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By this time some of us feel we know far more about Marcel Proust than we should.  The frail boy, the delicate and sensitive adolescent, his dedicated and loving mother, his even-more doting grandmother, his famous doctor-father, his invisible brother, his odd behaviors, his numerous friends of various persuasions, his reclusiveness in a cork-lined room attended in his last 9 years by the invisible brother (in the book that is) and a new but incredibly faithful and also somewhat invisible or only partially visible (in the book again) Celeste Albaret.  She was the young woman (21 when he hired her, 30-plus when he dies) who attended his every need, well not every, but those typically attended to by a maid, housekeeper, gatekeeper, cook, and scheduler.  She also helped over the years in the interminable assembly of the book in terms of little pieces of paper and glue. 

Their relationship became, for both of them but in entirely unique ways, the central and most important relationship they had for his last 9 years and for her many, many years to go.  Celeste went on for decades and was finally convinced (in 1972, 50 years after he died) that writing about  Monsieur Proust was the proper thing to do – if only to pour water on all those ugly rumors and stories being circulated about her master’s private life.  It is through her account that we learn much of Proust’s daily life in his last decade.  However, she denies and debunks much of the claims made by George Painter and others way before the two huge biographies last year about Proust’s homosexuality and interests in sado-masochism.  According to these recent works and earlier ones, Proust was indeed all of that and more.   “She was ignorant, naive and in denial,” Professor Straus told me for this paper.  Perhaps so.

But, you may ask after 5 years of previous biographical or at least non-book papers, what more can we say or write about this most odd of people and most brilliant and dedicated or writers?  Well, the Proust Industry can provide literally thousands of pages of material about the author, his friends, his family, his old critics, his new critics, his fans, foes, and the ever-larger number of people making a living on his life and work.  These range from impressive and lofty professors at the Académie Française to souvenir stands in Illiers now renamed Combray and Paris, from publishers of the ever-better translations to comic book versions (exhibit A here).  There are volumes on Proust’s dinners in The Search.  There are numerous photo album-guides showing who was who or who was nobody or who some people think some people were who made up the parts of whom.

In the last few years we have seen new translations of Proust including a huge 4-volume set from Pléiade which includes some 16 of the “cahiers” or note books that Proust wrote his novel in.  This edition has 16 starts to Swann’s Way.  Imagine, 15 other descriptions of youthful insomnia! There are some 70 of these notebooks all donated by Proust’s niece Suzy (Robert’s daughter) to the Bibliotech Nationale.  They are available to public viewing, according to Professor Strauss here at Case.

If Proust had lived on a few years or more?  “A much fatter book,” says Prof. Strauss.  More on that in a few moments. 

Also part of the Proust Industry are the movies, such as the recent Time Regained by a Chilean director that follows Swann In Love, and a movie about Madame Albaret titled Celeste by the German director Percy Adlon.  Professor Strauss as movie critic gives high marks to these films but noted to me:  “If you don’t know the book, Time Regained might be a mystery.”  Perhaps you could call it Another Year at Marienbad.  

Much was added to the Proust Industry with the publication of Monsieur Proust in 1972, translated into English in 1973 by Georges Belmont.  The major biographies, that is George Painter’s wonderful but dated work of some 25 years ago as well as the simultaneous 1000-pagers that came out last year by Carpenter and Tadie, all rely to some degree on Celeste Albaret’s account as told to and – for my purpose – translated by Barbara Bray.  After all, Celeste was actually there and lived with him in the same house for a decade – until the day he put down his pen and died.  Much if not most of what we think we know of Proust comes from this once-young country girl who arrived in the Proust household through her already Proust-employed husband Odilon, a professional driver. 

Celeste is from a tiny French town of farmers and craftsmen.  She is literate but largely unliterary when she signs on in 1913.  She would not be terribly interested in our club – except when we discuss him or the book.  Proust might not be either, but he most definitely would be very interested in all of us – as people and stories. 

