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CONOR CRUISE O’BRIEN: AN APPRECIATION


BY OLIVER KAMM





The last time – literally the last time, when he had an advanced stage of cancer – I visited Christopher Hitchens, we talked about the books and writers that had influenced him. He told how, in 1967, he picked up a volume of essays called Writers and Politics by Conor Cruise O’Brien in a public library in Tavistock, Devon. Reading it, he formed the ambition to be able to write like that.


I had a similar experience. I never met O’Brien but he was one of the earliest and most important influences on my political thinking and my wish to be a writer. As an undergraduate at Oxford, I picked up one of his books in the Bodleian Social Science Library. It was a collection of essays and reviews called Herod: Reflections on Political Violence (1978). His arguments throughout the book were a different face of O’Brien’s politics (though he would certainly have claimed they were the same politics in essence) from his volume of the 1960s. In condemning America’s war in Vietnam, he was recognisably a writer of the anti-imperialist Left. In his later volume, encapsulating his experience as a cabinet minister in Ireland’s coalition government in the mid-1970s, he wrote of the destructiveness of absolutism.


It’s a great book. In it, O’Brien not only denounces IRA terrorism, as you would expect from a mainstream politician, but – in a sense quite different from the rationalisations offered by ideological apologists for political violence – seeks to understand it. I mean, really understand it – not extenuate it by equivocation and non sequitur. And his thinking leads him to attack the republican mythology at the heart of the Irish state. Few writers have analysed terrorism so acutely or been as effective in undermining its ideological justifications. Here is how O’Brien recounts his thinking:




In the politics of the Republic, I was not quite where I was expected to be. In the Congo time, sections of the British press had assured their readers (quite wrongly) that I was motivated by anti-British fanaticism. My career in America had shown me as opposed to imperialism. So I was expected at least to fall into line with the view that the troubles in Northern Ireland were caused by British imperialism. When instead I said that, in relation to Northern Ireland, it was the IRA who were the imperialists, since they were trying to annex by force a territory a large majority of whose inhabitants were opposed to them, my remarks appeared either incomprehensible or outrageous to a number of people who had liked what they heard about me much more than they like what they were hearing from me.





As a prophet, O’Brien was fallible. He doubted that the Irish constitution, with its irredentist claims to the whole island of Ireland, could be reformed in order to excise those articles. Yet eventually it was, and politics in Northern Ireland became marginally more normal (or at least less sectarian and violent). What was significant, even brilliant, about O’Brien’s analysis was its lucidity in exposing cant. He realised that it was an untenable position for democratic politics both to condemn terrorism and to rely on a romanticised view of how the state had come into being and won its independence. O’Brien was repelled by the ‘cult of the blood sacrifice’ (expressed most eloquently but chillingly by Yeats in his one-act play Cathleen ni Houlihan) which underlay republican thinking. Being O’Brien, he didn’t hold back in saying so. It took courage – raw physical courage, and not only political heterodoxy – to say such things in Ireland in the 1970s.


O’Brien had many roles in his long and eminent life. He was diplomat, statesman, politician, historian, literary critic, journalist and polymath. But most of all, he was a public intellectual in the best sense of the term. He applied his knowledge and critical intelligence to matters of great public interest, and he expressed his thinking in elegant, spare prose that argued a case with remorseless logic. He was a great man and a great Irishman, and Faber are to be congratulated in reissuing his work.


O’Brien’s written output is best represented by his historical studies. Three of those volumes stand out in my estimation. First, States of Ireland (1972) remains the finest historical account of how the Troubles in Ireland erupted. It was a seminal revisionist treatment of the myths of Irish republicanism. If, as many of his admirers (including me) thought, O’Brien eventually went too far in embracing the cause of unionism and underestimated the capacity of a constitutional nationalism to reform itself, he did so with an unflinching humane intelligence.


O’Brien’s history of the Zionist movement and Israel, The Siege (1986), is also a fine work of scholarship whose analysis stands up well in the light of later events. O’Brien was a friend to and admirer of Israel and often a lonely voice in media circles in explaining the Jewish state’s security dilemmas. His downbeat but realistic conclusion was that Israel could not be other than it is, a Jewish state, which merited the sympathy of liberals in maintaining its democratic and secular character in spite of being in a state of permanent siege. Devoutly as he wished for a peaceful solution to the conflict in Palestine, O’Brien believed that a solution was not available. On his analysis, conflicts don’t have solutions: they have outcomes. I hope he is eventually proved wrong, and that a two-state solution between a sovereign Palestine and a safe Israel comes into being. But O’Brien’s pessimism seems historically well-grounded.


Probably O’Brien’s greatest achievement of historical scholarship is his biography of Edmund Burke, The Great Melody (1992). Burke is much cited by modern conservatives, and not necessarily accurately. The ‘little platoons’ that they celebrate aren’t what Burke meant by the phrase; he was instead appealing to a notion of a fixed social order, in which each man knew his place. It is far removed from the modern ideals of social (and sexual) equality. Yet O’Brien retrieved the idea of Burke as a Whig of unrivalled historical farsightedness. On O’Brien’s telling, Burke foresaw the bloody degeneration of the French Revolution even while celebrating the potential of the American Revolution. Among the gems in the paperback edition of the book is his respectful and affectionate exchange with Isaiah Berlin. O’Brien, as a confirmed Rousseau-basher, will have no quarter with any romantic idealisation of ‘the general will.’


O’Brien’s was a tough-minded version of liberalism, which stressed the dangers of untrammelled reason. In that respect, he was a worthy inheritor of the tradition of Burke. In his late collection On the Eve of the Millennium (1995), he noted that the worst crimes of the twentieth century had been committed by forces that considered themselves thoroughly emancipated from superstition – Nazism and Communism. O’Brien was a man of the Enlightenment, who believed its greatest enemy was absolutism.


His contrarian streak sometimes led him to mistaken and even perverse positions: against European integration; against intervention to stop the aggressive designs of Slobodan Milosevic; opposition in principle, and not merely pragmatic objections, to the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland; and most notably a deep hostility to the American ‘civic religion’ that celebrates Thomas Jefferson. His book The Long Affair: Thomas Jefferson and the French Revolution (1996) depicts America’s third president as (and I don’t exaggerate) an ideological precursor of Pol Pot.


It’s an extraordinary argument and not, I think, O’Brien’s finest. His historical revisionism, so valuable a tool, tended to overreach itself. The strict taxonomy that O’Brien set out – the American Revolution extended liberty, the French and Russian revolutions negated it – was, in reality, fuzzier than he allowed. But, again, O’Brien arrived at his conclusions with an intellectual honesty that caused him not to shirk unfashionable sentiments. The reforms enacted by the Constituent Assembly in France from 1789 to 1791 were quite limited, but went in the direction of secularism and the removal of the hereditary principle. Those who believe, crudely, that the American Revolution was good and the French Revolution bad do have the problem of explaining why Jefferson, as ambassador to Paris, saw these causes as consistent. O’Brien provides his own answer, which may be mistaken (I think it is), but it is an answer: Jefferson’s politics were more French than American.


The French revolution of 1789 was admired throughout Europe, including Britain and particularly in Germany, for good reason. It was, like the American Revolution, a historic moment for the cause of reform, secularism and (I use the term without irony) progress. The turning point was war with Austria and Prussia in 1792. This precipitated a second revolution and all that followed: regicide, terror, and the reassertion of autocracy and nationalism. There was no reason that European governments should have sought to undermine the movement of 1789, and in doing so they became steadily more authoritarian at home. The Enlightenment tradition is perhaps more consistent than O’Brien allowed for. But he was brilliant at seeing its darker side. There were idiosyncrasies in his outlook but his was fundamentally an advocacy of a humane and liberal politics. He richly deserves a new generation of readers.


 


September 2014    


 


Oliver Kammis a leader writer and columnist for The Times.



















Introduction to the New Edition





THE linked essays which make up this book were written over a period of five years, from 1946 to 1951. The writer of the essays was in his early thirties; the writer of this introduction is in his mid-forties; much else has changed.


Some things in the book surprised me when I re-read it. Did I really compare, however guardedly, Evelyn Waugh with Proust? And what are these apocalyptic passages doing here and there, these flashes of certainty about the future, these moments of elegant pessimism? That writer, who used in any case another name, is no longer there to defend these things; his middle-aged successor should neither defend nor attack. Perhaps the sole advantage that one’s middle years have over one’s youth is that of being able to lecture without reply. It is not an advantage that should be abused. If the younger selves of certain writers had the time-privilege of being able to write prefaces to “the maturer work”, they might be harsh from disappointment. In the reverse direction, the temptation is towards harshness from complacency. The reader, being detached, is a better judge in both cases.


Of the writers considered in these essays four – O’Faoláin, Waugh, Greene and Mauriac – are still writing. Mr. O’Faoláin, has not, I think, extricated himself creatively from the situation which I have attempted to describe in the essay on him which follows; I have, in any case, found nothing new to say about him. As for Mr. Waugh his principal work in recent years has been the trilogy Men at Arms, which I gave up reading about half-way, feeling hooperish and as if eavesdropping. There is no reason why Mr. Waugh should not talk, in print, to himself and a few friends, but it would be pointless for a critic to comment on the monologue.


