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For a long time, we have been making our way from Swann’s Way and The Guermantes’ or Meseglise Way to this final book where all ways are woven together in and by Time. We have arrived, finally, at the synthetic end of the journey, a journey that begins as it ends with the word and the issues of TIME.  From “Longtemps” to “Temps,” from “for a long time” to “in time,” A La Recherche du Temps Perdu or The Search for Lost Time has taken us from the Narrator’s childhood to his coming old age along with dozens of others in late 19th and early 20th century France. 

We have wandered in orchards in overwhelming quincunxial and been flies on the walls of many drawing rooms, dining rooms, ballrooms and bedrooms as well as voyeurs’ closets in brothels and grand manor houses. We have listened to conversations about love and art and the sexuality of some and the prejudices of others. 

We have experienced the various and hilarious levels of snobbery and misunderstanding that form much of the tension of this sprawling novel and we have been to Venice, Paris and mythical  or hybrid places like Combray and Balbec. 

We have taken the Swann’s Way and the Guermantes’ Way “home” and we have noted now their co-mingling and their final unity. We have also watched the parabolic paths of those going up (in the rise into the social peak of Paris of Madame Verdurin who is now a “Princess de Guermantes,” or as the Duchess sneers to the narrator at the final party in the book, “My…cousin,”) as well as the stupendous decline at the same time of the very definer of society past, that paragon of noble France, that intimidating judge of all that is right and wonderful about France, Paris and Society. Le Baron Charlus, le Duke de Brabant, the heir and scion of a family older and more noble than Capet is, by the end of the book, living a life that is about as far below all of that as one could be. An invalid who can’t even recall sneering at the people he now tips his hat to. 

And, the teenage Mademoiselle Saint-Loup, literally the biological product of the social top and the original outcast clan, the daughter and granddaughter of Odette, Swann, Gilberte and Saint-Loup arrives at the final party, the final fete, a youthful girl in the midst of the living ruins that now send her forth, and us back into the world.  

What a trip it has been. Sometimes arduous, sometimes boring in a fascinating way (for what is boredom in society but the realization that you could be having a better time with someone else – and will soon), sometimes gorgeous, sometimes shocking and very often very, very funny and always moving – for all these people in their various roles are doomed to be the raw material of Time and know it in their own ways – as we do also in our own ways in our own many roles in Time. 

Time is the agent of Death; it is also the great Artist as the Narrator says in this final volume and we are all doomed to play a forever-changing role before It – Time, the ultimate critic that cannot be pleased but only entertained for a while, letting us linger a while so fair thou art – for a time.  In effect, It is the main character in the novel. 

In this final volume, and who really knows how much more there would have been if Proust had had three score and ten or more instead of two score and twelve, we experience the weaving together, coming together, breeding together of the various social groups the Narrator is obsessed with from the very beginning of this enormous novel. Le Cote du Guermantes et Le Cote de Swann are mingled now in the union of Robert Saint Loup, the great hero of the book, the son of Mme. Marsantes of the ever-so-noble Guermantes clan, and Gilberte  (early playmate of The Narrator), the daughter of Charles Swann and Odette, she of the orchids, always cattleyas, and the courtesan world. Odette is still with us at the party. Swann has died long ago (recall the red shoes scene) but their daughter has married into the very top of French society and history. Her daughter, Mademoiselle Saint-Loup, symbolizes the inevitable mingling that offers the social world its only real surprises – which undoubtedly await others that will obsolete them in their turn.

After we visit the brothel of Jupien, actually the playpen of Charlus, and learn of the S&M world of the Baron in his later years during WW I, we go to our last party in The Search for Lost Time (incidentally I still think a much more effective and evocative title in English is Scott Moncrieff’s use of Shakespeare’s Sonnet #30, Remembrance of Things Past) where the Princess de Guermantes entertains. 

