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Byzantine, Jewish, and Catholic varieties), its images harbor a life of
their own. In the Saint Mark baptistery, for instance, we find a harpy
beneath a seraph,S2l and the Christ of Amiens, whicl-r supports rhe
entirc written history of this architectural Bible, is Himself supported by
David. Giving Christian statues a Hebrew foundation and an esoteric

support creates a polyphony that breathes new life into the srones. "Ir
was at this point that I began to find thar the srones of Amiens had the

dignity of the stones ofVenice, that I suddenly understood in what sense

it was so, that these things were not what they seemed, that these
sculpted images were words and that these silent apostles reminded me

of something . . . the Bible as it was when it was still truth and life in the
heart of men and a solemn beaury in their ye1ft5."522

Ruski n Abso rb ed t' 
T:T","t:#;:ilffi :1uthe 

" Pavin B-s tone" o r

Ruskin clearly "had a hold on" Proustt irn"gi.r"riorr,523 although Proust
was constantly trying to free himself from his mastert grip. By accus-

ing Rushin of "idolatry" and an "inner dilettantism," Prousr cast doubt
on Ruskin's religiosity, portraying him as a fetishist enamored of exter-
nal forms. Ruskirr appears to be thevictim of his critic's bad faith. On
the other hand, perhaps Proust used Ruskin as a way to settle scores

with "aesthetes" who were much more respecred and influential than
those in Proust's Parisian world, aesthetes like Robert de Montesquiou
(who gave Proust a book in which Ruskin chastises \Thistler, entitled
The Art of Making Enemies). Proust continues his attack on Ruskin in a

letter to G. de Lauris dated November 8, r9o8.t2a In this letter, Proust
claims that Ruskint writings are often "stupid, cranky, exasperating,
wrong, and presumptuous" even though their author is "great."
Another letter, acldressed to Robert de Mbntesquiou in the early part of
November 19r2, srates rhe following: "Furthermore, my admiration for
Ruskin was accompanied by an extreme skepticism, whose scope I was

always aware of."525

Vhat really upset Proust was not Ruskin's "idolatry'' but his human-
ist universalism and belief in a "culture" that would be open to all. Proust,
who was more personal and solitary than Ruskin, did not believe that
people could be saved by books. Instead, he believed in the chosen few,

in the truth of interrnittence, however painful or ecstatic. Proust thus
treated Ruskin with affection, for Ruskin reconciled him to the sensual-

iry of incarnate art. At the same time, Ruskin's political excesses steered
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proust away from his naturaiist and universalist optimism. The transla-

tor l-rad alr."dy begun to distance himself from Ruskins thinking'

From the beginning, Ruskin's theoreticism (and not his idolatry) was

supplementea'Uy n..,il. MAle and his cult of the symbolic detail in

medieval arr as inserred in the liturgy. Mile lrelieved th:rt a biblical logic

o, *.t"pl-tyrics exists in the people befoLt.the artisall ever shape's it with

his hands.' Mile's eruclition, *hi.h has siuce been challenged, gfeatly

i-pr.rr.a Proust, who was completely unfamiliar with the subject' To

.ori-rft.r".", Ruskin, Proust tttt-"'ltd rvith sensual.o.t^t":"lt ",:-l: il:n'
,.1,"*r or liturgical examples offered in F,rnile Mile's book5r6 rv6ile

interpreting ."Jh ,,o.,. ""tl 
itt corresponding gesture as a Proustiarl

"-.t"phor,; that is, as a bringing togetl'rer of two ideas' images' o[ sen-

sations taken from the Old and Neu'Testaments'

Proust mentions an element of the Holy Saturday celebra.tion as

described by Emile Mile: 'And then' the celebrant blesses the new

fl"-., *hi.lt is a figure of the new Law' He causes it to spark from the

flints, which ..minJs us rhat Christ, as it is said by Saint Paul, is the cor-

^.rr,orl. 
of the world. At that point, the bishop and-^the deacon move

toward the choir until they ""lh 
tht Easter candle'"527

This passage will prove to be extrernely important' The symbolism of

the 
,,cornerstJ.r.," *hi.h is transferred from Amiens to venice and then

to Paris in the commonplace form of a 
..pavir.rg-stone,'' functions in

Proust as a source of l-t"ppi"t's, as an tt""tit "burst of light'" Secretly'