Celeste is a defender of the faith, so-to-speak and simply dismisses what Painter, and much later Carter and Tadie, claim about Marcel Proust and his personal and sexual life.  Their take is she is the devoted servant and he is the wonderful master and he never would have done any of those nasty things.  

She wrote her book while she was well on her way to her 92 years when she died of emphysema in 1984.  Odd somehow.  I mean at 92, you would just expect to die period.  At any rate, she dictated her book to Belmont in 1972 when she was 80 years old.  It is the only lengthy account of Proust’s life that we have by someone who actually knew him and knew him well. 
Madame Albaret wrote her book after years of being irritated by stories and rumors about her boss – his homosexuality, his oddness, his weird tastes.  Actually, she talked her book.  It was dictated and the tapes remain.  Many have noted that there may be a bit more Belmont in the book than Albaret.  It is hoped that the unedited transcript will be published some day. Yet, except for the stories about his sexual appetites, Monsieur Proust presents a most odd character indeed.  Consider the routine at Boulevard Haussmann and later at a similar apartment in Rue Hamelin (picture in book), which Celeste Albaret became an intimate part of in 1913 until Proust dies in 1922. Just a few of the odd and eccentric facts of his daily routine.

· He loved beer.  Had a bottle often, though was very anti-intoxication of any kind.  It was one of Odilon’s (Celeste’s husband) duties to fetch a cold beer often at 3:00 or 4:00 AM.  
· He liked ice cream and often had it sent up from the restaurant below that knew his special tastes.  Odilon ws always ready.
· Proust rarely got up till mid-afternoon. 
· His room had to be completely silent, so he had it lined in cork.  You can still visit this apartment since it has become part of the Proust Industry.
· He had a fire going, two actually, every day and night – even in August. It was the main means of ventilation in the apartment.
· He wrote the first novel, Swann’s Way and the last The past Recaptured first, and then he “filled in” the other 5 volumes.
· He never used soap.  He used scores of expensive linen napkins (a special brand) and hot water every day.  He wore gloves when visitors came – germs were everywhere. 
· He never carried a key.  Celeste was always there to let him in – 4 AM, 5 AM – and then she listened to him do his imitations of the dinner party guests he had just returned from. She stood at the foot of the bed and asked questions. He was not only a terrific mimic but also was practically in love with wit and humor.  And, he was extremely interested in international affairs.  He once said to Celeste just after WW I:  “If France and Germany could just come together, shake hands, Europe and the whole world would be at peace forever.”  That anticipates the EU clearly. 

About humor: The Search is usually discussed in almost sacred terms as if it is the most serious of works when in reality it is a comic masterpiece. It’s too bad indeed that video cams weren’t around then for we surely would be laughing through it all as Marcel does Montesquiou and Madame Verdurin.  Only Celeste was so privileged to have been at the end of his bed so often to watch and listen to this literary Chaplin, this French Aristophanes, this hilarious movie in the making.  “Near the end,” a phrase that Celeste uses to refer to 1921-22, Proust was invited to dinner with the Queen of Rumania at the house of a duchess he knew in the “Camellia Days.”  He told Celeste, I already know enough queens.  She finally convinced him to go.  

Unfortunately, not all people seem to find The Search all that funny. Perhaps it’s a translation issue, but I think it might be the fact that it’s a huge book and must be serious.  Comedy is, after all, light, isn’t it?  Of course, sentiment can get in the way of humor and this book is full of reflection, memory of a life lived and largely over – or at least it seems so from the Narrator’s point of view.  Celeste notes often in her book that Proust would say: that was then, it was wonderful, and it is gone.  “He is bringing it all back in his book,” says Celeste.  So sad a task, it seems.  Yet, what also came back is often the comic aspects of society and sociology. .

The Proust Industry is truly enormous and much like its Impressionist masters, France continues to promote this most odd of persons and most brilliant of writers.  How large is the Proust Industry? Well, of course there are the Proust Professors, the academic experts, the French teachers worldwide, the movies, the books and their authors, God knows how many papers and PhDs are written every year on some aspect of Proust.  He would be amazed at how his fame has exploded, even into chatzka souvenirs. Comic books as I mentioned. 