And who is this but none other that the very, very successful social climber Mme. Verdurin, now the social equal if not the titular superior (needless to say the financial superior of nearly everyone by now) of the Duchess herself. As the latter notes this development to her “oldest friend” as she calls the Narrator, she gestures to the leader of the little clan, now a Princess and says…”My…cousin” as if someone had put one of her preferred (“few men would consider a dress a work of art,” notes the Narrator and Charlus way back in the Cotes du Guermantes) gowns on one of her laziest scullery workers. 

As many of you know, this final volume and the first volume were largely sketched out before the rest of the work. The book was created like an accordion and most scholars agree that had Proust lived another 10 years we would be arguing over perhaps  twice the pages, twice the words, twice the pain or twice the joy – (Novel Club groans. So you see you can predict the future; just a matter of remembering, carefully, the past.) depending upon your personal relationship with the book. 

I agree now with the scholars; I think Proust fully intended to include much of  the equally beautiful words he had already written and were stacked next to his bed as he worked. The total work, when the French Academy is done, will be on the way to twice the size of what we have passed through in the past 7 years, losing members to Time ourselves as if we were really at these events.  In Times to come will The Novel Club decide to read all, 10, 11, or 12 volumes? Pardon me in advance: only Time will tell.

But before the final afternoon at the mansion of the Prince de Guermantes (purchased by Madame Verdurin -  it, he and the title. Recall that it is the same name on the invitation received early on by The Narrator), Proust delivers a fascinating and powerful  essay on aesthetics and reality in which he displays his neo-Platonism for all who care to see outside their caves and he does so with a virtuosity that would have made him famous in literary and philosophical circles without any of the rest of the book. And preceding those comments he recalls, as if in a second Overture, the events of long ago but with stunning color and beauty, noting for us the “magic of literature.”  Or, page 888 in the Modern Library edition, “…reading teaches us to set a higher value on life, a value we were not able to estimate and the extent of which only books make us realize.” 

The War, the 1st World War enters the novel, as it entered the world, with mountains of horror and surreal, macabre nights and days. The suffering was enormous and Proust or The narrator is to be commended for his impartiality in describing and accounting for the slaughter. He (and of course Proust himself) notes the suffering of all: French, Germans, English, Americans, Senegalese, Greeks and so on. This is extraordinary in terms of the times he is writing in. Keep in mind that Erich von Stroheim and his wife could not go out to dinner in America during the war because of the de demonization of the Germans in movies. People threw food at them and worse. Incidentally, he was Jewish. 

Proust began his life when much of Europe was engulfed in the Franco Prussian War and the Germans made it all the way to “Defense” in Paris. Now, in his mid- 40s, Germany and France are at it again, the Boches are heading to Paris – from the skies too! The Guermantes name reflects Germany in sound and, in fact, is a Bavarian clan, as Charlus cannot help but note at every opportunity. Of course, as the duchess says to the youthful Narrator at the first Prince’s party, “My name…Guermantes. Delicious isn’t it?”  

These allusions may not work today as they did to those French readers then or to anyone else who reads French today.  Many note that the newer translations are much more easily accommodated to modern reading. Personally, I found the original translations of Moncrieff and Kilmartin wonderful and still do. But, on with this. 

We follow the Narrator through the streets of Paris during bombing raids and later we, like the voyeurs we all can be when opportunity arrives, peep through with him  to watch the baron get beaten into his version of ecstasy. 

Then, like Milton popping up out of Paradise Lost and noting his blindness, or Tolstoy showing up as a child in the last chapter of War and Peace, or like Hieronymous Bosch in “Der Garten der Luster” showing up in a self-portrait in somebody’s stomach, not the Narrator, but the unnamed author himself rises up into our minds to praise one French family by name…”and this is what we saw…the millionaire cousins of Françoise…left their comfortable retirement…and went to work again in the café they had…refusing to accept a sou.” They served all and any, especially troops, for free throughout the war, 24/7. Proust was so moved by their patriotism and generosity that he has enshrined their name in French history forever – “the Lariviere family…a very French name.” Lamenting that he knew there were thousands of others who must have acted in similar manner and through whom France survived, he speaks “In praise of my country.” He finishes this section with a moving lament for the remnants of the Russian nobility that were arriving in Paris after Monsieur Lenin had done his work.  Madame Lafarge herself  might have been moved. 

