%% (Gérard Genette

TIME AND NARRATIVE IN

A la recherche du temps perdu

[ suggest a study of narrative discourse or, in a shghtly
different formulation, of narrative (récit) as discourse (dis-
cours). As a point of departure, let us accept the hypothesis
that all narratives, regardless of their complexity or degree of
elaboration—and Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu,
the text I shall be using as an example, reaches of couse a very
high degree of elaboration—can always be considered to be
the development of a verbal statement such as “I am walking,”
or “‘He will come,” or “Marcel becomes a writer.” On the
strength of this rudimentary analogy, the problems of narrative
discourse can be classified under three main headings: the cate-
gories of time (temporal relationships between the narrative
[story] and the “actual” events that are being told [history]);
of mode (relationships determined by the distance and per-
spective of the narrative with respect to the history); «nd of
voice (relationships between the narrative and the narrating
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agency itself: narrative situation, level of narration, status of
the narrator and of the recipient, etc.). 1 shall deal only, and
very sketchily, with the first category.

T'he time-category can itself be divided into three sections:
the first concerned with the relationships between the tem-
poral order of the events that are being told and the pseudo-
temporal order of the narrative; the second concerned with the
relationships between the duration of the events and the dura-
tion of the narrative; the third dealing with relationships of

frequency of repetition between the events and the narrative,
between history and story.

ORDER

It 1s well known that the folk-tale generally keeps a one-to-
one correspondence between the “real” order of events that
are being told and the order of the narrative, whereas literary
narrative, from its earliest beginnings 1n Western literature,
that 1s, in the Homeric epic, prefers to use the beginning 7
medias res, generally followed by an explanatory flashback.
T'his chronological reversal has become one of the formal
topor of the epic genre. The style of the novel has remained
remarkably close to its distant origin in this respect: certain be-
ginnings 1 Balzac, as 1in the Duchesse de Langeais or César
Birotteau, immediately come to mind as typical examples.

From this point of view, the Recherche—especially the
earlier sections of the book—indicates that Proust made a
much more extensive use than any of his predecessors of his

freedom to reorder the temporality of events.
The first “time,” dealt with in the six opening pages of the

book, refers to a moment that cannot be dated with precision
but that must take place quite late 1n the life of the protagon-
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1st: the time at which Marcel, during a period when, as he says,
“he often used to go to bed early,” suffered from spells
of insomnia during which he relived his own past. The first
moment in the organization of the narrative 1s thus far from
being the first in the order of the reported history, which deals
with the life of the hero.

The second moment refers to the memory relived by the

protagonist during his sleepless night. It deals with his child-
hood at Combray, or, more accurately, with a specific but par-
ticularly important moment of this childhood: the famous
scene that Marcel calls ““the drama of his going to bed,” when
his mother, at first prevented by Swann’s visit from giving him
his ritualistic good-night kiss, finally gives in and consents to
spend the night 1n his room.

The third moment again moves far ahead, probably to well
within the period of insomnia referred to at the start, or a little
after the end of this period: it 1s the episode of the 7zadeleine,
during which Marcel recovers an entire fragment of his child-
hood that had up till then remained hidden in oblivion.

T'his very briet third episode is followed at once by a
fourth: a second return to Combray, this time much more ex-
tensive than the first in temporal terms since it covers the en-
tire span of the Combray childhood. Time segment (4) is thus
contemporary with time segment (2) but has a much more ex-
tensive duration.

The fifth moment is a very brief return to the initial state of
sleeplessness and leads to a new retrospective section that takes
us even further back into the past, since 1t deals with a love ex-
perience of Swann that took place well before the narrator was
born.

There follows a seventh episode that occurs some time after
the last events told in the fourth section (childhood at Com-
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bray): the story of Marcel’s adolescence in Paris and of his
love for Gilberte. From then on, the story will proceed 1n
more closely chronological order, at least 1n 1ts main articula-
t10ns.

A la recherche du temps perdu thus begins with a zigzag-
ging movement that could easily be represented by a graph
and in which the relationship between the time of events and
the time of the narrative could be summarized as follows:
N(arrative) I =H(iStOI‘y) 4, N2 =H2; N3 =H4; N4 =H2;
Ns=Hyg,; N6 =H1 (Swann's love); N7 =H3. We are clearly
dealing with a highly complex and deliberate transgression of
chronological order. I have said that the rest of the book fol-
lows a more continuous chronology 1n i1ts main patterns, but
this large-scale linearity does not exclude the presence of a
great number of anachronisms in the details: retrospections, as
when the story of Marcel’s stay in Paris during the year 1914
is told in the middle of his later visit to Paris during 1916; or
anticipations, as when, in the last pages ot Du Coté de chez
Swann, Marcel describes what has become of the Bois de
Boulogne at a much later date, the very year he 1s actually
engaged in writing his book. The transition from the Coté des
Guermantes to Sodome et Gomiorrhe 1s based on an interplay of
anachronisms: the last scene of Guermantes (announcing the

death of Swann) in fact takes place later than the subsequent
first scene of Sodome (the meeting between Charlus and Ju-
pien).