unconsciously, or ri-ply as a secular transposition' Proust shifts from

rrirg *figi"ur ry-boL to ,,sittg the diffsential signs of everyday.expe-

;;. SJ,.ngtht'1td by this 
'f 

ittttitm'-v'nice becomes the privileged

ii.i i" 
" -.,I.,,orpho,i''h"'turns sacred beauty into a' everyday detail

shimmering with Promises'
The symbolism of the "cornerstone"' described by MXle and taken

up againby Proust, is worthy of note' for.we discover it once more in

v.r1#.. rn. Bible refers to it: 
.,The sto'e w6ich the builders rejecred has

become the head of the corner. This is the tono's doing; it is marvelous

in our eyes" (Psalms n8.zz-21)'This is follor'ved by a song of joy' "Let

". 
..;.i* ",ri 

b. glad in it" (psalms lrg:24). Tl-re same motif returns in

theNewTestament:..Theverystonern,lrichtlrebuildersrejectedhas
become the heacl of the corner" (Matthew u;+2). The cornerstone'

which, like Jesus himself, is set aside and yet a br-rilding block' is also a

,r.t*Siing blo.Lt "Behold, I arn laying in Zion a stone that rvill mahe

men stumble, a rock that will make thetn fall; and he rvho believes in

him wili not be put to shame" (Romans 9:33)'
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Tiipping on the stone and then stumbling-which the narrator him-
self does 5q sflsn-\Mould thus be a way of have faith in the sacred.
Indeed, the sacred is made of stone: a "living stone, rejecred by men but
in God's sight chosen and precious; and like living stones be yourselves
built into a spiritual house" (r Peter z:4-).There are other possible sym-
bolic relationships (especially Masonic ones) that Proust does not men-
tion explicitly but that describe the "rough" stone or the "hewn" stone
as a symbol of spiritual initiation.

The cornerstone, along with its manifestations in Proustt writings, is

thus presented as a sign of the cult ofJesus, as the real presence of
essence. The cornerstone appears to have been Proustt underlying
motif, for berween the cathedrals and the Mass and berween Ruskin and
MAle, Proust wished to fathom the mystery of "transubstantiation." He
managed to do so by detaching himself from these erudite masrers, by
clearing his own path through everyday sensarions, and by acknowledg-
ing an eroticism that influenced and increasingly overwhelmed the
future narratort involuntary memory.

Proustt reservarions concerning his British guide had become pure
hostiliry by the time he wrote his 19o6 preface tc: Sisame et les Lys.528 Say
farewell to Ruskin! This preface is about the adventure of reading,
described as the privilegedihreshold of experience berween rhe sensible
and the intelligible. The adventure of reading comes abour naturally, all
alone.This criticism of Ruskin appears first in Contre Sainte-Beuue and
then in In Search of Lost Time.

Even so, Ruskin-Mile and Amiens-Venice do not disappear. They
discreetly merge into a new rexr in which the author "feels" freely with-
out relying on a translation teacher. The theme introduced in the pref-
ace to La Bible dAmient that nourishes,Iran Santeuilbefore becoming
one of the main theme s of In Search of Lost Time is presenr in the earli-
est versions of Contre Sainte-Beuue. One must search for "an object" in
which "each hour of our life hides." "Very likely we may never happen
on the object (or the sensation) that it hides in; and thus there are hours
of our life that will never be resuscitated.'529 Proust immediately gives
two examples of such objects: a bit of roasr rhat will become a
"madeleine"530 and a Venetian paving stone.

Maurice Barddche believes that this memory of the Saint Mark
paving-stones was registered in Proust's mind "several months before the
incident with the cup of tea and the madeleine ."531 Prousr wrote the fol-
lowing in 1908: "\X/e find the past / to be mediocre because
we / contemplate it, but the past / is not rhar, it is like / the unequal
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paving-stones of the St. Mark baptistery (photograph of the Sr. Mark's
Rest) that / we did not think ol the blinding sun on ths san.1."532 Al1
the elements of the "paving-stone" episode can be found here: the
unequal stones, the baptistery, the blinding light, the unexamined past.
In Contre Sainte-Beuue, Prousr writes: "Crossing a courtyard I came to a
standstill among the glittering uneven paving-stones. . . . In the depth
of my being r fek the flutter of a past that I did not recognize; it *as just
as I set foot on a certain paving-stone that this feeling of perplexi4t came
over me. I felt an invading bappiness, I knew that I was going to be
enriched 6y that purefu personal thing, a pdst impression, afagment of tife
in unsullied preserua,tizn {Suddenly, I was flooded by a sneam of light.} k
was the sensation underfoot that I had felt on the smooth, sliehtlv
uneven pavement of the baptistery of Saint Markt."533