So, to the party, but (we are always impatient to get to the party) not before the remarkable scenes of involuntary memory that the Narrator “feels” with the uneven paving stones and the spoon and napkin that, like the Madeleine of long ago in the tea, bring up memories, feelings, sensations of long ago, but this time it is we as well that can recall and feel the events dragged up from thousands of words ago. 

And, now, his despair turns to devotion and he knows he will dedicate the rest of his life to this “solid” book that will offer up servings, slices of solid time as if Plato had directed the writing himself. I call this the mechanico-literary action of the book. It is extraordinary and, in effect, allows you to “touch” two different places separated in time by 50 years. 

So here we are, at a party that is filled with  “a sea of white heads,” the Narrator comments on how it seemed like a kind of costume ball, a showing of white wig technology, a guessing game of who was who with the emphasis on WAS.  He takes notice of how he came to be here and how these attendees, and so very many others now gone, were the scaffolding, the network that created his life and his book. And, in this final party scene, one of the most remarkable syntheses in literature, we experience within the confines, within the reality of the work itself, the powerful and transforming forces of involuntary memory when we recall the bell at the summer home of the Narrator’s family in Combray when Charles Swann would arrive…the same sound we now hear in the final scenes. Announcing then the arrival of Swann at Combray and recovering it now is one of the major events of The Search for Lost Time. For it announces Misunderstanding.  Two places at once; magic! 

Let us go back to Combray: to Eulalie and Batilda and Leonie. The narrator’s aunts and grandmother do not know this Charles Swann very well or well enough…this lonely bachelor who must visit them for he has no friends…when all the while, as the Narrator points out, they had no idea that he has a “brilliant social life and dined with princesses, duchesses and dukes and entertained the highest society at his apartments” and came to them because of his genuine friendship (a virtue Camus felt), respect and admiration and love for the Narrator’s father, mother and his entire family.  

All through this hilarious and moving novel the characters are constantly Misunderstanding each other and each other’s circumstances. 

This theme in turn is allowed to blossom or distort quickly (as of course it does in “real” life) into the theme of snobbery, which defines some aspects of nearly everyone in the novel; snobbery up, and snobbery down, the highest nobility looks down on everyone and the lowest social classes can’t stop remarking on the clear limits of their masters. They all seem to feed on the joy of feeling better than others or the sting of being despised, or even worse, ignored.

Further experiences of involuntary memory occur with a loose paving stone in Venice being recalled by a similar uneven stone at the party entrance and then some tinkling silverware recalls, recaptures for us other parties of long ago, in both literary and real time terms, in a great restaurant made so wonderfully windy by his dear grandmother. 

The Narrator, way back near the middle of this huge work, says, “My book will be a solid.” And, indeed it is in these captured, recaptured, recalled and frozen solid moments in literary and real times. I think this is one of the most brilliant examples of neo-platonic literary engineering in the history of human art and thought. 

In Proustian terminology, in your mind, where after all, all that is happening and has happened and will happen is happening and has happened will happen alone, you have been to Combray and Tansonville and Raspeliere and Venice and Paris and Doncieres. 

 If you have been on hand for the literary events in this “solid,” then you have experienced what is close to a miracle. The past, someone else’s yes, but a past after all, has been handed to you as if it were as real now as a paperweight. It has heft and substance. It has reality, albeit a Platonic, otherworld reality. It has the verisimilitude of the immediate and the majesty of the remote, the enormous sympathy of the sympathetic and the vengeance of the mean and cruel, It finds room for the whole range of human emotion, creativity and crime. It is we. 