I do not intend to analyze the narrative anachronisms in de-
tail but will point out in passing that one should distinguish
between external and imternal anachronisms, according to
whether they are located without or within the limits of the
temporal field defined by the main narrative. The external an-
achronisms raise no difficulty, since there 1s no danger that they
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will interfere with the main narrative. The internal anachro-
nisms, on the contrary, create a problem of interference. So we
must subdivise them into two groups, according to the nature
of this relation. Some function to fill in a previous or later
blank (ellipsis) in the narrative and can be called completive
anachronisms, such as the retrospective story of Swann's death.
Others return to a moment that has already been covered 1n
the narrative: they are repetitive or apparently redundant an-
achronisms but fulfill 1n fact a very important function in the
organization of the novel. They function as announcements (1n
the case of prospective anticipations) or as recalls (when they
are retrospective). Announcements can, for example, alert the
reader to the meaning of a certain event that will only later be
fully revealed (as with the lesbian scene at Montjouvain that
will later determine Marcel’s jealous passion for Albertine).
Recalls serve to give a subsequent meaning to an event first re-
ported as without particular significance (as when we find that
Albertine’s belated response to a knock on the door was caused
by the fact that she had locked herself in with Andrée), or
serve even more often to alter the original meaning———as
when Marcel discovers after more than thirty years’ time that
Gilberte was in love with him at Combray and that what he
took to be a gesture of insolent disdain was actually meant to
be an advance.

Next to these relatively simple and unambiguous retrospec-
tions and anticipations, one finds more complex and ambivalent
forms of anachronisms: anticipations within retrospections, as
when Marcel remembers what used to be his projects with re-
gard to the moment that he is now experiencing; retrospec-
tions within anticipations, as when the narrator indicates how
he will later find out about the episode he is now in the proc-
ess of telling; “announcements’ of events that have already
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been told anticipatively or “recalls” of events that took place
earlier 1n the story but that have not yet been told; retrospec-
tions that merge seamlessly with the main narrative and make
it 1mpossible to identify the exact status of a given section, etc,
Finally, I should mention what is perhaps the rarest but most
specific of all instances: structures that could properly be
called achronisms, that 1s to say, episodes entirely cut loose
from any chronological situation whatsoever. These occur-
rences were pointed out by J. P. Houston 1n a very interesting
study published 1n French Studies, January, 1962, entitled
“Temporal Patterns 1n A la recherche du temps perdu.” Near
the end of Sodowie et Gomiorrhe, as Marcel's second stay at
Balbec draws to a close, Proust tells a sequence of episodes not
in the order in which they took place but by following the
succession of roadside-stops made by the little train on 1ts jour-
ney from Balbec to La Raspeliere. Events here follow a geo-
graphical rather than a chronological pattern. It 1s true that
the sequence of places still depends on a temporal event (the
journey of the train), but this temporality 1s not that of the
“real” succession of events. A similar effect 1s achieved 1n the
composition of the end of Conzbray, when the narrator succes-
sively describes a number of events that took place on the
Méséglise way, at different moments, by following the order of
their increasing distance from Combray. He follows the tem-
poral succession of a walk from Combray to Méséglise and
then, after returning to his spatial and temporal point of depar-
ture, tells a sequence of events that took place on the Guer-
mantes way using exactly the same principle. The temporal
order of the narrative is not that of the actual succession of
events, unless it happens to coincide by chance with the se-
quence of places encountered in the course of the walk.

[ have given some instances of the freedom that Proust’s nar-
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rative takes with the chronological order of events, but such a
description 1s necessarily sketchy and even misleading if other
elements of narrative temporality such as duration and fre-
quency are not also taken into account.

DURATION

(enerally speaking, the idea of an isochrony between narra-
tuve and “history” is highly ambiguous, for the narrative unit
which, 1in literature, 1s almost always a narrative text cannot
really be said to possess a definite duration. One could equate
the duration of a narrative with the time it takes to read it, but
reading-times vary considerably from reader to reader, and an
ideal average speed can only be determined by fictional means.
It may be better to start out from a definition in the form of a
relative quantity, and define isochrony as a uniform projection
of historical time on narrative extension, that is, number of
pages per duration of event. In this way, one can record varia-
tions in the speed of the narrative 1n relation to itself and meas-
ure effects of acceleration, deceleration, stasis, and ellipsis
(blank spaces within the narrative while the flow of events
keeps unfolding).

| have made some rather primitive calculations ot the rela-
tive speed of the main narrative articulations, measuring on the
one hand the narrative of the Recherche by number of pages
and on the other hand the events by quantity of time. Here
are the results.

The first large section, Comibra y or Marcel's childhood,

numbers approximately 180 pages of the Pléiade edition and
covers about ten years (let me say once and for all that I am
defining the duration of events by general consensus, knowing
that 1t 1s open to question on several points). I'he next episode,
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Swann'’s love-affair with Odette, uses approximately 200 pages
to cover about two years. The Gilberte episode (end of
Swann, beginning of Jeunes filles en fleurs) devotes 160 pages
to a duration that can be evaluated at two or three years. Here
we encounter an elipsis involving two years of the protago-
nist’s life and mentioned in passing 1n a few words at the begin-

ning of a sentence. The Balbec episode numbers 300 pages for
a three-month-long time-span; then the lengthy section dealing
with life in Paris society (Coté de Guermantes and beginning
of Sodome et Gomorrhe) takes up 750 pages for two and a half
years. It should be added that considerable variations occur
within this section: 110 pages are devoted to the afternoon
party at Mme de Villeparisis's that lasts for about two hours,
150 pages to the dinner of nearly equal length at the Duchesse
de Guermantes’s, and 100 pages to the evening at the Princesse
de Guermantes’s. In this vast episode of 750 pages for two and

a half years, 360 pages—nearly one half—are taken up by
less than ten hours of social life.