Berween the ordinary paving-stone and the baptistery paving-stone
(without forgetting saint Pauit "cornersrone" that deepens rhe mean-
ing of this threshold), the narrator's foot gets caught on something.
The foot, which is the equivalent of the body and of its most sensitive
par_t (the sexual organ), is placed in conract here with an unexpected
difference: "glittering uneven paving-stones" l"pauy's indgaux it brit-
lanti'j. The definitive version of the novel calls rhem "irregularly
shaped paving-stones" {"pauds mal dquarris"}.534 16. adjectives
unequal and irregularly shaped recall the "rough" stones (and not the
"hewn" stones) that the Bible says should be used ro build an altar
(Exodus zo:25). in the Middle East, altars for worship were usually
made of rough stones.

The obstacle induces some "perplexiry" rhat reaches "the depth of my
being," which "flurrers." The same terms are used to describe the oral
pleasure when the mourh makes contacr wirh the little madeleines.535
Here, the pleasure is more exrernal bur no less absolute; it is a flood of
light, a shimmering, Jesus sprung fi.om the flint: "Let us rejoice and be
glad in it," Exultet. Secretly phallic and explicitly sacred, this pleasure
still remains commonplace, absorbed into the insignificance of a paved
courtyard. lJflhat could be more ordinary than a paving-srone! The plea-
sure it affords is less childlike and more differentiated than that of the
madeleine, for the paving-stone is geometry i' motion. This venetian
pleasure depends on technique (art as technique) as well as on an
autonomous body-standing, waiking, desiring. Jesus' "cornerstone,"
"stumbling block," "living srone" is subjected here to a new meramor-
phosis. The narrator bumps against it, but in the same morion, by
believing in it, he valiantly manifests both his sin and his transcendence.
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In conracr with the "living stone," he himself becomes a "living srone,"
a "stream of light," a participant in the sacred, ir "rransubsraniiation."
Hence the paving-stone of the baptistery resembles the madeleine
episode because it serves as a fundamental element of involuntary mem-
ory. Does the Proustian imaginary contain rwo pillars? There are rwo
columns in front of Saint Mark's in Venice.536

This fact is especially important since Ruskin's name all but disap-
pears from In Search of Lost Time.537 Even so, venice continues to ori-
ent the narrator's aesthetic theory when he is in the Guermantes library
at the end of the novel . rn Time Regained, the "paved" stones rerurn,
leading this time to the champs-Elysdes and to the Guermanres' new
residence in the Bois de Bouloghe. They induce a "sensation ofextraor-
dinary physical comfort," "gliding" toward the "silent heights of mem-
ory."538 The author tries in vain to exrracr a few "snapshlts,,' particu-
larly of venice, from his memory. He finds the word itielf to be as lack-
luster as a photography exposition. At this point, the episode from the
carnet de ry08 reappears.53e Marcel "put{s} {his} foot on a srone which
was slightly lower than its neighbor."540 16. conract between the foot
and the obstacle created by the geometric or spatial difference elicits
"that same happiness" that the narrator experiences at Balbec,
Martinville, and combray: "the same as that which I had felt when I
tasted the madeleine." Once again, he speaks of a"dazzlins and indis-
tinct vision," a sparkling flint. 'And almost ar once I recognized the
vision: it was venice . . two uneven stones in the baptisterv of St.
Mark's."541 This sets off a series of "connecting links,' superimposed
onro melnories of mornings beside the sea or afternoons in venice.
These links creare a srrange reality of "new and distinct marerial," an
"extra-temporal" being, "rhe essence of things."5a2 The Guermantes
paving-stones are superimposed onto those of Saint Mark.543 Aunt
Ldonie's bedroom, a railway carriage, and the baptistery of saint Mark's
form a, trio of places recalled5a4 alongside Combray, Venice, and
Balbec.5a5 Indeed, the unevenness of the-two paving-stones (which sig-
nifies the trial of difference through the foot) "had extended in every
direction and dimension the'desiccated and insubstantial images which
I normally had of venice and st. Mark's and of all the sensntions uhich
I hadfeb there."546 The difference sensed by the foot unleashes a flood
of sensations: the image becomes flesh. Tiuth is no longer an external
"image" that calls for "travel," for it is "within myself,"547 within ',the
domain of what is for each one of us the sole realiry, the domain of zis
own sensibility."548
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In the prince de Guermantes's library, the narrator comes across a