François Mauriac’s great powers have found expression, in these recent years, not in his novels and plays but in what I have in this book called “journalism”, and what I should perhaps have called “the sermon”. In some of his political writings – or politico-religious writings – on the back page of L’Express during the Algerian war there is a real vein of sacred eloquence such as has not appeared since Bossuet. And also, in some of the same writings, we find traces of the venom of Laclos, the unction of Tartuffe. By becoming a “journalist” the great Mauriac did not become at all less complex, less ambiguous, or less interesting than he was when “personal relations” interested him more than politics – which are, in any case, still personal relations. I worked on an essay dealing with Mauriac as a political writer, but it was a large task and I was distracted from it by other things.


I am glad to have the chance to include, in the appendix, reviews of Mr. Greene’s two most recent novels, The Quiet American and A Burnt-Out Case. The first seems to me an excellent example of the reach of Mr. Greene’s immense talent, when he is not cheating, or not cheating more than most writers. The second is one of those metaphysical conjuring tricks which only he either could, or would wish to, perform.


The appendix also contains an article on Claudel, written shortly after his death.


CONOR CRUISE O’BRIEN


Legon, Accra, Ghana


September, 1962



















PREFACE





THIS is not a book about Catholicism; it is a book about eight writers who are Catholics. It is not about the lives, or the abstract ideas, or the techniques of these writers, but about the imaginative worlds which their works reveal.


Many great writers have tried to answer the question whether imaginative literature can be Catholic. Cardinal Newman, Léon Bloy, and André Gide leaned to the belief that it could not; M. Jacques Maritain, interpreting St. Thomas, believes that it can. Certainly the imagination of a Catholic will be profoundly affected by his religion, but the manner in which it will be affected is not easy to predict. I have not here tried to predict it, but have followed, as well as I could, the actual patterns of several exceptionally vivid imaginations which are permeated by Catholicism. In my final essay I have set down what these individual patterns seem to have in common. I do not claim that this wider pattern represents a general correlative of Catholicism, or even that anything is proved, in the scientific sense, at all. The writers in question were certainly not picked as a “representative cross-section of Catholic literature” but are simply among the modern Catholic writers who interested me most; the methods I have used in studying their work have no pretension to the uniformity of a questionnaire.


The only requirement of the scientific spirit to which I have tried to conform is that of respect for the facts. Each essay follows the pattern of what seemed to be important in the imagination of the writer studied, and not subordinate patterns which might have been more convenient for a critical thesis. It is quite possible that the living writers discussed will not, if they read the essays on themselves, agree. This need not unduly perturb the critic. G. K. Chesterton, in his introduction to The Old Curiosity Shop, gave a valuable definition which has been too little heeded by subsequent Catholic critics. “The function of criticism,” he wrote, “if it has a legitimate function at all, can only be one function – that of dealing with the subconscious part of the author’s mind which only the critic can express and not with the conscious part of the author’s mind which the author himself can express. Either criticism is no good at all (a very defensible position) or else criticism means saying about an author the very things that would have made him jump out of his boots.”


C. C. O’B.      


Howth, Ireland


January 1952
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FRANÇOIS MAURIAC





M. François Mauriac (b. 1885) is the author of nineteen novels: L’Enfant chargé de chaînes (1913), La Robe prétexte (1914), La Chair et le sang (1920), Préséances (1921), Le Baiser au lépreux (1922), Le Fleuve de feu (1923), Génitrix (1924), Le Désert de l’amour (1925), Le Mal (1927), Thérèse Desqueyroux (1927), Destins (1928), Ce qui était perdu (1930), Le Næud de vipères (1932), Le Mystère Frontenac (1933), La Fin de la nuit (1935), Les Anges noirs (1936), Les Chemins de la mer (1939), La Pharisienne (1941), and Le Sagouin (1951); four plays: Asmodée (1937), Les Mal Aimés (1945), Passage du malin (1948), and Le Feu sur la terre (1950); and several short stories, an important life of Racine (1928), a life of Jesus (1936), and a large number of essays and newspaper articles, many of which have been collected in volume form. There are also four volumes of verse. 
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FRANÇOIS MAURIAC: THE SECRET DOOR





1. THE SUN AND THE RAIN




Noble et brillant auteur d’une triste famille,


Toi dont ma mère osait se vanter d’être fille,


Qui peut-être rougis du trouble où tu me vois,


Soleil, je te viens voir pour la dernière fois.


RACINE, Phèdre.





THE sunlight pours in “like liquid metal” through the venetian blinds of the room in which a repulsive-looking adolescent, Jean Péloueyre, awakes to consciousness of his condition, and the bad taste in his mouth. The cicadas “light-up” from pine to pine and the sandy coastal plain turns to a furnace under the sun. In some places the forest is actually ablaze and the smell of burning resin reaches a middle-aged woman, Elisabeth Gornac, waiting with a troubled heart for two lovers to return. The sunlight is dirty from the great fire of Mano, as the young Thérèse Desqueyroux watches the drops of poison fall in her husband’s glass. Now the air is heavy and electric but, in the near-by city, the two Courrèges, father and son, both intent on Maria Cross, know that, until the last bull has bled to death in the arena, the storm will not break. Over this haunted landscape, through which flows the fiery river of lust, a ferocious but still drowsy beast crouches in the livid sky.


This world in which torrid nature furnishes a lyrical and dramatic commentary (or prompting) to human passion has been a vital expression of Mauriac’s imagination; it has also been a source of religious anxiety. In his first mature work, Le Baiser au lépreux (1922) – the story of the marriage of Jean Péloueyre – he showed his strange power of transmuting the district round his native Bordeaux, the land of vines and pines, into an enchanted country, an expression and an accomplice of sin. In that novel and in the six that followed (ending with Destins, 1928) he used that power insistently, and sometimes to excess. The opening paragraph above – which is built up for the most part of quotations from the novels of this period – gives a general idea of the result, and points to some of the more striking sympathetic movements that occur. It must be emphasized that nature in these episodes is not being used only for effect or with a superficial symbolism. The instinctive meteorology of the Courrèges family (in Le Désert de l’amour) would alone make us suspect that something more than a mere extension of metaphor, more even than Baudelaire’s “forest of symbols,” is involved. But a passage in Destins clears up any possible doubts: “She [Elisabeth Gornac] believed implicitly in those stage directions carefully drawn up by the Supreme Being for the lives of each and all of us … the soil had to be softened by the storm.” From this – for Elisabeth obviously expressed a belief of her creator’s – we see that the relation between natural events and human lives is conceived as being of a supernatural, quasi-magical order. In Elisabeth’s case the “stage directions” are understood to come from God. In other cases their provenance is not so clear. Who is, it, for instance, that directs the storm not to break until the bull is dead? Or who is the unseen prompter that gives Thérèse her cue in the great fire of Mano? What is the celestial beast whom we glimpse for a moment in Le Désert de l’amour?


The diabolical origin of certain of these manifestations cannot be questioned. There is, however, “white magic” as well as black in Mauriac’s sultry fairyland. The rain that falls after the storm becomes the sinner’s tears of penitence and the cool wind from the ocean is a messenger of God’s mercy. And the ocean, always present at the edge of the burning sand, is eternity itself. Yet despite the presence of these elements and the fact that all the novels of this period (except Destins) have edifying endings, the total impression left on the reader is of a dominant alliance of carnal passion and southern sun – that “everlasting afternoon” for which poor Elisabeth Gornac envied the doomed lovers. The rain falls seldom and the sea wind easily dies down; the fringe of the eternal ocean can serve to represent not only death but that “annihilation of caresses”1 which Mauriac compares to death. Grace is remote, and its expressions little more than symbols, but sin is intoxicatingly omnipresent, even in the smell of flowers or of fire. The pagan D. H. Lawrence, who made a cult of sex and sun, never evoked them with anything like the dangerous power of the Christian Mauriac.


Mauriac himself, of course, fully realized that he possessed this power, and in a famous passage he thus defined his use of it: “Thanks to a certain gift of atmosphere I try to make perceptible, tangible, odorous, the Catholic universe of evil.” The definition is excellent but it does not cover (perhaps is not meant to cover) the works we are now considering, Mauriac’s novels of the ’twenties, where evil is not merely tangible and odorous but often seductive as well. Certainly this last aspect did not escape contemporary Catholic critics. The indefatigable Abbé Louis Bethléem, whose Revue des Lectures was presumed to guide the reading of the bien-pensant families of France, summed him up, in 1928, as “A rural author, subject to the intoxications of the fields and initiated into the frivolities of Parisian life” and dealt summarily with most of his novels to date:




Le Fleuve de feu: disturbing, unhealthy.


Génitrix: bizarre, morbid.


Le Désert de l’amour: very pernicious.


Thérèse Desqueyroux: morally base.