The second stay at Balbec (end of Sodome) covers approxi-
mately six months in 380 pages. Then the Albertine sequence,
reportng the hero’s involvement with Albertine in Paris (La
Prisonniere and the beginning of La Fugitive), requires 630
pages for an eighteen-month period, of which 300 deal with
only two days. The stay in Venice uses 35 pages for a few
weeks, followed by a section of 4o pages (astride La Fugitive and
Le Temps retrouve) for the stay in Tansonville, the return to
the country of Marcel's childhood. The first extended ellipsis of
the Recherche occurs here, the time-span cannot be deter-
mined with precision, but It ENCOMpasses approximately ten
years of the hero’s life spent in a rest-home. The subsequent
episode, situated during the war, devotes 130 pages to a few
weeks, followed by another ellipsis of ten years again spent In a
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rest-home. Finally, the concluding scene, the party at the Prin-
cesse de Guermantes’s, devotes 19o pages to a two- or three-
hour-long reception.

What conclusions can be derived from this barren and ap-
parently useless enumeration? First of all, we should note the
extensive shifts in relative duration, ranging from one line of
text for ten years to 19o pages for two or three hours, or from
approximately one page per century to one page per minute.
The second observation refers to the internal evolution of the
Recherche as a whole. It could be roughly summarized by
stressing, on the one hand, the gradual slowing down of the
narrative achieved by the insertion of longer and longer scenes
for events of shorter and shorter duration. This 1s compensated
for, on the other hand, by the presence of more and more ex-
tensive ellipses. The two trends can be easily united 1n one for-
mula: increasing discontinuity of the narrative. As the Prous-
t1an narrative moves toward 1its conclusion, it becomes
increasingly discontinuous, consisting of gigantic scenes sepa-
rated from each other by enormous gaps. It deviates more and
more from the ideal ‘““norm” of an isochronic narrative.

We should also stress how Proust selects among the tradi-
tional literary forms of narrative duration. Among the nearly
infinite range of possible combinations of historical and narra-
tive duration, the literary tradition has made a rather limited
choice that can be reduced to the following fundamental
forms: (1) the summary, when the narrative duration is greatly
reduced with respect to the historical duration; it is well
known that the summary constitutes the main connective tis-
sue 1n the classical récit; (2) the dramatic scene, especially the
dialogue, when narrative and historical time are supposed to be
nearly equal; (3) the narrative stasis, when the narrative dis-
course continues while historical time 1s at a standstill, usually
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in order to take care of a description; and (4) ellipsis, consist-
ng of a certain amount of historical time covered in a zero
amount of narrative. If we consider the Recherche from this
point of view, we are struck by the total absence of summariz-
ing narrative, which tends to be absorbed in the ellipses, and
by the near-total absence of descriptive stasis: the Proustian de-
scriptions always correspond to an actual observation-time on
the part of the character; the time-lapse 1s sometimes men-
tioned 1n the text and 1is obviously longer than the time it takes
to read the description (three-quarters of an hour for the con-
templation of the Elstir paintings owned by the Duc de Guer-
mantes, when the description takes only four or five pages of
the text). The narrative duration is not interrupted—as 1S So
often the case with Balzac—for, rather than describing,
Proust narrates how his hero perceives, contemplates, and ex-
periences a given sight; the description is incorporated within
the narrative and constitutes no autonomous narrative form.

Except tor another effect with which I shall deal at some
length 1n a moment, Proust makes use of only two of the

traditional forms of narrative duration: scene and ellipsis. And
since ellipsis 1s a zero point of the text, we have in fact
only one single form: the scene. I should add, however, with-
out taking tuime to develop a rather obvious observation, that
the narrative function of this traditional form 1s rather strongly
subverted 1n Proust. The main number of his major scenes do
not have the purely dramatic function usually associated with
the classical “scene.” The traditional economy of the novel,
consisting of summarizing and nondramatic narrative alternat-
ing with dramatic scenes, 1s entirely discarded. Instead, we find
another form of alternating movement toward which we must
now direct our attention.
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FREQUENCY