book he L.to*. well: George Sand's Fransois le champi'5ae The novel

itself becomes Venetian. "The grain of a particular paPer may have pre-

served in itself as vivid a memory of the fashion in which I once imag-

ined Venice.'550 A volume of Bergotte calls to mind the snow that

accompanied its first reading. 'When reading this passage ' 
the reader has

,h. i*p..rrion that anoth., book has been omitted' But which book is

it? The answer to this qtlestion may be found in the drafts' For the

moment, memory r".,rr",., the visions, making it so that the imaginary

is no longer a mere appearance' The imaginary becomes a condensation

of ,.vast iliuminations representing the church of saint-Hilaire or the

g"ta"f" moored "t 
th. foot of San Giorgio Maggiore and- the Grand

canal encrusted with sparkling sapphires . . . illustrated bibles or books

of hours.,,551The polymo.phor-rr, V".r.ti"n image is an "itnage ptesented

to us by life" because-it brings wit6 it "sensations which are in fact m*l-

tiple and heterogeneous'" 'An hour is not merely an hour' it is a vase lis

it the 'venetia.r-v"s.' that Jean santeuil broke?]552 full of scents and

sounds and projects and climates . . . reality is tt certain co11nect1077

between rhese immediate sensations"'55)

Proust's credo, which is announced at the very end of the book'

includes Venice, an engulfed ciry whose fundamental power isfleetingly

ciaimed by the ,r"rr".o-.. Notebook 5r from r9o9 (the last one fot Contre

sainte-Beuue and the first for Time Regaines and Notebooks 57 and 58

from rgrr (which were edited by Hen"ri Bonnet and Bernard Brun)554

,.r,or. some of the venetian "secrets" that are omitted in the novelt

final version. In the notebooks, the "Perpetttal Adoration" section

ferurns to Ruskin, and the "modern' book, rvhich coutains a whiff of

Venice even in the Guermantes library, would perhaps be the old mas-

ter,s text that Proust endeavored to translate for seven years without

knowing English, as if in an attempt to facilitate the invention of his

o*t l"rig.r"g".: "I thought of Ruskin who.made me believe in Venice

before I ever saw it, likJ a master who teaches us when we are children

the elements of religion on which we will perhaps depend later in life'

Andwhen I recited to myself o.,e of these historical pages, I realized that

the essence ofvenice rested upon it. I felt that when I would re-read the

book, I would move about in a gondola, that the text would give my

eyes a resr as does the deep blue of the caral, and that the pink c-olumns

of St. Markb would."t.lr,ty eye and take hold of my hand'"555

once venice has infiltrated rhe book, the text partakes of sensation.

As an imaginary presence that for Proust is immediately sensr,ral, venice



vibrates in rhe air;,;;, r:ffi*,. -"",*rmed into a
deep blue, into pink columns. Just as the city ofvenice shows that man-
made beaury may coexist with nature, so, inversely, a book can become
nature itself. A book, then, is lifei.

Proust proved this to be true in The Fugitiue, whose disparate, lost, or
excessively concise pages continue to be reissued and recopied. He had
already made this point, however, in Notebook 57 of ryti. A Bergoue
book will give a similar impression of a "light, bright, soft fluidity': "I
sang the entire book by reading it both too slowly and too softly."556
Since this book mentions the Reims cathedral55T 

"nd 
snow,556 one

might believe it is a book by Ruskin rather than by Bergotte: "Grear
books are written in a foreign language that is muclr less p-,rr. th"r, orr.
might think."559 Js it the "foreign language" of interlocked sensations
culminating in the shimmering of each cathedral and woven into the
pleasurable seduction of venice? or is it the "foreign'language of the
Proustian sentence itselP

Ruskin makes one final appearance in the Notes pour Le Ti:mps
retrouud: "It is imporrant when I speak of Fransois re clampi if I speak
of it (and even if it is inspired by st. Mark's Rest,-I.o,rld-*ithout
mentioning St. Marh's, and I join Combray and Venice)."560 ]r{or. ,1-,.
omission: "without mentioning St. Mark,s." ,,Frangois le Champi,,
replaces it and serves as a metaphorical metonymy of Ruskin's work.
Here, Proust offers an example of a book thar is childrike and imasina-
tive, maternal and sensitive, full of "illumination" and of images that
bring the body to life: "\fere these illuminations where th. s"pihi.e of
the Grand Canal {was} really only paintings? It was not simply 

" 
paint-

ing before us, for it bathed me in all the sensation..:e r 1r,'this wur,.
"Champi" may very well mask "Saint Mark's."