Destins: very unhealthy.2





Nor was the good Abbé alone in this attitude: he was able to call a more scholarly authority, the Révérend Père Eugène Charles, to witness that Mauriac’s novels were “steeped in an atmosphere of refined sensuality which penetrates to the marrow of your bones.” Many leading Catholic critics, both lay and clerical, concurred in this judgment, and the pious journals of the provinces were, naturally, more vehement.3 The young, of course, admired and read Mauriac, but that fact did little to disarm the suspicion of their elders. And the young themselves had a suspicion of what they were up to, as one of them later confessed: “What emotion!” wrote M. René Bady in the Revue des Jeunes, describing readings of Mauriac by himself and his friends; “invariably our readings finished in looks shot heavenwards, in stammerings of love, in prayer … but all was not always pure in our emotions.” Finally the very idol of the infidels, M. André Gide, drove the point home with a graceful flourish. “The object of your novels,” he wrote to Mauriac, “is not so much to bring sinners to Christianity as to remind Christians that there is something on earth besides Heaven. … Doubtless if I were more of a Christian I should be less your disciple.”


Such criticisms as these and his own eventual recognition of their partial truth brought about, towards the end of 1928, a crisis in Mauriac’s development – a crisis often referred to as his “conversion,” although he had never lost the faith. This “conversion” involved an effort to make his work more positively Catholic, by avoiding the giving of scandal, and by attempting to “purify the source”. Most important of all (as regards our present subject, the “climate” of the novels), it meant taking seriously the following dictum of M. Jacques Maritain: “The essential point is to know at what altitude he [the novelist] is when he makes this portrayal [of evil] and whether his art and his soul are pure enough … to make it without conniving at it.”4


The acceptance of the Maritain doctrine, imposing the role of aerial photographer upon the novelist was eventually to dissolve the hot and sensuous world that Mauriac had created. No novel he has written since 1928 contains that combination of qualities previously regarded as characteristic of Mauriac. The direct conspiracy of nature and human love is not found again in his work. But it would be a mistake to assume that he immediately gained “altitude” and has easily maintained it. His flight from the desert, with the aid of M. Maritain’s instruments, has been erratic.


The sun did not immediately fade from Mauriac’s creation and at first it seemed as if a new cycle was beginning in which the old atmosphere and background would develop in harmony with altered passions. Le Næud de vipères (1932) – the first novel entirely written after the “conversion” – centres round the possession of property. The climate is still the same, stifling and stormy, and the landscape is also the same – old Louis, the hero and narrator, is a rich landowner from near Bordeaux – but it appears in a somewhat different light, because it is conceived primarily as property. The forest of symbols has become “my two thousand hectares of timber.”5 That is not to say that there is no longer any connection between human passion and the visible world, or that the landscape has been turned into an abstraction. On the contrary: old Louis’s avarice lends his vineyards and métairies and tracts of pine a vivid reality in his narration, and both his avarice and his possessions are forms through which he can express, in hatred against his covetous and expectant family, his frustrated loves of years ago. In fact the love-and-nature collaboration continues, but in a more complex, subtle, and perhaps more beautiful, form. Love appears through a haze of remembrance and nature through a haze of money; the poles are wider apart but the current still spans them. Le Næud de vipères is in itself a very remarkable novel – not far below the previous peaks of Mauriac’s achievement, Génitrix and Le Désert de l’amour – and it seemed to promise even better things: a fruitful phase in which the novelist, now older, would be concerned not so much with youthful storms as with the more complicated relations of adults and with the economic and social correlatives of passion. In fact no such development took place. Le Næud de vipères had no worthy successor, and Mauriac’s later novels were not much more than vague and inconclusive ruminations of previous themes. I believe that the cause of this break, the second and (so far as I know) unremarked crisis in Mauriac’s development, should be sought not so much in his religious attitude – for Le Næud de vipères has been universally hailed as his most Catholic novel and the phase it promised could have been compatible with the strictest Catholicism – as in his attitude to the family and society. In order to understand the disastrous changes that came over Mauriac’s world after Le Næud de vipères it is necessary in my view to go back and examine, from the period of his earliest novels, the principal manifestations of his deeply rooted sense of class and family – the two are not easily separable.


Mauriac, the son of a landowning bourgeois of Bordeaux, was sharply conscious from the date of his earliest works of the class to which he belonged, and when he had occasion to present the manners and behaviour of that class, he did so without romantic distortion. Even at the height of his “magical” period, under the livid sky of Le Désert de l’amour, the prosaic table of a bourgeois family fills the foreground and the moaning of the storm-wind in the pines does not drown the deft phrases in which Lieutenant Basque decently veils his obsession with promotion, or the lamentations of Mme Courrèges that in her own parish the dead child of an immoral woman should be given an enterrement de première classe. It is this realism in romanticism (as if in the middle of a landscape by Van Gogh a window should open on a Dutch interior) that gives Mauriac’s best novels of this period their peculiar and unforgettable quality. Earlier still, in his first immature novels, his refusal to idealize the bourgeoisie had gone as far as satire. He had described Bordeaux as “the town with the most conceited and snobbish bourgeoisie in France,” and his fourth novel, Préséances, developed that description. Préséances dealt with the wine merchants, the “Claretocracy” (aristocratie du bouchon) who lead Bordeaux society. It gently ridiculed this Anglophile clique with its English Christian names (Harry Maucoudinat, Percy Larousselle, Willy Durand) and showed to what outrageous lengths scions of equally rich but less exalted bourgeois houses (such as that to which Mauriac himself seems to have belonged) were prepared to go in order to break the charmed circle and be elected to the “London and Westminster” Club.


But the satirical vein in Préséances rapidly peters out and rarely crops up again in any of the later novels. Mauriac was too intelligent to accept the bourgeoisie of Bordeaux at their own valuation but he recognized that he still belonged to them and was rooted in the same sandy soil. He shared their love of the land, their dislike of the get-rich-quick bourgeoisie of Paris, and their mixed feelings (of dependence and fear) towards their servants. As for the workers, only one representative of that class appears in the pages of Mauriac, and his appearance serves only to reveal the “desert that separates” the consciously bourgeois writer from the proletariat. This worker, Georges Elie, appears in Mauriac’s obviously autobiographical first novel, L’Enfant chargé de chaînes, and makes the hero’s acquaintance as a member of a sort of Christian Democrat party, L’Union amour et foi: the hero at first encourages his friendship but soon tires of his banal remarks and of the whole idea of the Union; after returning to his flat from a meeting of this body he gets into “pyjamas of a sombre hue” and takes out a volume of Laforgue, “to deplebeianize himself” (“pour se désencanailler”). The mature Mauriac would not have presented us with that delightful scene, but he would not, I think, disown it either.


The difficulties of Mauriac’s position – as a moralist who accepted his class while clearly seeing its vices – were resolved in the splendid years from Le Baiser au lépreux to Destins by the nature of the subjects that obsessed him. The sin of lust, unlike the sin of avarice, stands in only a contingent relation to the problems of society. As long as the main interest was concentrated on sexual passion, Mauriac could afford to be uncompromising, even harsh, in his portrayal of his class. The portrait was unflattering but it was in miniature and, in the strong light which beat on more exciting things, it did not attract very much attention. That Mauriac would have been unhappy if it had done so is made fairly clear by a preface which he found it necessary to write when the second edition of Préséances appeared in 1928: “I do not think I would write this so maliciously today….” he wrote in part. “Since the Tuileries went up in flames the occupation of the nobility is gone: but the chais of Bordeaux are eternal and the royal wine of our city may ennoble those who serve it.” The greater concern of the mature and established writer for the susceptibilities of the rich was not as yet a menace to his art, but it was soon to become so. The “unregenerate” years ended in 1928 with the publication of Destins, and Destins ends with Elisabeth Gornac, ageing and balked in love, transmuting her passion into avarice, the sombre and jealous love of pines and vines.


This same transmuted passion – apparently the only possible form in which Mauriac’s love-and-nature collusion could continue – is, as we have seen, dominant in Le Næud de vipères, which may be said to take up where Destins leaves off. Now Le Næud de vipères is by no means a slashing attack on the bourgeoisie but it has very near its centre of interest the same harsh social realism that filled out the details in the previous novels. A series of novels like this, turning round the passion of avarice, would have presented a highly repulsive full-length portrait of what had hitherto been shown in discreet miniature – Mauriac’s class, his acquaintances, and, most important, his family.


It was at this point that Mauriac lost his nerve and wrote Le Mystère Frontenac (1933), a sort of nostalgic ode to the bourgeois family. He has himself given us an account of this second “conversion.” “Last year,” he wrote in 1933, “ill and surrounded with affection and kindness, I was afraid of ending on the note of Le Næud de vipères. I thought of the mystery of love which joins together mother, sons, and brothers.” This is the mystery of Le Mystère Frontenac, a work which (however much we may respect its motive) marks a terrible setback in Mauriac’s development as a novelist. There is, fittingly, a change in climate to match the change in purpose: a soft rain is falling most of the time, and “the sleepy whispering of the pines is heard at an infinite distances.’ The author’s tenderness, which excludes all conflict and almost all action, attaches itself not only to the family but unequivocally to the social order that has been so kind to the particular family. In a key passage, one of the characters declares that landed property is essential for the preservation of human personality and grimly prophesies a day when “those below will have triumphed over the human person. No age-old park will any longer stretch its branches over the heads of a single family.” It was with reason that a friendly and sensitive critic, M. Jacques Madaule, said of this work, in untranslatable phrases: “… ce n’est pas une apologie de la bourgeoisie, c’est une bourgeoisie poétique … le bourgeois Mauriac au tombeau de la bourgeoisie accroche cette couronne d’immortelles.”