Recall if you will the comment that Plato is reported to have made about love…”a form of madness.” He meant all kinds of what we now call romantic love…men for women, women for men, men for men, boys and girls and whatever focuses us on the beloved. Obsession, romantic love is another great theme in The Search accompanied always by its necessary and twin theme, hypocrisy.   

So here we are, all the great themes, Misunderstanding, snobbery, sex and love, and hypocrisy creating society and outcasts, Jews and gentiles, inverts and…verts? But always the grand theme of Misunderstanding, the theme that seems to capture everyone, even the Duchess de Guermantes who now cannot recall clearly much of anything and who’s fabulous and fabled wit (recall her replies to invitations. “Can’t come, busy with…Lie to follow”) has decayed into a kind of sad stuttering while the Duke himself, 83 and a virtual prisoner of Odette’s daughter, is described as something sad in a zoo. 

Misunderstanding, symbolized in the final book by everyone even the Narrator, but most clearly by the curious snobbery of Bloch who has been up late with the Gotha manual, trying to evaluate the “worth” and rank of all at the party and is as sure as M. Verdurin was about the Baron at his dinner of long ago, that various personages at the party and various not are so and so in the social hierarchy which – as we all know I do hope – is constantly being undermined by Time. He is wrong, and frequently, about who outranks who and why. 

Consider however that nearly everyone in the book officially rates everyone else in terms of virtues, the same eternal verities that the Prophets of Israel or Socrates or Jesus or any of the Saints might list. Yet, where is Diogenes? Every character in the book declares an affinity with virtue as they perceive it and, with passion, notes either its absence or presence in others. Proust repeatedly delivers all of his characters as ‘mixed.’ Near the end of this final volume, with clear and powerful intention, Proust brings Odysseus into this warts-and-all landscape, for indeed we are all going home. 

Anyone, of course, who reads even parts of this last volume, written along with the first, so that the entire work is like an ever-expanding accordion, particularly the last few pages and the section on aesthetics cannot help but be moved – and not just about this book and Proust’s gorgeous and winning prose, but about his own life that he will find emerging and merging with these fascinating characters and their final Listz-like Totendanz or  Dance of Death? or… maybe… “Ohhh…The Ninth!” as Madame Verdurin would shout on her stool to the Little Band. 

The Ninth Symphony of Beethoven is another “character” in The Search and enters early. One can, with very little effort, see, hear and sing along with the last volume as a kind of literary summation, a synthesis of the many themes of The Search into a final chorus.

The last volume builds up with the ever more repetitive:  “Time, Time, Time,” rhythmically like the final choral movement.  So, where is the Schiller poem you say? Where is the “Freunde? Oh Friends, Not these strains” as in the Ode to Joy?  

Joy enters in the involuntary memories pulled up by the various involuntary reminders in the Narrator’s entrance in the final fete, as he notes.  

Where is the Ode to Joy? It’s not there, is it? Unless it’s heard, as it is if we listen carefully, in the Narrator’s last few pages… and in ourselves as we read and as sometimes the characters and we consider this: how little it costs and how much real joy it brings to be generous… and kind…. and considerate…. and forgiving of others…while there is still Time.  

                                                           END
Questions for Discussion
1. Which character(s) in this book (they are all in the last volume) would you most like to spend time having dinner with?  What would you ask?  Or would you prefer, like Proust so very often, to dine alone?  Why?

2. Which characters did you find to be the least appealing?  All of them?  Why?

3. Did you find the experience in this last volume of “involuntary memory” effective (the flagstones, the starched napkins, spoon-or-knife-or-fork sounds, and the bell, like the gate bell, calling up distant times from Combray and Balbec)?

4. The Search for Lost Time:  too long, too harsh, too funny, not grim enough, just right?  The picture presented of humanity, modern people in big cities and little towns, is sometimes called a condemnation of Society and class.  Others say it is right on. Others say ever was it so. Your opinions?
5. For those of you who have read it or most of it, or a lot of it, would you read it again?  The twelve-volume set to come?  For those of you who have suffered through these sessions without, have you changed your minds?