Here is a good measure of the incredible size of the interested-in-Proust world.  Go to Yahoo.  Type in Proust.  How many sites come up? 200,000? 500,000? 1 million? 2 million? 3?  4,240,000!  Compare that to other writers and only Shakespeare and Joyce surpass him.  Gide? 1,010,000.  Hemingway? 3,980,000.  Maurois? 360,000.  And, the main inspiration for Charlus, the Duke de Brabant and most connected of all connections in the French and European aristocratic world, who wanted fame so badly, Count Robert de Montesquiou? 848.  The Iliad, 2,880,000. Moby Dick, 4,500,000.  The Search for Lost Time, 207,000,000!
Now to add perspective on Yahoo: Shakespeare, 15,000,000. Joyce, 19,000,000.  All of France, 748, 000,000.  America, 942,000,000.  Jesus, 186,000,000.  Mohammed, 23,900,000.  The Bible, 165,000,000.  Now these numbers don’t mean there are millions of scholars making a living on any given author or topic.  Thousands is more like it.  But, the number of sites that some how relate to The Search for Lost Time is clear evidence that the Proust industry is in the Big Leagues of literature all over the world. 
Americans interested in Proust scholarship should visit the web site of the Kolb Proust Library at the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana. I believe it is the largest such facility in the country and is only surpassed in thoroughness by the Bibliotech Nationale in Paris. 

The young publisher Bernard Grasset published the first volume, Swann’s Way in early 1913 after rejections by the Nouvelle Revue Française and Gaston Gallimard.  This is where the famous incident with Andre Gide occurred where he reportedly said to Proust: “No one is going to read a book which takes 80 pages to describe how you could not get to sleep one night.” Later, Gide said “It was the greatest mistake of my life.”  Proust, on the other hand, according to Celeste, said Gide never even opened the specially tied package sent to the Revue.  The publication was actually a Vanity Press event with Proust paying for the publication of Swann’s Way.  But it was a hit.  Suddenly, everyone from then on from Andre Gide to Gallimard to the various editors of the NRF was knocking on the door at Rue Haussmann. The Proust Industry had begun. 

Of course, the French social world was now nose-bound to the novel and everyone was talking about who was who and what will come next. They knew they were the lucky/unlucky few in the world that would be remembered forever – but often in very unflattering but hilarious ways. Several people complained including Robert de Montesquiou of course.  No one sued over the next 9 years as Proust continued filling in his work during WW I and into the post-war period.  

But, as Celeste says “In a hundred years, who will care which duchess was which in Proust’s world. The book will live.”  Professor Strauss here and many other Proust experts (including the Académie Française) feel the rest of the manuscripts should become part of the final work if only because Proust clearly intended to do so.  Here, reading Celeste Albaret clears up one matter. People who have seen and read the unpublished portions (equal to the whole work all over again) say it is as good as the existing 7 volumes. Why did he edit out so much wonderful writing?  He did not edit out what’s still in the “cahiers.”  They were to be inserted over time.  The new Pléiade edition adds some.  The Academy wants the entire hand-written text found in the cork-lined room in Rue Hamelin in 1922 to become the official version.  I now agree that it should be so.  So if the Novel Club decided to try this enormous work in say another decade or so, it may be reading a book twice as long as these seven volumes. 
One final note on the private Proust.  By that time, I believe the private correspondence of Reynaldo Hahn with many letters presumably from Proust will be opened.  Some Proust scholars and fans say that could be a bombshell.  Or, it could be merely polite conversation about hawthorn blossoms and Caesar Franck’s sonatas. 

One thing is for sure, however.  The Proust Industry will continue to grow with new movies, more comic books, more PhDs, more translations, editions, seminars and tours of all the places in The Search.  So very much from a little cookie and tea. 