] ntermittencies of Venice

Although venice plays a compacr and concealed (if not occult) rore in
the aesthetic of In search of Lost Time, it still flows freely throughout the
entire novel.

Even during the darkest momenr of the night, venice blinds us with
its ligh^t and offers hope oftravel and desire: "{I} used to spend the greater
part of the night recalling our life in the old days at combray *i"th *y
great-aunt, at Balbec, Paris, Doncibres, Venice.',562-16.* idea of walking
along the lagoon on Easter eve puts the narrator in "a sort ofecstasy'' rhai
is followed by an altered quotation from Ruskin and a feeling of '?nirac-
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ulous disincarnation." Is he sublimating his own desires, departing from

his body to seek a faraway beaury? Ambition will inevitably show you

your limits-as well as your repulsive body. Indeed, Marcel's ecstasy is

immediately "accompanied by that vague desire ,o ,rotttir."563

In other words, the lovely Venice arouses a desire hidden deep in the

pit of your stomach. The city of Titian, Giorgione' and Carpaccio,

Venice is also the ciry of dukes as "admirable and fearsome" as Saint-

Simon.564 This proves that historical and feminine beauty really does

exist, as do the gowns that Venice inspires Fortuny to make for Mme de

Guermantes or for Albertine.565 Venice is presented as an alternative to

iealousy. At first, the Venetian Republic is compared to jealousy itsell

Swannt suspicions, like the Venetian mosquito that stings you on your

return to Paris,566 are more amusing than his pride' Yet once Albertine

enters the picture, Venice serves as a counterweight to an exhausting

form of love. Albertine or Venice: that is our hero's versiou of Hamlett

question. He hesitates between his desire to go to Venice and his desire

to marry Albertine, trembles at the very thought of the advances the

gondolier may make at heq and eventually chooses to leave Albertine

and return to Venice-that is, to become an anti-Swann. Since Venice

is the essence of art, is there any way to stop being "promised to art"

other than by returning to it? Yet his beioved is the one who leaves, and

his incomplete grief delays his voyage to the lagoon' A-lbertine does not

cease to be an obstacle until Nvo entire chapters have gone by: "Grief

and Forgetting" and "Mlle de Forcheville." At that point, Venice has

become a bridge berween a novel of social and sexual initiation and

Time Regained, a bridge that has been quietly present since the begin-

ning ofthe book but never revealed before now

Venetian Eros: Benveen Mamma, \Who Is Always There, and the

Baronne Putbus's Maid, \fho Disappears

The text of what is commonly known as The Fugitiue dates from 1916.

Proust made no changes berween t9ry andryr9.lnr9r9-2o, he returned

to the "trip to Venice" section, and in r92r-22, he added the series of

marriages. From November 6, r9zz, until November 17 (that is, until a

few days before his death,) he finished making corrections to the final

rypescript. It seems that the writer wanted to abridge this text as much

as possible. Follorving The Captiue, it was to be entitled The Fugitiue and

to contain an intricately composed second chapter concerning the trip
to Venlce.'"'
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This Tiip to Venice, which follows Albertinet death, opens with the
golden angel on Saint Markt carnpanile, "glittering in a sunlight which
made it almosr impossible to keep one's eyes upon it," beckoning with
"outstretched arms," promising "a joy more certain than any that it
could-ever in the past have been bidden ro announce ro men of good
will."568 This is clearly a Christlike symbol, and Venice (like the n"arra-
tor's art) hopes to go beyond it with a promise that is even "more cer-
tain." Furtherrrore, sorne earlier versions (like Notebook 3 of Contre
sainte-Beuue) provide a foretaste of the venetian theme and add an ele-
ment of irony. The narraror's gaze is directed not toward an angel bur
toward a weathervane: "while looking at the reflection of the sun in the
weathervane in fronr of me, what it whispered ro me was like a promise
I wanted to be fulfilled immediately, the promise of the golden angel of
St. Mark."569 The "paving-srone," the "familiar thi'g," the "hisrorical
thing," and the image of Mamma under the window are already presenr
in this version.