The worst thing about this rather premature wreath was that it represented an apology for Le Næud de vipères, and an implicit promise that such a thing would not occur again – nor has it. The drizzle that set in with Le Mystère Frontenac continues to fall in the subsequent novels, accompanied latterly (Les Chemins de la mer, La Pharisienne, Le Sagouin) by a thick fog, representing doubt. In this soft air the tensions that held together such works as Génitrix and Le Næud de vipères are relaxed and the whole structure sags into shapelessness. Here and there, especially in La Pharisienne, an individual scene or character is realized with the old brilliance, but each novel as a whole remains incoherent or has only such meaning as the attachment of an arbitrary “moral ending” can give.


Mauriac is unable to move either forward or back. Sometimes he has taken up again a theme of the ’twenties, as in La Fin de la nuit, where he exhumes Thérèse Desqueyroux and tries to make an honest woman of her. Here he fails either to revive the old Thérèse or to convince himself of her conversion. Once – in the scene at the beginning of Les Chemins de la mer, where a wily bourgeois mother exploits the stupefied grief of a widow in order to get an I.O.U. back from her – he seems to be continuing the road from Le Næud de vipères, but it turns out to be a blind alley. Often, as in Les Anges noirs (an unconvincing tale of diabolic possession), he seems to be attempting the hopeless task of building a novel on an abstraction, the part of faith that is intellectual, not that which is emotional.


The truth seems to be that, by the time he came to write Le Mystère Frontenac, he had accepted an intellectual, and therefore false, solution to an emotional dilemma. “It is in proportion,” he wrote in his diary, “as will enters into my work (through scruple, fear of scandal, et cetera) that I feel myself threatened.” He knew in his heart that the heart cannot be “purified.” The sun that at last he allowed to be masked with mental fog; the sun that heated all that was living in his work; the “implacable sun” of Génitrix, was a continual emotional explosion, a blaze of unresolved contradictions.


We have spoken of an “emotional dilemma” and of “unresolved contradictions.” It is time that we attempt to justify this language, by examining the realities that lie behind the “final official version” of Le Mystère Frontenac.


2. WOMEN AND BOYS




Sur les soins de sa mère on peut s’en assurer,


Et mon fils avec moi n’apprendra qu’à pleurer.


RACINE, Andromaque.





BEFORE Mauriac was two years old, his father died, and he was left to the care of his mother, to whom he was deeply attached. He has told us, indeed, in the one fragment of avowed autobiography that he has published – Commencements d’une vie (1932) – that his extreme affection for her was the main cause of the unhappiness of his childhood. It was impossible for him “to live away from what I loved, separated even for a day from my mother. Everything which pertained to her took on in my eyes a sacred character and shared in her perfection – even servants, even inanimate objects. When someone said to me that a dress belonging to an aunt of mine was dowdy-looking, I was astonished that a sister of my mother’s could own such a dress.” He goes on to tell of his sufferings whenever his mother went away on a visit and he had to stay in school as a boarder. He does not, however, give us – indeed he seems careful not to give us – any direct information here about her who was the object of such a cult and the cause of so much suffering. We know that she was pious and wealthy, that she had five children, and that at least one of them felt towards her as an only child is ordinarily supposed to feel. For the rest, if we wish to form an idea of the woman who did so much to shape the future writer, and of the true pattern of Mauriac’s childhood, we must go to the novels themselves. At the same time, if we read the novels, or as many of them as possible, with the clue of Commencements d’une vie in mind, we are able to understand much that otherwise remains dark. In other words, both the novels and the autobiographical fragment reflect, from different angles, the reality of the writer’s life. Mauriac himself has said, “Only fiction does not lie: it opens on the life of a man a secret door through which slips in, altogether unchecked, his unknown soul.” Even if that is not altogether true – and I feel that Mauriac in his later novels has kept a fairly strict check on that secret door – we may accept it as relatively so, and as guaranteeing that an attempt to interpret his works by reference to his early life, and vice versa will not be altogether unrewarded.


The most “authentic” portrait of Mauriac’s mother – that is to say the most admitted and the furthest from being an unconscious reflection – is to be found in the appeasing and gently reminiscent pages of Le Mystère Frontenac. Blanche Frontenac is a young widow with five children, to whom she sacrifices her life, being weary with “the weariness of a mother whose children are eating her alive.” Her piety, “somewhat minute and arid” though it was, contained a passionate temperament: “if it had not been for God she did not think she could ever have found the strength to live like this; for she was an ardent young woman.” To her children she is strict but loving and to the outer world she is ferocious in their interest, with the ferocity of a rich and warm-hearted woman. This picture which we know to be authentic (for Mauriac scarcely attempts to conceal the autobiographical nature of Le Mystère Frontenac) corresponds so very closely to other widowed mothers in earlier novels that we are able to add to it. Mme Thérèse Dézaymeries of Le Mal, who considered her widowhood as a state of religion and whose stern piety did so much to cure her son of his infatuation with a dissolute Dublin girl, is the same character as Blanche. It is of her that Mauriac tells us, in a characteristic phrase, that when she kissed her children on returning from early Mass, “her kiss had a taste of church, a smell of fog.” We find the same characteristics, in a different context, in Mme de Blénauges, the mother of the villainous Hervé in Ce qui était perdu. This poor lady, in her confession, attempts to take her son’s numerous and horrible sins upon herself: “You invited me to renounce the world as if it were renunciation to put the whole burden of one’s earthly hopes and desires on to a child! … In a literal sense I burdened my son with all my own concupiscence.”


In these three incarnations (Mmes Frontenac, Dézaymeries, de Blénauges) the pious and passionate widow is seen clearly – as an intelligent neighbour might perhaps have seen her – and at the same time accepted. Her son seems to say: “I see now what you were, and why you acted as you did, and I continue to love and obey you.” So in Le Mystère Frontenac the boy Yves (Mauriac himself), who is first seen, aged ten, clinging to his mother “as if some instinct were urging him to return into the body from which he had been born,” still feels at the end equally bound to her after his death, and through her to all his kin, and class. A deep grave, he feels, should be dug at the foot of the pines of Bourideys, where the bodies of all the Frontenacs could be buried in one heap and so remain “embraced forever in their own land which they love so much, while high over the heads of the pines there would pass, closely united for eternity, the souls of the mother and her five children.”


The vision of eternal dependence, continuing childhood, is something that recurs in Mauriac’s work, but it is not always accepted so calmly. Indeed it is one of Mauriac’s vital contradictions that this same vision, Yves’ dream of bliss in Le Mystère Frontenac, is elsewhere a nightmare. Mauriac’s most horrible situations – and he excels in horror – are invariably those in which a parent, almost always a mother, continues to dominate, and begins to absorb, the mind and emotions of a child who, in years, has become an adult. Such a child was Fernand Cazenave, the fifty-year-old “hero” of Génitrix (1924), the novel in which the nightmare made its first appearance. We see Fernand living in an isolated sinister house in the middle of the lande, with his young wife and his mother, Félicité Cazenave, a massive and terrifying figure. Fernand, a spoiled and pompous elderly boy, is wounded by his wife’s failure to give him the same adoration that he was used to getting from his mother, and he joins his mother in a persecution which culminates in the wife’s death in childbed, from fever, neglect, and terror. Fernand then, in revulsion, turns against his mother, who slowly perishes from lack of the love she had so fiercely monopolized. After her death, however, Fernand, alone in the haunted house, falls again entirely under her influence and makes her the object of a cult. No bald précis can convey anything of the extraordinarily oppressive quality of this story, in which the intense concentration of the tragedy seems to generate the thunderous heat that fills the air, and the characters, as motionless as if they were besieged, need to be reminded that they are awake and that “it is all true” by a glass rattling on a table as a train goes by.


The great emotional charge of this fearful story would in itself reveal the importance of this dream situation in Mauriac’s mind, even if we had no other evidence. But in fact it is not the only, not even the most terrible, version of the dream. For sheer horror Génitrix is eclipsed by a fifty-page story of family life, Le Rang, which deserves examination, both because of its intrinsic merit and because of the light it casts into the dark places of Mauriac’s mind.


A prosperous elderly bourgeois, Hector Bellade, calls on an old and down-and-out cousin, Auguste Duprouy, to condole with him on the death of his sister Emma. Old Auguste, in his shabby but painfully respectable room, talks volubly of his dead relatives, his mother and his sisters Emma and Eudoxia, with whom he spent his life. His mother had been a remarkable woman, pious, strong-willed, and, despite poverty, passionately tenacious of her “position in life” (rang). Auguste describes the sacrifice of his own scholastic ambitions to his mother’s idea of class, and then the sacrifice of his sister. Eudoxia, occupied with her mother in pious works, had a crisis of melancholia about her thirtieth year. The parish priest had “found a husband for her,” but the proposed husband was a mere clerk in a grain merchant’s, and the mother, after bitter quarrels, quashed the proposal. Auguste remembered her shouting at Eudoxia: “If you have such instincts you should hide them. No decent girl would admit their existence, even to herself. There’s some excuse for common people. But you, a Duprouy!” And she adds: “How frightful original sin must have been to condemn people of the best society to those ignoble acts.” Defeated over the proposal, Eudoxia becomes resigned and finally develops cancer. Auguste remembers her last, dying, “hugging the charwoman’s baby to her mutilated breast.” At this point in his story Auguste breaks down, and confesses that he is starving. Hector takes him to a restaurant and there, slightly excited by food and drink, Auguste begins to talk about himself, reveals that he too had been engaged. His story had been in essentials the same as Eudoxia’s; his mother and Emma used to spy on the courting couple through a crack in the floor; finally the mother broke off the engagement by means of an anonymous letter. And now Auguste, furtively looking round the café, asks suddenly: “Is it as nice as they say?”