T'he third kind of narrative temporality, which has in gen-
eral received much less critical and theoretical attention than
the two previous ones, deals with the relative frequency of the
narrated events and of the narrative sections that report them.
Speaking once more very schematically, the most obvious form
of narration will tell once what happens once, as 1n a narrative
statement such as: “Yesterday, I went to bed early.” This type
of narrative 1s so current and presumably normal that i1t bears
no special name. In order to emphasize that it 1s merely one
possibility among many, | propose to give 1t a name and call 1t
the sigulative narrative (vécit singulatif). It 1s equally possible
to tell several tumes what happened several tumes, as when I
say: “Monday I went to bed early, Tuesday I went to bed
early, Wednesday [ went to bed early,” etc. This type of ana-
phoric narrative remains singulative and can be equated with
the first, since the repetitions of the story correspond one-to-
one to the repetitions of the events. A narrative can also tell
several times, with or without variations, an event that hap-
pened only once, as in a statement of this kind: “Yesterday I
went to bed early, yesterday I went to bed early, yesterday |
tried to go to sleep well before dark,” etc. This last hypothesis
may seem a prior: to be a gratuitous one, or even to exhibit a
slight trace of senility. One should remember, however, that
most texts by Alain Robbe-Grillet, among others, are founded
on the repetitive potential of the narrative: the recurrent epl-
sode of the killing of the centipede, in La Jalousie, would be
ample proof of this. I shall call repetitive narrative this type of
narration, in which the story-repetitions exceed in number the
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repetitions of events. There remains a last possibility. Let us re-
turn to our second example: “Monday, Tuesday, Wednes-
day,” etc. When such a pattern of events occurs, the narrative
1s obviously not reduced to the necessity of reproducing 1t as if
its discourse were incapable of abstraction or synthesis. Unless
a deliberate stylistic effect is aimed for, even the simplest nar-
ration will choose a formulation such as “every day” or “‘every
day of the week” or “all week long.” We all know which of
these devices Proust chose for the opening sentence of the Re-
cherche. The type of narrative in which a single narrative as-
sertion covers several recurrences of the same event or, to be
more precise, of several analogical events considered only with
respect to what they have in common, [ propose to call by the
obvious name of iterative narrative (récit itératif).

My heavy-handed insistence on this notion may well seem
out of place, since 1t designates a purely grammatical concept
without lLiterary relevance. Yet the quantitative amount and
the qualitative function of the iterative mode are particularly
important in Proust and have seldom, to my knowledge, re-
ceived the critical attention they deserve. It can be said with-
out exaggeration that the entire Combray episode 1s essentially
an 1terative narrative, interspersed here and there with some
“singulative” scenes of salient importance such as the motherly
good-night kiss, the meeting with the Lady in the pink dress (a
retrospective scene), or the profanation of Vinteull’s portrait at
Montjouvain. Except for five or six such scenes referring to a
single action and told in the historical past (passé défim), all
the rest, told in the imperfect, deals with what used to happen
at Combray regularly, ritualistically, every night or every Sun-
day, or every Saturday, or whenever the weather was good or
the weather was bad, etc. The narrative of Swann’s love for
Odette will still be conducted, for the most part, in the mode
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of habit and repetition; the same is true of the story of Mar-
cel’s love for Swann’s daughter Gilberte. Only when we reach
the stay at Balbec in the Jeunes filles en fleurs do the singula-
tive episodes begin to predominate, although they remain 1n-
terspersed with numerous iterative passages: the Balbec outings
with Mme de Villeparisis and later with Albertine, the hero’s
stratagems at the beginning of Guermantes when he tries to
meet the Duchess every morning, the journeys in the little
train of the Raspeliere (Sodome, II), life with Albertine 1n
Paris (the first eighty pages of La Prisonniére) the walks 1n
Venice (La Fugitive), not to mention the iterative treatment of
certain moments within the singulative scenes, such as the con-
versations about genealogy during the dinner at the Duchess’s,
or the description of the aging guests at the last Guermantes
party. T'he narrative synthesizes these moments by reducing
several distinct occurrences to their common elements: “the
womeir were like this . . . the men acted like that; somze did
this, others that,” etc. I shall call these sections internal itera-
tions, in contrast with other, more common passages, in which
a descriptive-iterative parenthesis begins in the middle of a sin-
gulative scene to convey additional information needed for the
reader’s understanding and which I shall call external itera-
tionns. An example would be the long passage devoted, 1n the
middle of the first Guermantes dinner, to the more general and
theretore necessarily iterative description of the Guermantes
WI1L.

T'he use of iterative narrative 1s by no means Proust’s inven-
tion; 1t 1s one of the most classical devices of fictional narra-
tive. But the frequency of the mode is distinctively Proustian,
a fact stll underscored by the relatively massive presence of
what could be called pseudo-iterations, scenes presented
(mostly by the use of the imperfect tense) as if they were 1tera-
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tive, but with such a wealth of precise detail that no reader
can seriously believe that they could have taken place repeat-
edly 1n this way, without variations. One thinks for example of
some of the conversations between Aunt Léonie and her maid
Frangoise that go on for page after page, or of conversations in
Mme Verdurin’s or Mme Swann’s salon in Paris. In each of
these cases, a singular scene has arbitrarily, and without any
but grammatical change, been converted into an iterative
scene, thus clearly revealing the trend of the Proustian narra-
tive toward a kind of inflation of the iterative.

It would be tempting to interpret this tendency as

symptomatic of a dominant psychological trait: Proust’s highly
developed sense of habit and repetition, his feeling for the anal-
ogy between different moments 1n life. This 1s all the more
striking since the iterative mode of the narrative 1s not always,
as in the Combray part, based on the repetitive, ritualistic pat-
tern of a bourgeois existence in the provinces. Contrary to
general belief, Proust is less aware of the specificity of mo-
ments than he 1s aware of the specificity of places; the latter 1s
one of the governing laws of his sensibility. His moments have
a strong tendency to blend into each other, a possibility which
1s at the root of the experience of spontaneous recollection.
The opposition between the “singularity” of his spatial 1magi-
nation and, if I dare say so, the “iterativity” of his temporal
imagination 1s nicely illustrated in the following sentence from
Swann. Speaking of the Guermantes landscape, Proust writes:
“[Its] specificity would at tiznes, in my dreams, seize upon me
with almost fantastical power™ ("le paysage dont parfois, la
nuit dans mes réves, l'individualité m’étreint avec une puis-
sance presque fantastique™). Hence the highly developed sense
of ritual (see, for example, the scene of the Saturday luncheons
at Combray) and, on the other hand, the panic felt in the pres-
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ence of irregularities of behavior, as when Marcel, at Balbec,
wonders about the complex and secret law that may govern
the unpredictable absences of the young girls on certain days.