Several themes that are tightly woven into this relarively shorr chap-
ter570 reaffirm Proust's notion of art as tra'substantiation. -ombray and
Venice are linked once again, uniting childhood and adulthood, France
and ltaly, and rwo distinct sensations condensed into a metaohor. Death
plays a role in this condensation. A reference to the grandmothert
dcathSTl echoes Albertine's more recenr disappearance, which is now
ready to be internalized and transformed into the innermosr depths of
writing: "I fek thar dre Albertine of long ago, invisible ro my eyes, was
neverthcless enclosed within me as in dre Piombi of an inner Venice, rhe
tight lid of which some incident occasionally lifted to give me a glimpse
of that pas1."57z

The city of Venice represenrs a backdrop, the lure of a secrer, and the
rrlost civilized exterioriqy-narure seized by the human irnagination and
domesticared, but withour banaliry and as delightful in everyday life as

in luxury. On the one hand, rhen, "I had an impression which was
affirmed by -y desire that I was not on the ourside, but getting closer
and closer to the essence of something secret.5TJ Yet on the othei hand,
there are the palaces, rhe monumenrs, rhe "chain of marble cliffs" lining
the Grand Canal that "made one think of objects of narure, but of a

nature which seemed to have created its works with a human imagina-
rion.",74 This naturalness has no relation to a decadent o, d.."yi.rg
venice ' an image that Proust (foreseeing what venice represenrs ro some
modern minds) unabashedly derides. He has no intention "to make
venice look like Aubervilliers."575 "Yer there are wonderful thines that
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are intended to give us understandable and famiiiar impte.ssion.s."576

Our hero sets off in search of srnall allel'ways' He admires tl-rc workers

he sees not because he pities thetn, but because they give hirn the .sensc

of a sacredness deprived of adornments yet grllnted il secret splendor.

Even Christ is an "equivocal and slighdy drab Christ" in this "sprawl-

ing, multicolored tableau-vivant" hcld up'by "lovely Oriental coluurus"

and brushing up against "a force of the pasr." "'We spent a long tinle

there aFcer we left the baptistery."577

The mystery of this incarnate Venice resides, however, iu thc

mother's presence: "Matntna would read me Ruskint delightful descrip-

tions ofVenice which cornpared it to r:ocks of Indi'an sea-coral :rnd to atr

opal."i78 This passage evolies the memory oF the years they sPellt

together translating, and it paves the way for the incorporatiou of
mother and ciry that occurs in thc definitive version of thc novel' A
srrange fusion is established between the mothcr's boclf illd Venice's

body. sitting ancl reading undernearh the pointcd arches of an ogival

window, tl-re rnother ipscribes l-rerself in the beautifr,rl stoles of Saint

Mark's. The window is identified r,vith "a love which stopped only where

there was no ionger any corpoleal matter to sustain it, on the surface of
her impassioned gaze. . . . Ir says ro me rhe thing that touches llre mofe

than anything .lse itt tire rvorld: 'I remember yotlr mother to *.11.' "s79

Through the magic of this infiltration, the venetiar-r rvindow becomes

the matter sustaining maternal l6yg-1hs rvindow zs love fbr the mother.

The same process applies to the baptistery, where we find devoted

women who appear to have been taken right out of a Carpaccio paint-

ing: "She fthe rnother] has her place reserved there as imnutably as ;l

mosaic." 
j8o

As the ciry absorbed the tnother, the city absorbs her sou. We rcalize,

then, that for the narrator, Saint Mark's represcllts not ouly a chr-rrch or

an inanimate object but "the terrninus of a voyage oll these verual, mlr-
itime waters, witfu rvfiich, I felt, St. Marks formed a1 indivisible aqd liv-

ingwhole."5Sl It is the final stop of an initiatoryvoyage berween "The

Death of the Cathedrals" and Tittte Ragaitrcd, a voyagc towarcl a liuittg

meaning. Proust chooses this path so that he catr lose irimself itl it more

easily, as in the "disrention" process by which lnattel is crystallizcd into

a "beautiful exlled piazza" in Venice.582 He loves ir so much rhar he is

unable to find it again, lvhich is wl'rat happened to Freucl when he

became lost in the uucanuiuess of seecly Venetian neighborhoods. . . '
\flhen the mother decides to leave, and the hcro, ou leaming that