And his cousin, running his hand over his bald head, replies: “I don’t remember.”


A few days later Auguste is found dead of hunger in his room. Hector’s wife, who had been opposed to giving any help to Auguste, is now conscience-stricken and insists on paying for the transport of his body to the family vault at Langoiran, so that the Duprouys will be again united:


“How happy poor Auguste would have been, if he could have foreseen that he would join his mother, and Eudoxia, and Emma, for eternity!”


The ironic resemblance to the end of Le Mystère Frontenac needs no stressing; idyll and horror are very close together, and the real situation which both reflect becomes fairly clear. The mother, for Mauriac, is an emotional storm-centre and an insoluble dilemma. It is she who awakens love and it is also she who restrains and punishes it, with a fury that comes from her own restraint and punishment of herself. The “genetrix” of the Aeneid, to whom Félicité Cazenave is compared, was Venus herself, but Félicité is a jealous goddess and will have no rivals. She destroys Fernand’s wife, just as Mme Duprouy gets rid of Eudoxia’s fiancé, and Mme Dézaymeries “cures” Fabien of his love for Fanny Barrett. And even in the case of the Frontenacs, Blanche’s love for her son continues after her death to make any other love impossible for him. He had been accustomed to enter into his mother’s love as into the great family park of Bourideys, running down to the ocean, and “henceforth he has to enter into every love with a fatal curiosity to find its limits.” In other words she holds him, as Fernand and Auguste are held, in emotional captivity.


He has in the past made efforts to escape. Thérèse Desqueyroux, who burst through “the living bars of a family” by attempting to poison her husband, clearly commanded her creator’s not altogether unconscious sympathy. The portraits of Félicité Cazenave and of Mme Duprouy are in themselves acts of rebellion, just as the innumerable scenes of cruelty and emotional laceration – for example the jilting scene in Les Chemins de la mer, and the story Coups de couteau, in which a husband keeps his middle-aged wife awake all night while he tells her of his sufferings on account of a young girl – seem to be acts of vengeance, for the sufferers are usually women.6 And there is in most of his work, particularly of the period before the “conversion” of 1929, an undertone of hostility to the family, which betrays his desire to get out of his prison.


But all this is not really very much more than a shaking of the bars. Even Thérèse Desqueyroux is brought back into the family circle to die (in La Fin de la nuit, 1935) and none of Mauriac’s other heroes or heroines ever made such a break as Thérèse. The characteristic pattern of a Mauriac novel is one of “temptation and renunciation,” and the “renunciation” almost always involves a log-like acceptance of some family obligation. So Elisabeth Gornac (of Destins) continues to manage the family property; Noëmi Péloueyre (of Le Baiser au lépreux) devotes herself to the memory of a husband whom she did not love, and the heroes of L’Enfant chargé de chaînes (1913) and Les Anges noirs (1936) enter into virtuous marriages which consist of sharing stuffy, over-furnished bedrooms with women whom they don’t much like. And even the sensual temptations through which such characters pass carry within them, powerful though they are,7 a germ of disgust which guarantees their transience. Daniel Trasis, the libertine of Le Fleuve de feu (1923), is typical. Daniel strongly desires Gisèle de Plailly but just as strong as his desire to corrupt her is his “thirst for limpidity,” which makes him desire her to be virtuous. His discovery that Gisèle has already had a child makes him burst out crying. He ends by renouncing her.


The tears of Daniel Trasis are revealing enough in regard to the sort of horror that accompanies sexuality in the Mauriac pattern, but a scene in a much later novel, La Pharisienne (1941), is almost explicit on the point. The great set piece of this novel is an improbable and unforgettable scene in which a boy, Jean de Mirbel, who has cycled miles through the night to see his mother, arrives outside her hotel at the moment when she appears at a bedroom window with her lover.8 The boy watches them for a while, and hears their conversation, and the course of his whole life is deflected by what he sees and hears. The Comtesse de Mirbel is one of two maternal figures in this novel. The other is Brigitte Pian, the “woman of the Pharisees” herself. Brigitte is as anti-erotic as the Comtesse is erotic and by preventing Jean from seeing a young girl who loves him she completes the ruin brought about by the Comtesse. Brigitte also ruins other lives, those of a teacher, M. Puybaraud, and his wife Octavia, and her own husband’s, by her malevolent prudery which she identifies with virtue and religion. Her attack on Octavia during the period of the engagement is a refined and canting version of Mme Duprouy’s denunciation of her daughter Eudoxia: “You must not think that I am hostile in principle to these promptings of nature … it may be that the intentions of the Almighty on your behalf have made necessary this deviation of Monsieur Puybaraud from a higher vocation. I realize that he may have to be humbled if you are to be saved.” She then causes M. Puybaraud to lose his job.


The most interesting point in all this is the attitude of the narrator Louis, Brigitte’s stepson, with whom Mauriac clearly identifies himself. Louis, who in retrospect sees so lucidly the evil results of Brigitte’s actions, was in fact himself a collaborator in these actions. He was a sneaking schoolboy who betrayed both his teacher, M. Puybaraud, and his sister, Michèle, to Brigitte – the former out of curiosity and the second out of possessive, almost incestuous, affection.9 He confesses that “The Brigitte Pian type appealed to me. I found it beautiful …” and, even in retrospect, he shares her contempt for the Puybarauds and her view that their marriage was a falling-off from a higher state. He does not turn against Brigitte until, in her latter years, she herself loses her vigour, becomes remorseful, then soft, then engaged, finally a spiritualist. In this long decline the narrator follows her with a contempt worthy of her own great days.


And yet he is not really Brigitte’s son, and his real mother was, as he discovers, much less like Brigitte than like the erring Comtesse de Mirbel.


Keeping in mind Mauriac’s previous work, we can see clearly in La Pharisienne a sort of prismatic diffraction of a beam that had before been intensely concentrated. The mother-who-sinned-long-ago, the mother-who punished-sin, the mother-found-in-sin, the mother-suffering (Octavia), all different characters, are all at the same time not so much aspects of the one jealous and passionate mother (Blanche Frontenac or Félicité Cazenave) as a set of abstractions from the conflicting emotions set up by such a mother in a sensitive son. This was not, of course, the first time that Mauriac had made such abstractions – in a sense his work consists of little else. But hitherto in any one novel he had focused attention on only one “mother.” In La Pharisienne we are confronted at every turn by a “mother.” It is as if Mauriac were desperately trying to enlarge the place of his captivity by burning different effigies of his jailer in remote and improbable corners. Perhaps at the same time, irritated by those critics who affect to consider him unimportant because his novels are short, he felt obliged to undertake a work of considerable bulk, and then found it hard to fill it. But I think the main cause of the diffusion lies in the difficulty in which Mauriac, as a writer, finds himself since the double “conversion” of 1930–3. He has been forced by his religious “conversion” and consequent fear of scandal to keep some sort of watch upon that “secret door” and that alone would prevent any deeper development of his theme. At the same time he shrinks (since Le Næud de vipères) from any sustained realistic treatment of the environment he knows best, for, given his temperament, such treatment would have seemed a harsh satirical attack (which he does not consciously want to deliver) upon his family and class.10 Thus unable to go deeper down or further out, he can at best perform only ingenious variations upon his theme or (putting it more harshly) give his work a spurious extension by disguised repetition. The fact that La Pharisienne includes two “boys” and four “mothers,” instead of one “boy” and one “mother,” does not really make it a greater novel than Génitrix.


It is true that other novelists, even such a “neurotic” as Proust, can multiply their own experience in a convincing work of great scale. But those who have succeeded in doing so have always been completely undeterred by any fear of giving scandal, social or moral, and their experience has been less specialized and ingrowing than that of Mauriac. The population of Mauriac’s small, brilliantly lit world cannot expand, for that world lacks an essential element of reproduction, a father. The men that play prominent roles in his work are almost always adolescents (usually in love with older women), and the few men of mature years that appear (Fernand Cazenave in Génitrix, Louis in Le Næud de vipères) are usually seen, from the inside, as merely oldish small boys, spoiled by indulgent mothers and wizened by spite at the cessation of their mother’s care. There is hardly a male figure in the novels at all comparable to the formidable female objects round which the whole work turns in awe.11 The father is usually simply not there, with something slightly ignominious about his absence; he left behind a bowler hat, he was an anticlerical, he committed suicide. Sometimes he remains alive, even more ignominiously, as an impotent and dominated being (Octave Pian of La Pharisienne; Symphorien Desbats of Les Anges noirs). Such, in Mauriac’s latest novel, Le Sagouin, is Count Galéas de Cernès, the degenerate father of a retarded youth, the “sagouin” of the title. In this autumnal work, in which the simplicity if not the intensity of the earlier period returns, the heroine is the wife and mother, “the Gorgon” who drives father and son to drown themselves.