But we must now abandon these psychological extrapolations
and turn our attention to the technical questions raised by the
iternative narration.

Every iterative sequence can be characterized by what may
be called 1ts delimitation and 1ts specification. The delimitation
determines the confines within the flow of external duration
between which the iterative sequence, which generally has a
beginning and an end, takes place. The delimitation can be
vague, as when we are told that “from a certain year on, Mlle
Vinteull could never be seen alone™ (I, 147), or precise,
defined—a very rare occurrence in Proust—by a specific
date, or by reference to a particular event, as when the break
between Swann and the Verdurins puts an end to an iterative
sequence telling of Swann’s encounters with Odette and starts
off a new sequence. The specification, on the other hand,
points out the recurring periodicity of the iterative unit. It can
be indefinite (as 1s frequently the case in Proust who intro-
duces an iterative statement by such adverbs of time as *“‘some-
times,” “often,” “on certain days,” etc.) or definite, when it
tollows an absolute and regular pattern such as: “every day,”
“every Sunday,’ etc. 1he pattern can also be more irregular
and relative, as when the walks toward Méseglise are said to
take place 1in bad or uncertain weather, or the walks toward
(Guermantes whenever the weather 1s good. Two or more
specifications can of course be juxtaposed. “Every summer”
and “‘every Sunday’ combine to give “everv Sunday in the
summer, which 1s the 1terative specification of much of the
Combray section.

The interpla_y between these two dimensions of the iterative
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narrative varies and enriches a temporal mode threatened, by
Its very nature, by a degree of abstraction. Provided it has a
certain length, an 1terative section can very closely resemble an
ordinary narrative, except for some grammatical traits. Yet 1t
goes without saying that a narrative such as “Sunday at Com-
bray” that would retain only events that 4l/ Sundays have 1n
common would run the risk of becoming as dryly schematic as
a stereotyped time-schedule. The monotony can be avoided by
playing on the internal delimitations and specifications.

[nternal delimitations: tor instance, the diachronic caesura
brought about by the story of the encounter with the “Lady
in the pink dress” in the narration of Marcel's Sunday after-
noon readings: this encounter will bring about a change of locale,
after the quarrel between Marcel’s parents and Uncle Adolphe
has put the latter’s room out of bounds. Another instance
would be the change of direction in the hero’'s dreams of liter-
ary glory after his first encounter with the Duchess 1n the church
of Combray. The single scene, in those nstances, divides
the iterative sequence into a before and an after, and so diversifies

it 1INnto two subsequences which function as two variaits.

[nternal specifications: 1 mentioned the good weather/ bad
weather pattern which introduces a definite specification 1n the
iterative series of the Sunday walks and determines the choice
between Guermantes and Méséglise. Most of the tume, how-
ever, the iterative narrative is diversified in indefinite specifica-
tions introduced by “sometimes . . .” or “one time . . . some
other time . . . ,” etc. These devices allow for a very flexible
system of variations and for a high degree of particularization,
without leaving the iterative mode. A characteristic example of
this technique occurs toward the end of the Jeunes filles en

fleurs in a description of Albertine’s face (I, 946—47). The 1t-
erative mode, indeed, applies just as well to the descriptive as
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to the narrative passages; half of Proust’s descriptions make use
of this mode:

Certains jours, mince, le teint gris, I'air maussade, une transpar-
ence violette descendant obliquement au fond de ses yeux
comme 1l arrive quelquefois pour la mer, elle semblait éprouver
une tristesse d’'exilée. D’autres jours, sa figure plus lisse engluait
les désirs a sa surface vernie et les empéchait d'aller au dela; a
moins que je ne la visse tout a coup de cOté, car ses joues mates
comme une blanche cire a la surface étaient roses par transpar-
ence, ce qui donnait tellement envie de les embrasser,
d’atteindre ce teint différent qui se dérobait. D’autres fois, le
bonheur baignait ces joues d'une clarté s1 mobile que la peau,
devenue fluide et vague, laissait passer comme des regards
sous-jacents qui la faisaient paraitre d'une autre couleur, mais
non d'une autre matiere, que les yeux; quelquefois, sans y pen-
ser, quand on regardait sa figure ponctuée de petits points
bruns et ou flottaient seulement deux taches plus bleues; C’était
comme on eut fait d'un oeuf de chardonneret, souvent comme
d'une agate opaline travaillée et polie a deux places seulement
ou, au milieu de la pierre brune, luisaient, comme les ailes
transparentes d'un papillon d'azur, les yeux ou la chair devient
miroir et nous donne l'illusion de nous laisser, plus quen les
autres parties du corps, approcher de I'ame. Mais le plus sou-
vent aussi elle était plus colorée, et alors plus animeée: quelque-
fois seul était rose, dans sa figure blanche, le bout de son nez,
fin comme celur d'une petite chatte sournoise avec qui I'on au-
rait eu envie de jouer; quelquefois ses joues étalent si lisses que
le regard glissait comme sur celui d'une miniature sur leur
émail rose, que faisait encore paraitre plus delicat, plus
intérieur, le couvercle entr’ouvert et superposé€ de ses cheveux
noirs; 1 arrivait que le teint de ses joues atteingnit le rose vio-
lacé du cyclamen, et parfois méme, quand elle était conges-
tionnée ou fiévreuse, et donnant alors 1'idée d'une complexion
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maladive qui rabaissait mon désir a quelque chose de plus sen-
suel et faisait exprimer a son regard quelque chose de plus per-
vers et de plus malsain, la sombre pourpre de certaines roses
d'un rouge presque noir, et chacune de ces Albertine était
diftférente, comme est différente chacune des apparitions de la
danseuse dont sont transmutées les couleurs, la forme, le car-
actere, selon les jeux innombrablement variés d’'un projecteur lu-