Mme Putbus has arrived, makes a dratn:rtic display of independence by



7T4 THE CHARACTERS REGAINED

deciding to stay, "the town that I saw before me had ceased to be
Venice." Venice is now deceitful, artificial, a mere pile of stones thar are

further depreciared by O sole mio, a second-rate song of despair. The
narratort impressions stand in direct contrast to the golden angel of the
promise at the beginning of the chapter: "the bronze voice of the singer
in an equivocal, unalterable and poignant alloy."5a3 Yet it is time to
return to the train station, to go back 16 d1s 11xin-and to Mamma.

The purity of this incestuous Venice is the only one that Proust will
retain in the "recopied" version of ryr6. Yet because of his predilecrion
for ambiguity and blasphemy, he adds the marquis de Norpois and the
antediluvian and horribly ugly Mme de Villeparisis, both of whom offer
the spectacle of a humanity tainted by absurd political and matrimonial
concerns. A telegram announces that Albertine is still alive. Gilberte
writes a letter to the narrator concerning her marriage to Robert de
Saint-Loup, although this lener does introduce a certain hypocrisy into
the picture. She is the one who wrote the telegram, and her ornare wrir-
ing is responsible for the confusion. An incarnate and maternal Venice
is also a bogus and derisive Venice. Still, its sparkle endures.

The drafts Proust did not retain are extremely cryptic. The pre-texts
add a touch of scandal to the idyllic trail of an incarnation founded on
the love between a son and his mother. The two protagonists argue with
one another: "one evening, after. arguing with Mamma, I cruelly . . ."
But it gets even worse, and the more extreme versions are also omitted.
Mme Bontemps, for instance, informs the narrator that Albertine fled
to marry a wealthy Am erican!5ga

The most outrageous draft, which carves out erotic abysses under-
neath the theme of the Venetian incarnation, discusses the episode of
the baronne Picpus or Putbus's maid.585 The hero has only one idea in
mind: "to go to Venice" to be with the baronne again and "to go to her
home to see her maid," "scorning that insolent women" "and joining
with her against my better instincts while waiting to see what
ensues."586 This maid is well known to readers of In Search of Lost Time
for her lesbian loves and the dangers she presents to Albertine. It is said

that her face was burned in a steamship fire. Although she is "perma-

nently disfigured" and "horrible to see," "forgetting her face, I threw
myself upon her and had the impression that I was no longer myself
that I was a young peasant that a young peasant woman tougher than I
am had made into hay."5at Another variation, however, has the author
dreaming that he will meet a wonderful woman in Venice. Here, the
maid is of a "special, feminine race" superior to that of the duchesses and
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"the healthy and strong." She is "one of the common people,', her bocly
has a'popular strength where I found more t.ue, pictorial, sculpturar
beauty, all the more since she was of rough r,o.p.';sss In other jl...r,
Marcel imagines (and fears) that he will find in venice the woman he
possessed in Padua: "to touch her, kiss hep, shape her," "how much more
could we prolong this contact created by our will alone at such an
opportune moment," "something even more lustful.)'589

originally from combra;r, the young maid tells rhe narrator on rhe
way to Padua about the erotic games tbat chiidren used to play in the
dungeon.5e0 \When the name of Albertine first appeare d in ,9r3_r4,
Proust conceived of a mdnage ) trois among the hero, Gilbertine and
then Albertine, and the maid. In a footnote, he foresaw repracing the
maid with Gilberte: "If it's nor Putbus, her dynamisrn will t. gi'o.n to
Gilberte, who will tell me that she saw little giris and boys praying in the
dungeon."59l

This vulgar characrer is clearly in close contact with the verdurins,
who share her triumphant bad taste. Is morai decline nor a precondition
for incarnation? Proust clearly envisio'ed this hypothesis, yet his formal
concerns caused him to reject some story lines and to replace them with
other plot developmenrs concerning Albertine or charrus. He thus
shortened the trip to venice that at o'e point he had wanted to
expand.592

. Yet even though Proust felt hurried by his illness, he was guided by
his formal concerns and aesthetic credo more than by protocol-a'd pain.
As a result, he chose to emphasize the interpenetration between venice
and his mother, berween the angel's light and the body. This choice will
endure until the final rypescript, and the trip to venice can thus be read
as an apotheosis of the madeleine and paving-srone episodes.