They are nearing the moist borders of that kingdom where the mother, where the wife, will torment them no longer. They are going to be delivered from the Gorgon, they are going to sleep.





*


This matricentric world is the creative inheritance which came in the fullness of time to that little boy to whom “pious and aged ladies, altogether unlyrical, had, without knowing it, taught poetry.” The poetry they taught him seems to obey the magical law that it is valid and true only so long as the learner remains within the narrow circle where it was taught; and the pious ladies, not all very aged, and bearing a remarkable resemblance to the Furies, seem willing to continue their lessons forever. And they not only taught him poetry, they heard him something much more important, which we have not yet considered, his catechism.


3. THE CATHOLIC AND THE NOVELIST




Armez-vous d’un courage et d’une foi nouvelle,


Il est temps de montrer cette ardeur et ce zèle


Qu’au fond de votre cæur mes soins ont cultivés,


Et de payer à Dieu ce que vous lui devez.


Sentez-vous cette noble et généreuse envie?


RACINE, Athalie.





MARGARET of Cortona, a thirteenth-century Franciscan saint, had been a great sinner and was the mother of a son. When, after her lover’s murder, she became converted and entered upon a life of sanctity, she treated this son with an extreme harshness which excited horror and pity among the villagers of Cortona. It was believed for a while that the boy, in despair at his mother’s treatment of him, had thrown himself down a well. This story was untrue; he lived to become a friar, although apparently a somewhat refractory and tormented one.


Mauriac, Saint Margaret’s biographer, and himself the son of a pious widow, sees this boy as being saved almost against his will, certainly without the exercise of free choice. “Dragged in the wake of his mother’s heavenward movement,” he writes, “ravished from the earth, he followed from afar, consenting to everything. Was he not both a child of guilty love and son of a holy woman – born of the two loves which had possessed Margaret, torn between the inclinations of an ardent nature, and the demands of that terrible grace to which his mother was a prey and which, through her, reached himself and wrenched him from the world?”


It is clear that Mauriac is here interpreting the young friar’s mind in the light of his own religious education and experience. He had not been free to choose or reject Catholicism for he was born a Catholic. He has expressed envy of converts like Psichari for whom Catholicism had been a matter of choice; the faith had reached him principally through a mother who was a formidable emotional force; he, too had been torn between “the inclinations of an ardent nature” and grace. Further the grace that reached him through his mother did indeed deserve the adjective “terrible.” “We know what it is,” he has written in his life of Racine, “to live from our first years in a sort of familiar terror, in the presence of a God whose eye pierces even into our dreams…. Jansenism … which accustoms the young to live in fear and trembling, has left more traces in our provinces than is generally thought.” And we know that this semi-Jansenistic piety which he absorbed regarded all carnal love, even in marriage, as guilty,12 so that he could in his heart apply to himself the words “a child of guilty love and son of a holy woman.”


For the child Mauriac the Catholic religion was not merely something taught and accepted, a system of rules and lessons, as it is for so many children. He was one of those rare people who from the beginning are incapable of drawing any dividing line between their religion and their emotional lives, or even between the supernatural and the mundane. On the one hand the faith penetrated deep into his life; in particular, the practice of frequent examinations of conscience13 brought his intellect completely and forever under the sway of Catholic morality as it was taught to him in his mother’s home. On the other hand his faith itself became at once a solemn apotheosis of the life of his home, and a sanctuary for emotions for which that grim home could tolerate no other outlet. For him as for the tormented hero of Génitrix there existed “a kingdom of love and silence where his mother was an altar.”14 In that kingdom of bearable meanings, Mauriac reconstructed the home of his unhappy childhood.


School might have been expected to break up the childish synthesis, in which feelings about mother and beliefs about God formed a continuous whole. God as praised in most of the best schools, whether run by English clergymen or by Jesuits, is sharply opposed to everything that is maternal and “soft,” to “feelings” in general, and especially to an emotional interest in the liturgy of the Church. For better or for worse, however, the Marist Fathers of Bordeaux, who gave Mauriac his schooling, did not adopt this view of God. They were gentle pious men, not remarkable for theological scholarship, and they did not exert themselves either to harden the boy (a practice in any case not so much in vogue in France as in England) or to substitute a more virile and intellectual Catholicism for his sensitive religiosity. Home, not school, and mother, not headmaster, remained the dominant influences in his formation, and the emotional pattern of his childhood continued into his adolescence with only a biological transmutation, not a violent break.


Mauriac himself in later years – after his “conversion” – reproached his early teachers for their failure to give him adequate theological instruction, and for the indulgence they showed towards his emotionalism. When he left school he was, according to his own account, incapable of replying to any of the main arguments which were then, at the beginning of this century, being advanced against Catholicism. His theological reading, unsuperintended, had strayed to the slippery edges of orthodoxy: Pascal, Lamennais, Lacordaire, and, worse still, Father Tyrrell and the Abbé Loisy. He liked the prose style of these writers, and certain of their ideas, those that were dramatic and uncompromising, rationalizing the stern practices of his mother’s home, as well as those that laid indiscriminate stress on love. But fundamentally he was not theologian enough to be either an apostate or a heretic. Father Tyrrell could not deflect his faith any more than Nietzsche, the leading antichrist of that time, could destroy it, for it was based not on brittle syllogisms, but on love and fear. He obeyed the Church as he would have obeyed his mother and he was not going to hell for Father Tyrrell.


In essential results, then, the good Marists of Bordeaux were more successful than, for example, the learned men who at about the same time were giving James Joyce such a thorough theological grounding. But although the faith, in the form in which Mauriac had kept it, was itself proof against intellectual attack, it was not a reliable defence against temptations of the flesh. Even if the “Catholic revival” of the ’nineties, in which tapers, incense, and church music played so large a part, had not influenced the young Mauriac, the unchecked emotionalism of his childish piety would quite naturally have taken a sensuous turn in adolescence. The youth for whom the intoxication of the natural world was only increased by the sense of an immanent spiritual world15 scarcely needed the superficial stimuli of Huysmanesque Catholicism in order to become confused about the object of his raptures. For a long time, indeed, sensuous piety might repel temptation. Jean-Paul Johanet, the hero of Mauriac’s first novel, L’Enfant chargé de chaînes (published when he was 28), makes this clear when he exclaims: “… much will be forgiven to me because I have not loved much; between God’s Justice and me are all the tears of my adolescence.” But an alert Catholic friend later points out to him: “You are turning even the purest emotions into sensuality, Jean-Paul. You cannot serve two masters.” This was the essence of the reproach which Catholic critics were later to address more vehemently to Mauriac himself when his writings, while remaining Catholic, began to show an alarming degree of insight into the psychology of carnal love.


It is no wonder that the repentant Mauriac of later years, contemplating the ease with which sensuous piety had given place to ordinary sensuality, speaks of this type of piety with extreme severity. The protagonist of Les Anges noirs, who is a debauchee, a pimp, a blackmailer, a sadist, a murderer, and a familiar of the Devil, is made to ascribe his downfall in great part to an early education that was too indulgent to his excesses of religious emotion. It is plain that Mauriac, although his career has been considerably less picturesque than that of Gabriel Gradère, had his own education in mind, and that he feels that his teachers should have sternly thwarted the natural line of his development and turned him into a different type of person. A recent and sympathetic writer on Mauriac, Father Emile Rideau, apparently shares this view, for he suggests that Mauriac would have been a healthier person in every way if he had joined the Boy Scouts. (“Que n’a-t-il fait partie d’une patrouille scoute?”) This suggestion makes a pleasing mental picture (a wizened melancholy figure in shorts and wide-brimmed hat, the Hemingway of the Académie Française), but the attitude it represents is a meaningless one. The combination of sensuality with religious feeling is at the centre of Mauriac’s peculiar greatness: if it had been possible to eliminate it, by woodcraft or otherwise, the magnificent works of his maturity from Le Baiser au lépreux to Le Næud de vipères would never have been written.


It is true that many Catholic critics think that this would have been a good thing. The great period that begins in 1923 (ten years after the publication of his first novel) is, in the eyes of many, one of sin and collusion with sin. In the four early novels the air of sensuous religiosity was more sickly than dangerous, but now the sensuality becomes overtly sinful in character, the religion appears to embrace elements of nature worship, and the mixture is made dangerously explosive by the writer’s extraordinary evocative talent. We have seen how fiercely certain Catholic critics assailed him on account of these characteristics, and how, eventually, he conceded the position to them. But in the meantime, while, without ceasing to be a Catholic, he continued to write books that exhaled the very scent of sin, how did he justify himself?


There is some evidence that in his own heart he did not attempt to justify his activities of this period. Poetry is more frank in these matters than prose, and Mauriac’s last book of verse, Orages (1925), seems to me to shed a good deal of light on his real attitude at this time. “Le regret du péché,” one of several more or less erotic poems in this collection, contains the expressive lines:








Ah! tant qu’un autre en moi me laisse de répit


Les paumes de mes mains suivront tes jambes pures.











This provisional voluptuousness, this postdated check in favour of God, is too simple and disreputable not to be authentic. Mauriac here expresses what all believing sinners have felt, and we need hardly doubt that his latent repentance applied to much of his work of this period.16 But, in the harsher light of prose and in the face of bitter polemics, other arguments had to be used, sincerely no doubt, yet not with absolute candour.