mineuXx. (Italics added.) !

On certain days, shm, with grey cheeks, a sullen air, a violet
transparency falling obliquely from her such as we notice
sometimes on the sea, she seemed to be feeling the sorrows of
exile. On other days her face, more sleek, caught and glued my
desires to its varnished surface and prevented them from going
any farther; wizless I caught a sudden glimpse of her from the
side, for her duil cheeks, like white wax on the surface, were
visibly pink beneath, which made me anxious to kiss them, to
reach that different tint, which thus avoided my touch. A
other times happiness bathed her cheeks with a clarity so mo-
bile that the skin, grown fluid and vague, gave passage to a
sort of stealthy and sub-cutaneous gaze, which made 1t appear
to be of another colour but not of another substance than her
eyes, somnetimes, instinctively, when one looked at her tace
punctuated with tiny brown marks among which floated what
were simply two larger, bluer stains, 1t was like looking at the
egg of a goldfinch—or often like an opalescent agate cut and
polished 1n two places only, where, from the heart of the
brown stone, shone like the transparent wings of a sky-blue
butterfly her eyes, those features 1n which the flesh becomes a
mirror and gives us the illusion that 1t allows us, more than

1 Al]l citations are from the Pléiade edition of A4 la recherche du
temps perdu. The English version of this passage and of the pas-
sage on page 112 1S from the translation by C. K. Scott Moncrieft,
published by Random House. Translations 1n the text are by Paul

De Man.
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through the other parts of the body, to approach the soul. But

most often of all she shewed more colour, and was then more
animated; sometimes the only pink thing in her white face was

the tip of her nose, as finely pointed as that of a mischievous
kitten with which one would have liked to stop and play;
sometimes her cheeks were so glossy that one’s glance slipped,
as over the surface of a miniature, over their pink enamel,
which was made to appear still more delicate, more private, by
the enclosing though half-opened case of her black hair; or iz
might happen that the tint of her cheeks had deepened to the
violet shade of the red cyclamen, and, at tirzzes, even, when she
was flushed or feverish, with a suggestion of unhealthiness
which lowered my desire to something more sensual and made
her glance expressive of something more perverse and un-
wholesome, to the deep purple of certain roses, a red that was
almost black: and each of these Albertines was different, as n
every fresh appearance of the dancer whose colours, form,
character, are transmuted according to the innumerably varied
play of a projected limelight (I, 708; 1talics added).

The two devices (internal delimitation and internal Speciﬁ-
cation) can be used together in the same passage, as 1In this
scene from Combray that deals in a general way with returns
from walks. The general statement is then diversified by a de-
limitation (itself iterative, since it recurs every year) that dis-
tinguishes between the beginning and the end of the season.
This second sequence 1s then again diversified by a single 1n-
definite specification: “‘certains soirs. . . . The following pas-
sage 1s built on such a system; very simple but very produc—
(1ve:

Nous rentrions toujours de bonne heure de nos promenades,
pour pouvorr faire une visite a3 ma tante Léonie avant le diner.
Au commencement de la saison, ou le jour finit tdr, quand
nous arrivions rue du Saint-Esprit, 1l v avait encore un reflet
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du couchant sur les vitres de la maison et un bandeau de
pourpre au fond des bois du Calvaire, qui se reflétait plus loin
dans |'étang, rougeur qui, accompagnée souvent d'un froid
assez vif, s’associait, dans mon esprit, a la rougeur du feu au-
dessus duquel roétissait le poulet qui ferait succéder pour moil
au plaisir poétique donné par la promenade, le plaisir de la
gourmandise, de la chaleur et du repos. Dans I’été, au c ontraire,
quand nous rentrions le soleil ne se couchait pas encore; et
pendant la visite que nous faisions chez ma tante Léonie, sa
lumiere qui s’abaissait et touchait la fenétre, était arrétée entre
les grands rideaux et les embrasses, divisée, ramifiée, filtrée, et,
incrustant de petits morceaux d’or le bois de citronnier de la
commode, illuminait obliquement la chambre avec la délica-
tesse qu elle prend dans les sous-bois. Mais, certains jours forts
rares, quand nous rentrions, il y avait bien longtemps que la
commode avait perdu ses incrustations momentanées, il n'y
avait plus, quand nous arrivions rue du Saint-Esprit, nul reflet
de couchant étendu sur les vitres, et I'étang au pied du calvaire
avait perdu sa rougeur, quelquefois 1l était déja couleur d’opale,
et un long rayon de lune, qui allait en s'élargissant et se
fendillait de toutes les rides de 'eau, le traversait tout entier.
(I, 133; 1italics added.)