As Jo Yoshida has indicated,59l sensuality prevails over the church
and over Ruskin as Proust nears rhe end ofhis novel. Indeed, the pror
(which is increasingly dominated by the mores of sodont antl Gomorrah)
and the often obscene complexity of characters like swann, odetre,
Albertine, and charlus both show how an aesthetic bildunesroman is
transformed into an exploration of sexual dramas masked iniocial co.-
vention. Yet the oppori,. also holds rrue, especially if we consider the
shocking story Iines omitted in The Fugitiue and, the inregrarion of the
spiritual theme with the sensual theme, which includes the love for the
mother in the celebration of Venice.

Hence the introduction of a sexual probiematic is counterbalarrced
by the sublimating tone that characterizes the end of the novel (which
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wasatreadyo,",'.,.'i"'n;;"r.t-""))r"r"orsainte-Beuueand.
confirmed by the final revisions made to The Fugitiue). Venice truly
functions as a delicate bridge berween rwo currenrs.

Indeed, Venice and Saint Mark's are far from being "stony, meager,
purely visual" images. Between the first evocarions of Ruskin and the
final phantasmagoria of the dying writer, they have become "like seeds

that had been frozen for years that are suddenly exposed to moisture and
begin to blossom."594

This gives us a new perspecrive with which to view Proustt decision
to include the Venice episode after having made substantial cuts to the
recently found rypescript of The Fugitiue. These omissions, which are
one aspect of the complete recasting of the novel's later volumes, were
most likely made in response to the den-iands of publiciry or finances-
concerns that are mentioned in Proustt correspondence.595 These con-
straints did not prevenr him, however, from focusing on an initiatory
journey toward a sensual and symbolic Orient, toward a Venice thar
becomes maternal and thus stresses its own incarnation. On his
deathbed, Proust wrote the following message to Cdleste Albarer: "Cross
out everything (besides whar we leftin The Fugitiue) that occurs before
my arrival with my mother in Venice."596

\7e are still faced with the problem of the cuts Proust made in the
"Venice" version of his final rypescript. They may well have been based
on more than just the technical requirements of the manuscript. If a
"turn of evenrs" is what places Albertinet death "on the banks of the
Vivonne," then the curs must concern Albertine as well as what she
recalls and what she S..ems5-1he narrarort desires for young Venerian
girls, for rwo women from Australia, for Mme Putbus. Similarly, Proust
cut the passages on rhe grandmother that depicr remorse and recall
Albertinet griefl He omits the Guermantes family saga along with their
many marriages (which have nothing ro do with Venice). He adds a few
"manglings" of narrative rhythm.597 His desire to focus the chapter on
Venice-me-Mamma and to give ir a blinding light may be responsible
for all these condensations.

This still does not explain why Proust eliminated rhe scene at Saint
Marks baptisrery where the mother becomes merged with the
Carpaccio painting and the mosaics.5es It is true that this fusion
between the city and the mother had already taken place in the window
scene and that it makes an inconveniently erotic refbrence to Albertine.
Most important, Proust succumbed to his desire to minimize Christ's
role in the baptismal ritual, just as he had discreetly reserved all the
incestuous references to Madeleine Blanchet in the madeleine eoisode.
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The final rypescript thus retains the puriry of a cautious psalm: it is

,p"r* a.rfi.Jiil i" 'iti-t"ttt' The preseuce of the typescript' however'

does not allow us '" 'g""" 
tf-'" "teiopitd" version as well as the drafts'

and we would Ut -ot"i* t "ft' to it as the "last word"'Those who

specialize in Proust's *"n*ttip* will deci<le which edition of this con-

tioversial section i' 
'h"-'1""1" 

ont' yet this is not my goal here' Instead'

bv delineating the various 
""gt'- 

in- the-texis development: I lopt 
to

;i#;;;;;:t ,o 'r" 
llf"1"ito'''" of Proust's aesthetic' "venice was

like a worlcl withi,-, 
" 

*o'ld'"599 yt"itt is this cornerstone' the very char-

acter of time emboditiff-t" City of theDoges t:ttt"Ul'-:t^:1t-]]"n

beween the erotic bild";;;*;"'"na tnt finaipensiuc pages oF Scarch'
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