Two main arguments were used by Mauriac and his apologists. The first was comprehensive and effective but specious. It consisted of an appeal to the virtue of truth. Truth being of God, objectivity was its own justification and it was wrong to accuse a novelist of immorality simply because he depicted the evil he saw. “It is impossible,” wrote Mauriac towards the end of this period, “to reproduce the modern world as it exists without there appearing a broken holy law.” The trouble with this argument, which was also used by Mauriac’s admirers Charles du Bos and Gabriel Marcel, is that the claim to objectivity is unjustifiable. The Catholic writer must hate sinful acts. He may love them too. In any case, however carefully he picks his words when describing them, his tone will reveal that he is not an impartial witness. The real charge against Mauriac was that his tone, and the images he evoked, suggested a secret sympathy, a connivance with sin, instead of the uncompromising detestation of sin which Catholic critics felt they had a right to expect from a Catholic novelist. As he said himself, he “depicted evil with a secret collusion, because he was describing attractions which he felt.”


The second argument is on an altogether different level. Indeed it is more than an argument; it is a philosophical formula which covers everything that is valid in Mauriac’s work. This is the doctrine of Lacordaire that all love is fundamentally the same, that there are “no ‘loves,’ only one love.” The love of a woman, the love of a cause, the love of your mother, are all, in so far as they are love at all, the love of God. This theory, theologically unassailable if strictly interpreted, yet possessed enormous flexibility. It accorded perfectly with Mauriac’s predispositions, for it is in practice impossible in describing the behaviour of fallen man to disentangle pure love from the various and frustrated lusts of the flesh. This theory, therefore, enables a Catholic novelist to pass almost imperceptibly from one plane to another, from the physical to the spiritual and back again, through many gradations of consciousness and a shimmering veil of confusion. The process sounds dishonest but, unlike the first argument I have mentioned, it is not so at all. The confusion was not an attempt to deceive, but represented the genuine state of mind of one who was primarily a feeling rather than a thinking being and who could never completely separate the spiritual from the sensual. It was, artistically, a beneficent confusion, far more fruitful than the thorough and logical application of some rigorous principle: a confusion of strong emotions which, allied to an acutely sensitive perception, enabled Mauriac to give us what still remains his masterpiece, Le Désert de l’amour. This novel is worth examining in a little detail as an example both of Mauriac’s art and of the singular quality of his thought.


“For years,” the story begins, “Raymond Courrèges had cherished the hope of meeting again that Maria Cross upon whom he ardently desired to revenge himself.” Now he sees her in a Paris bar, and suddenly he is back in the Bordeaux of years ago, coming  back from school in the ill-lit evening tram, watching a woman. From this point and through his recollections, moving erratically in time, we come to perceive the main figures: Raymond himself; his father, Dr. Courrèges; and Maria Cross. Maria is an object of scandal, a kept woman, the mistress of the wealthy wine merchant, Victor Larousselle. In this capacity she attracts the interest of young Raymond, smutty minded and sex-starved. At the same time and in a different way, Raymond’s father, her doctor, falls in love with her, starting from the point of seeing in her a wronged woman and a sorrowing mother (her son, François, had died shortly before). Maria herself is neither lust incarnate, as Raymond thinks, nor yet the noble figure of his father’s vision. She is self-dramatizing, romantic, indolent, and above all dissatisfied. She for her part has an equally incorrect impression of the two Courrèges. The Doctor for her is a good old bore, whose solid worth she values, but whom she never for a moment imagines as capable of being in love. And when she sees Raymond watching her in the tram, his young beauty, which she is the first to perceive, leads her to associate him with her dead son, and with fabulous dreams of purity and love. It is this misunderstanding between her and Raymond that leads to the decisive events of the story. Raymond, thinking she is leading him on – which is partly true (she scarcely knows what she is doing herself) – forces himself to make advances to her which are so crude and brutal that she repels him in disgust. In the horror of awakening from the illusion about Raymond which had come to dominate her mind she attempts to commit suicide: “that the desert within her might lose itself in that of space.” And afterwards in the excitement of fever she tells Dr. Courrèges, who attends her: “Not loves but only one love in us…. We take the only road we can, but it doesn’t lead towards what we’re looking for….”


This summary of the main elements in the story does not give even a faint idea of its complexities. It gives no hint of the strange lyrical and nostalgic quality of Raymond’s recollections: the way in which he evokes at the same time the secure environment of boyhood, the massiveness of objects, the suburban garden, the prosperous table, and also the inner storm of anarchy and eroticism, the turbulent mind for which a passing tram, with its lighted windows, is “like the Titanic.” For it must not be forgotten that the story is told from Raymond’s point of view, from the point of view of the smutty schoolboy, the middle-aged debauchee, the lover, the son. And the summary also omits the base of the triangle, the relation between father and son, which is in many ways the most interesting aspect of the book. Raymond and his father are members of a family that lived together “as mingled and as separate as the worlds which make up the Milky Way.” No communication is possible between them until they realize that they are suffering on account of the same woman. They are “related through Maria Cross.” That is to say, father and son are related through their feelings about a woman who is for one of them a sexual image, for the other a sorrowing mother, and who is herself directed, unawares, towards God and who bears the name, consciously or unconsciously symbolic, Maria Cross.


The balance of emotion that produced Le Désert de l’amour was of its nature impermanent. Despite the argument of “objectivity” and the theory of “un seul amour” Mauriac himself fully perceived the “impure” element present in this work and all his work at this time. It was inevitable that, with advancing age, the balance should move in the direction of austerity. Mauriac has always been acutely, painfully, conscious of the action of time on the body. His characters leave the “ephemeral springtime of the flesh” to sustain “the scar of the thirtieth year,” until their forties “stretch the skin, begin a dewlap.” He has written of “that torture, the approach of old age, even when old age is still distant.” Meditating on Lawrence he has thought of writing “a terrible novel, The Old Age of Lady Chatterley.” And writing of Racine, whom he resembles in so many ways, he expresses surprise at the way in which biographers cast about for the reason why Racine, approaching forty, became converted: “For the fact that he was approaching forty is in itself sufficient.” And he points out that “what we call humanism suits only one moment of our lives.”


It is not surprising then, that Mauriac, who was forty when Le Désert de l’amour appeared, should before long reconsider his position and that the latent repentance of Orages should become overt and dominant. Yet this did not take place without a struggle and even an acute crisis of doubt and semi-revolt. He came to feel, certainly, that his peculiar alliance of sensuality and religion was no longer possible, but for a time it did not seem quite certain which element he would retain. Destins (1928), his last unregenerate novel, is also his most deplorable from a Catholic point of view; it contains an unqualified defence of carnal love and its only Catholic character is shown in the most unfavourable light possible. And in the same year he published Souffrances du pécheur (November 1928), an essay full of anguish, ostensibly Christian but revealing in every line the sense that Christianity is not a practicable religion. This essay begins with the words: “Christianity makes no allowances for the flesh: it abolishes it,” and it takes as its text the words of Bossuet concerning “… the deep and shameful wound of nature, that concupiscence which joins the soul to the body with such tender and violent bonds.” And the most vivid passage in this little work, so rigorous and uncompromising, deserving more than anything else he has written the epithet Jansenistic, is the description of how he imagines that Bossuet’s famous sermon, “A grave opened before the Court,” must have affected some of its hearers: “with what increased frenzy must certain courtiers, leaving the chapel, have hurled themselves on a prey destined to perish and, for so short a time, still beautiful, living and full of blood!”


That was the last cry (though there have been echoes) of the old Mauriac, the instinctive and contradictory, the gloriously confused and Protean author of Le Désert de l’amour. In April 1929 appeared Bonheur du chrétien, sequel and refutation to Souffrances du pécheur. This essay breathes acceptance of Christianity, as much as its predecessor breathes rebellion, and it bids farewell, without a qualm, to the flesh, quoting Pascal: “What pleasure is greater than being disgusted with pleasure?” The change is as dramatic as it is obviously sincere. The writer of Bonheur du chrétien, stammering and incoherent as it is, is obviously, as he himself says, “foudroyé par la grace.”


Dramatically, the story should end there. As Mauriac said of one of his own friends who became a compiler of edifying stories, “Holiness is silence.” But in his own case holiness was garrulous. After the “conversion,” and after the social reconciliations which followed naturally though not inevitably on conversion, Mauriac wrote as fluently as ever, and on similar subjects. But now, although he accepted (Dieu et Mammon) Gide’s view that no work of art could be produced without “the collaboration of the Demon,”17 he had to try to get on without his old collaborator. And although he also agreed with Gide that a novelist should not try “to prove anything,” the burden of proof was placed upon him.