We used always to return from our walks in good time to pay
aunt Léonie a visit betore dinner. In the first weeks of our
Combray holidays, when the days ended early, we would still
be able to see, as we turned into the Rue du Saint-Esprit, a re-
flection of the western sky from the windows of the house and
a band of purple at the foot of the Calvary, which was mir-
rored further on in the pond; a fiery glow which, accompa-
nied often by a cold that burned and stung, would associate
itself in my mind with the glow of the fire over which, at that
very moment, was roasting the chicken that was to furnish me,
in place of the poetic pleasure I had found in my walk, with
the sensual pleasures of good feeding, warmth and rest. But in
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summer, when we came back to the house, the sun would not
have set; and while we were upstairs paying our visit to aunt
[éonie its rays, sinking until they touched and lay along her
window-sill, would there be caught and held by the large
inner curtains and the bands which tied them back to the wall,
and split and scattered and filtered; and then, at last, would fall
upon and inlay with tiny flakes of gold the lemonwood of her
chest-of-drawers, illuminating the room 1n their passage with
the same delicate, slanting, shadowed beams that fall among
the boles of torest trees. But on some days, though very rarely,
the chest-of-drawers would long since have shed 1ts momen-
tary adornments, there would no longer, as we turned into the
Rue du Saint-Esprit, be any reflection from the western sky
burning along the line of window-panes; the pond beneath the
Calvary would have lost 1ts fiery glow, sometimes indeed had
changed already to an opalescent pallor, while a long ribbon
of moonlight, bent and broken and broadened by every ripple

upon the water's surface, would be lying across 1t, from end to
end (I, 102, italics added).

Finally, when all the resources of iterative particularization
have been exhausted, two devices remain. I have already men-
tioned pseudo-iteration (as in the conversations between
Frangoise and Aunt Léonie); this is admittedly a way of cheat-
ing or, at the very least, of stretching the reader’s benevolence
to the limit. The second device is more honest—if such ethi-
cal terminology can have any sense in the world of art—but
It represents an extreme case leading out of the actually 1tera-
tive mode: 1n the midst of an iterative section the narrator
mentions a particular, singular occurrence, either as illustra-
tion, or example, or, on the contrary, as an exception to the
law of repetition that has just been established. Such moments
can be introduced by an expression such as “thus it happened
that . . .” (“c'est amnst que . . .”) or, in the case of an excep-
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tion, ‘this time however . . .” (“une fois pourtant . . .”). lhe
tollowing passage from the Jeunes filles is an example of the
first possibility: “At times, a kind gesture of one [of the girls]
would awaken within me an expansive sympathy that re-
placed, for a while, my desire for the others. Thus it happened
that Albertine, one day . . .” etc. (I, g11).2 The famous pas-
sage of the Martinville clock towers is an example of the sec-
ond possibility. It i1s explicitly introduced as an exception to
the habitual pattern: generally, when Marcel returns from
walks, he forgets his impressions and does not try to interpret
their meaning. “I'his ume, however” (the expression 1s 1n
the text), he goes further and composes the descriptive piece
that constitutes his first literary work. The exceptional nature
of an event is perhaps even more explicitly stressed 1n a pas-
sage from La Prisonniéere that begins as follows: “I will put
aside, among the days during which I lingered at Mme de
(GGuermantes’s, one day that was marked by a small 1nci-

dent . . . .7 after which the iterative narrative resumes: “Ex-
cept for this single imcident, everything went as usual when
[ returned from the Duchess’s. . .” (III, 54 and gg).?

By means of such devices, the singulative mode merges, so to
speak, with the iterative section and 1s made to serve it by pos-
itive or negative illustrations, either by adhering to the code or
by transgressing it—which 1s another way of recognizing 1ts
existence.

The final problem associated with iterative temporality con-

2 “Parfois une gem:ille attention de telle ou telle éveillait en moi
d’amples vibrations qui éloignaient pour un temps le désir des
autres. Ainsi un jour Albertine. . .”

