to let even the least cultured motorist know of its connection to its most famous son, or rather visitor. For it was here that Proust spent his summers from the age of six until nine and once again at the age of fifteen, in the house of his father's sister, Elisabeth Amiot -and here that he drew inspiration for the creation of his fictional Combray.

There is something eerie about driving into a town which has surrendered part of its claim to independent reality in favour of a role fashioned for it by a novelist who once spent a few summers there as a boy in the late nineteenth century. But Illiers-Combray appears to relish the idea. In a corner of the Rue du Docteur Proust, the pâtisserie-confiserie hangs a large, somewhat puzzling sign outside its door: ‘The House where Aunt L'onie used to buy her madeleines.’

Competition is fierce with the boulangerie in the Place du Marché, for it too is involved in the ‘fabrication de la petite madeleine de Marcel Proust
 ’. A packet of eight can be had for twenty francs, twelve for thirty. The boulanger-who hasn't read it-knows that the shop would have had to close long ago had it nor been for In Search of Lost Time
 , which draws customers in from across the world. They can be seen with cameras and madeleine bags, heading for the house of tante Amiot, an undistinguished, rather sombre edifice that would be unlikely to detain one's attention were it not for the fact that within its wails young Proust once collected impressions used to build the narrator's bedroom, the kitchen where Françoise prepared her chocolate mousse and the garden gate through which Swann came for dinner.

Inside, there is the hushed, semi-religious feel reminiscent of a church, children grow quiet and expectant, the guide gives them a warm if pitying smile while their mothers remind them to touch nothing along the way. There turns out to be little temptation. The rooms recreate in its full aesthetic horror the feel of a tastelessly furnished, provincial bourgeois nineteenth-century home. Inside a giant perspex display cabinet on top of a table next to ‘tante L'onie's bed’ the curators have placed a white teacup, an ancient bottle of Vichy water and a solitary, curiously oily-looking madeleine, which on closer inspection reveals itself to be made of plastic.

According to Monsieur Larcher, the author of a leaflet on sale at the tourist office,





If one wishes to grasp the deep and occult sense of In Search of Lost Time, one must, before starting to read it, devote an entire day to visiting Illiers-Combray. The magic of Combray can really only be experienced in this privileged place.





Though Larcher displays admirable civic feeling and would no doubt be applauded by every patissier involved in the madeleine trade, one wonders after such a day whether he is not at risk of exaggerating the qualities of his town, and unwittingly diminishing those of Proust.

More honest visitors will admit to themselves that there is nothing striking about the town. It looks much like any other, which doesn't mean it is uninteresting, simply that there is no obvious evidence of the privileged status which Monsieur Larcher accords it. It is a fitting Proustian point: the interest of a town is necessarily dependent on a certain way of looking at it. Combray may be pleasant, but it is as valuable a place to visit as any in the large plateau of northern France, the beauty which Proust revealed there could be present, latent, in almost any town, if only we made the effort to consider it in a Proustian way.

Ironically, however, it is out of an idolatrous reverence for Proust, and a misunderstanding of his aesthetic ideas, that we speed blindly through the surrounding countryside, through neighbouring non-literary towns and villages like Brou, Bonneval and Courville, on our way to the imagined delights of Proust's childhood locale. In so doing, we forget that had Proust's family settled in Courville, or his old aunt taken up residence in Bonneval, it would have been to these places that we would have driven, just as unfairly. Our pilgrimage is idolatrous because it privileges the place Proust happened to grow up in rather than his manner of considering it, an oversight which the corpulent Michelin man encourages, because he fails to recognize that the worth of sights is dependent more on the quality of one's vision than on the objects viewed, that there is nothing inherently three-star about a town Proust grew up in or inherently nostar about an Elf petrol station near Courville, where Proust never had a chance to fill a Renault-but where if he had, he might easily have found something to appreciate, for it has a delightful forecourt with daffodils planted in a neat border and an old-fashioned pump which, from a distance, looks like a stout man leaning against a fence wearing a pair of burgundy dungarees.

In the preface to his translation of Ruskin's Sesame and Lilies
 , Proust had written enough to turn the Illiers-Combray tourist industry into an absurdity had anyone bothered to listen:





We would like to go and see the field that Millet … shows us in his Springtime
 , we would like Claude Monet to take us to Giverny, on the banks of the Seine, to that bend of the river which he hardly lets us distinguish through the morning mist. Yet in actual fact, it was the mere chance of a connection or family relation that gave … Millet or Monet occasion to pass or to stay nearby, and to choose to paint that road, that garden, that field, that bend in the river, rather than some other. What makes them appear other and more beautiful than the rest of the world is that they carry on them, like some elusive reflection, the impression they afforded to a genius, and which we might see wandering just as singularly and despotically across the submissive, indifferent face of all the landscapes he may have painted.





It should not be Illiers-Combray that we visit: a genuine homage to Proust would be to look at our
 world through his
 eyes, not look at his
 world through our
 eyes.

To forget this may sadden us unduly. When we feel interest to be so dependent on the exact locations where certain great artists found it, a thousand landscapes and areas of experience will be deprived of possible interest, for Monet only looked at a few stretches of the earth, and Proust's novel, though long, could not comprise more than a fraction of human experience. Rather than learn the general lesson of art's attentiveness, we might seek instead the mere objects of its gaze, and would then be unable to do justice to parts of the world which artists had not considered. As a Proustian idolater, we would have little time for desserts which Proust never tasted, for dresses he never described, nuances of love he didn't cover and cities he didn't visit, suffering instead from an awareness of a gap between our existence and the realm of artistic truth and interest.





The moral? That there is no greater homage we could pay Proust than to end up passing the same verdict on him as he passed on Ruskin, namely, that for all its qualities, his work must eventually also prove silly, maniacal, constraining, false and ridiculous to those who spend too long on it.





To make ［reading］ into a discipline is to give too large a role to what is only an incitement. Reading is on the threshold of the spiritual life; it can introduce us to it: it does not constitute it.





Even the finest books deserve to be thrown aside.
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