The predominantly “intellectual” and “moral” novels which resulted from this situation are a depressing series, Le Fin de la nuit (the problem of liberty), Les Anges noirs (the problem of evil), Les Chemins de la mer (the problem of vocation, and miscellaneous allied subjects). One of these prefabricated edifices, La Fin de la nuit, has been taken to pieces with great care by Jean-Paul Sartre (“François Mauriac et la liberté,” Nouvelle Revue Française, February 1939). M. Sartre stresses the God-like manner in which Mauriac intervenes in and interprets the action of his characters and deprives them by his definitions of all liberty. “In a true novel,” he says, “as in the world of Einstein there is no place for a privileged observer…. M. Mauriac preferred his own way. He chose divine omniscience and omnipotence…. God is not an artist; neither is M. Mauriac.” This little essay, and especially this easily memorized ending, completed the ruin of Mauriac’s reputation among the younger generation. His work since then has done little to restore that reputation. La Pharisienne (1941), although it contained – as we have seen – a few startling flashes of the old intensity, was on the whole a laborious and dreary failure; the narrator, as if in a pathetic attempt to clear the author from Sartre’s charge of “omniscience,” produces an extraordinary array of “diaries,” “testaments,” and “confessions,” which reveal with much literary eloquence the inner motivations of all the characters. Le Sagouin, his latest novel, seems no more than an attenuated echo from the haunted past. Even his reputation as a playwright, founded on the considerable technical skill with which in Asmodée (1937) and Les Mal Aimés (1945) he dramatized characteristic Mauriac situations, has declined; his comedy, Passage du malin, fell completely flat on its presentation in Paris in 1947, and its successor, Le Feu sur la terre, in 1950 did not make a much greater impact. Altogether he seems to have lost his power to dominate. A disciple of Sartre or Camus could say of him as he once said of Anatole France: “On n’en parle plus.”


And yet one need only read the body of his work to be convinced that his present relative eclipse is merely temporary, a conviction that deepens on a reading of those French writers who are most admired today. Sartre and Camus are now, of course, producing far more interesting work than the declining Mauriac. They are also better-equipped philosophers than he ever was, more acute moralists, cleverer men altogether. They excel just where he has always most lamentably failed, in the intellectual development of a theme, what he, though not they, would call a “problem.” But, logical exponents of irrationality that they are, they lack just that irrational instinctive force whose explosion made the greatness of Mauriac’s prime. They handle sordid and terrible themes, but they do so with rubber gloves, and have, one feels, thoroughly disinfected their minds before each artistic operation. They are avertis, they have read Freud, although they prefer to talk about Heidegger. If they have their own personal obsessions they do not reveal them; they try to observe not themselves but the external world. In their most important works – Camus’ La Peste and the three volumes that have so far appeared of Sartre’s Les Chemins de liberté – they deal with the action of many men. Sartre indeed, with an “omniscience” which puts Mauriac altogether in the shade, enters, in Le Sursis, into the minds not merely of a middle-aged philosophy teacher and his circle, but also of a provincial haberdasher, an illiterate peasant, a paralytic patient, and a perambulating Mahometan. Camus, more modest and more convincing, realizes the limitation of objectivity. The narrator of La Peste, speaking of himself in the third person, says: “In general he has made it his aim not to report more things than he has actually been able to see and not to lend to his companions of the plague year thoughts which, after all, they did not necessarily think…. He has maintained a certain reserve, as befits a good witness.” Different though their methods are, however, Sartre and Camus both produce effects of intellectual abstraction rather than of creation. They take as their subject a stimulus of high historical generality, the impact of the plague or the threat of war, and then they examine, very carefully and subtly, the reactions of a rather large number of human beings, who, despite emphasis laid on their biological variety and differing functions, retain in common a certain algebraic quality.


Mauriac on the other hand was, at his best, the least cerebral of writers; he was incapable either of the reserve of Camus or of the spiritual mass-radiography of writers like Romains and Sartre. He knew, effectively, nothing of science, history, philosophy, or psychoanalysis; the wall of his family property formed, one might say, the boundary of his mental and emotional world. That circumscribed world was not perhaps what Toynbee would call “an intelligible field of study,” but it was a powerful generator of contradictory passions. Works like Génitrix and Le Rang, to take the most clear-cut examples, give dramatic form to these passions in a manner that is neither distorted by knowledge of Freud nor deflected by a will to theorize; Catholicism for Mauriac at that time was not a theoretical system, but a passion and a circumscription. The horror in these stories is real because it is personal, not conjectural; some hypnotic inward power fixes physical environment with intense and unnatural clarity and turns an incipient shriek into the carefully balanced cadences of a metaphor about the sea. Sartre composes, as Zola did, on a large scale, with a wide historical perspective and in the light of the most advanced ideas of his day, but Mauriac wrote, like Dostoevsky, out of his own inner torment, and his delight therein. The power of transmuting such torment and delight into a communicable form is very rare, and those who possess it will find readers and admirers as long as humanity continues to enjoy tormenting itself. That will perhaps be longer than the theoreticians of “anguish” can hold their large but restless audience.




1 Génitrix. The seashore appears in the description of the unhappy marriage-nights of the Péloueyres and of the Desqueyroux. In the latter case the idea is (in a negative form) as I have stated it (Thérèse is “as if flung back by the sea on to a beach, cold, [her] teeth clenched”), in Le Baiser au lépreux the sea seems envisaged partly as a purifying agent, partly as death itself.


2 Romans à lire et romans à proscrire (1928).


3 At least one such journal continued to attack Mauriac bitterly long after he had become a highly respectable figure. The following extract, which concerns a book review by Mauriac, I leave in French so as not to falsify its exact degree of malice: “… il y a Mauriac dans cette affaire, un Mauriac qui montre le bout du nez, qui laisse entrevoir les mauvais refrains dont il s’alimente … [son] appétit de la gloire et des louanges” (Bulletin des Lettres de Lyon, 25 Sept. 1936). The writer of this piece wound up by thanking God that “a part of our youth, and that the healthiest, doesn’t read at all.”


4 Roseau d’Or (No. 30) quoted in Dieu et Mammon. M. Maritain adds that “to write the work of a Proust as it should be written would require the interior light of a St. Augustine. Unfortunately it is just the opposite that has happened.” This seems to cast new light on the authorship of the Civitas Dei.


5 There is a revealing passage in the Journal for about this time: “… no longer does any symbol spring to me from the slumber of the vines under their sulphate spray; I only try to remember the price of sulphate.” Journal 1 (1934), p. 32. Not that the forest had ever been entirely symbolic, or that Mauriac had ever forgotten the price of sulphate.


6 It is not clear, however, whether the vengeance is directed against the mother, or against women who have failed to take the mother’s place, or both. Old Louis, the vindictive hero of Le Næud de vipères, certainly revenges himself against his wife for her failure to take the place of his adoring and indulgent mother.


7 The strength of such feelings is revealed in the following un-English passage: “He must think of asking her did she play tennis; it should be easy to find two racquets. Games light up young bodies like candles … and he imagined her burning on the court, got up, filled his tooth-glass with water, swallowed an aspirin, waited for sleep.” (Le Fleuve de feu.)


8 This scene, which Mauriac handles so brilliantly as to make credible, is grotesquely foreshadowed in one of his early and immature novels: “One day in a suburban street where I chanced to pass I saw my uncle, clad in violet pyjamas, on the balcony of a red-brick maisonnette. Beside him a woman with her hair down was watering geraniums; by the artificial tints of hair and cheeks I knew the lady was of easy virtue.” (La Robe prétexte.)


9 Long before this, in Ce qui était perdu, Mauriac set out to treat an incest theme, and the results should have been extremely interesting if he had finished the novel on the lines originally proposed. But the “conversion” took place while he was writing, and the “secret door” of which he speaks elsewhere was hurriedly battened down.


10 Those of his stories and scenes that reveal hate of “the mother” tend also to be attacks on bourgeois values. Compare Le Rang, where the mother’s half-crazy puritanism and her exalted sense of class are closely related, with the powerful scene in La Pharisienne, where Brigitte terrifies the pregnant (and dying) Octavia by denouncing her fecklessness in hiring a piano while she depends on charity.


11 Virelade, the possessive father in the play Les Mal Aimés, is only an apparent exception to this. His possessiveness directed towards a daughter is only a disguised form of the familiar pattern.


12 In his life of Racine he speaks of “that certitude fatal to human happiness, that carnal love is Evil, Evil which we cannot help committing.” And in La Pharisienne the narrator agrees with Brigitte’s view that “all the miseries of our human state come from our inability to remain chaste.” In many places he quotes Pascal’s definition of marriage as, “The lowest of the conditions of Christianity, vile and prejudicial in the eyes of God.”


13 Examination of conscience was encouraged by many pious practices in his mother’s home. In La Robe prétexte he mentions a preciously bound “moral account-book” given to him on the occasion of his first Communion, and elsewhere he tells us that each child could expect to receive at Christmas, along with his present, “a letter in which God himself was believed to have written our besetting sin.” (Conte de noël.)


14 Compare the passage in Le Baiser au lépreux about the religious feelings of the orphaned Jean Péloueyre: “La Vierge héritait de cette dévotion qu’il eût vouée à sa mère selon la chair.”


15 Compare Le jeudi saint (1932): “Christ tells our souls that he is the vine and we are the branches, but Cybele teaches the same lesson to our bodies.” Mauriac has been accused of pantheism as well as of Manicheism and Jansenism.


16 He certainly regarded his work at this time as being a transition through fires, whether of Purgatory or Hell he hardly knew. “I must pass through this fire, cost what it may,” he wrote in Insomnie (1927). “I shall travel round this ravaged universe until I reach the point from which I started; my childhood, the evening prayer with my forehead against my mother’s bed, the preparation for death.”


17 Maritain, however, has stigmatized this as “a Manichean blasphemy.” (Art and Scholasticism.)
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