3“Je mettrai 4 part, parmi ces jours ou je m'attardai chez Mme de:
Guermantes, un qui fut marqué par un petit incident . . .75 “Sauf
cet incident unique, tout se passait normalement quand je remon-
tais de chez la duchesse . . .”
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cerns the relationship between the duration or, rather, the 1n-
ternal diachrony of the iterative unit under consideration, and
the external diachrony, that is, the flow of “‘real” and neces-
sarily singulative time between the beginning and the end of
the 1terative sequence. A unit such as “sleepless night, " made
up of a sequence that stretches over several years, may very
well be told in terms of its own duration from night to
morning, without reference to the external passage of vears.
The typical might remains constant, except for internal specifi-
cations, from the beginning to the end of the sequence, with-
out being influenced by the passage of time outside the partic-
ular iterative unit. This 1s, in fact, what happens in the first
pages of the Recherche. However, by means of internal delim-
itations, the narrative of an iterative unit may just as readily
encompass the external diachrony and narrate, for example, “a
Sunday at Combray” by drawing attention to changes in the
dominical ritual brought about by the passage of years: greater
maturity of the protagonist, new acquaintances, new Interests,
etc. In the Combray episodes, Proust very skillfully plays upon
these possibilities. J. P. Houston claimed that the narratve
progresses simultaneously on three levels: with the duration of
the day, of the season, and of the years. Things are perhaps
not quite as clear and systematic as Houston makes them out
to be, but 1t 1s true that, in the Sunday scenes, events taking
place 1n the afternoon are of a later date than those taking
place in the morning and that, in the narration of the walks,
the most recent episodes are assigned to the longest itineraries.
For the reader, this creates the 1illusion of a double temporal
progression, as if the hero were a naive little boy 1n the morn-
ing and a sophisticated adolescent at night, aging several years
In the course of a single day or a single walk. We are touching
here upon the outer limits of the iterative narrative mode.
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Thus Proust appears to substitute for the summary, which
typiﬁes the classical novel, another form of synthesis, the 1tera-
tive narrative. The synthesis 1s no longer achieved by accelera-
tion, but by analogy and abstraction. The rhythm of Proust’s
narrative 1s no longer founded, as in the classical récit, on the
alternating movement of dramatic and summarizing sections,
but on the alternating movement of iterative and singular
scenes. Most of the time, these alternating sections overlay a
system of hierarchical subordinations that can be revealed by
analysis. We already encountered two types of such systems:
an 1terative-explanatory section that 1s functionally dependent
on an autonomous singular episode: the (Guermantes wit (1iter-
ative) in the midst of a dinner at the duchess’s (singular): and a
singular-illustrative section dependent on an autonomous itera-
tive sequence (in the scenes used as 1llustrations or exceptions).
The hierarchical systems of interdependence can be more com-
plex, as when a singular scene illustrates an iterative section
that is itself inserted within another singulative scene: this hap-
pens, for example, when a particular anecdote (such as Ori-
ane’s wordplay on laquin le Superbe) 1s used to illustrate the
famous Guermantes wit: here we have a singulative element
(Taquin le Superbe) within an iterative sequence ((Guermantes
wit) itself included in a singulative scene (dinner at Oriane de
Guermantes’s). The description of these structural relationships
is one of the tasks of narrative analysis.

[t often happens that the relationships are less clear and that
the Proustian narrative fluctuates between the two modes
without visible concern for their respective functions, without
even seeming to be aware of the differences. Some time ago,
Marcel Vigneron pointed out confusions of this sort 1n the sec-
tion dealing with Marcel's love for Gilberte at the Champs-
Elysées: an episode would start off in the historical past (passe
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défini), continue in the imperfect, and return to the historical
past, without any possibility for the reader to determine
whether he was reading a singular or an iterative scene. Vigne-
ron attributed these anomalies to last-minute changes in the
manuscript made necessary by publication. The explanation
may be correct, but it 1s not exhaustive, for similar discrepan-
cies occur at other moments in the Recherche when no such
considerations of expediency can be invoked. Proust probably
at times forgets what type of narrative he is using; hence, for
example, the very revealing sudden appearance of a historical
past within a pseudo-iterative scene (I, 104, 722). He was cer-
tainly also guided by a secret wish to set the narrative forms
free from their hierarchical function, letting them play and
“make music’’ for themselves, as Proust himself said of
FFlaubert's ellipses. Hence the most subtle and admirable pas-
sages of all, of which J. P. Houston has mentioned a few, in
which Proust passes from an iterative to a singular passage or
uses an almost imperceptible modulation—such as an ambig-
uous mmperfect of which 1t 1s impossible to know whether it
functions iteratively or singularly, or the interposition of di-
rectly reported dialogue without declarative verb and, conse-
quently, without determined mode, or a page of commentary
by the narrator, 1n the present tense—to achieve the Oppo-
site effect; such a modulation, lengthily developed and to all
appearances carefully controlled, serves as a transition between
the first eighty pages of La Prisonniére that are in an iterative
mode, and the singulative scenes that follow.

[ have particularly stressed the question of narrative fre-
quency because 1t has often been neglected by critics and by
theoreticians of narrative technique, and because 1t occupies
a particularly prominent place in the work of Marcel Proust.
A paper that deals so sketchily and provisionally with a single
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category of narrative discourse cannot hope to reach a conclu-
sion. Let me therefore end by pointing out that, together with
the daring manipulations of chronology I have mentioned in
the first part of my paper and the large-s1zed distortions of du-
ration described in the second, Proust’s predilection for an it-
erative narrative mode and the complex and subtle manner in
which he exploits the contrasts and relations of this mode with
a singulative discourse combine to free his narrative forever
from the constraints and limitations of traditional narration.
For 1t goes without saying that, in an iterative temporality, the
order of succession and the relationships of duration that make
up classical temporality are from the very beginning subverted
or, more subtly and effectively, perverted. Proust’s novel 1s not
only what 1t claims to be, a novel of time lost and recaptured,
but also, perhaps more implicitly, a novel of controlled, impris-
oned, and bewitched time, a part of what Proust called, with
reference to dreams, “the formidable game 1t plays with Time”
(“le jeu formidable qu’il fait avec le Temps™).

(Translated by Paul De Man)



