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Foreword

PROUST’S OWN SOUND


Homer still suits us just fine. We turn to him for larger-than-life tales of bravery in battle and for the adventures of a resourceful hero finding his way home again after years of war. Odysseus’ exploits will stay with us because Homer gave them the sturdy shape of epic. The Odyssey has come to look like part of the landscape we live in.

We tend to neglect Homer’s principal rival, Hesiod, another great collector of stories. In Works and Days, Hesiod wrote both poetically and practically about the seasonal round of work on a farm. In the Theogony, he produced the first gathering of divine myths constituting Greek religious beliefs. Compared with Homer, Hesiod aimed either too low or too high to capture the stuff of epic poetry for the ages. Therefore, we are a bit surprised that in a moment of need Marcel Proust turned not to Homer but to Hesiod for help. Proust was just starting out.

Barely twenty and taking courses in law and philosophy at the Sorbonne, Proust began publishing stories and articles in literary reviews. Admired for his wit and his talents as a mime, he was invited to exclusive literary salons. He managed to find a “job” as a librarian—with no salary, few duties, and a year’s leave of absence to start off. Still, the best way to establish himself as an author would be to publish a book. He succeeded in doing so, but only after four years of planning and shamelessly using his connections. His salon hostess, Madeleine Lemaire, who was also a flower painter, agreed to illustrate the book. He obtained a preface from a celebrated novelist he had met some years earlier in another literary salon, Anatole France. A gifted young friend and musician, Reynaldo Hahn, provided a musical setting for several poems.

Just a few months before publication, Proust decided he must find a new title for his book. This is the juncture where Hesiod enters the story. Proust had read him in Lamartine’s flowing translation. The Greek author’s title, Works and Days, could suitably be borrowed for a miscellaneous collection dealing with modern experiences. But Proust did not want to emphasize the motif of working for a living to which Hesiod attached great importance. Proust’s sly revision, Pleasures and Days, gives a reverse, almost a perverse, twist to the classic title. It is true that a yearning for pleasure runs like a colored thread through most of the stories and pieces. Even so, Hesiod’s title modified to suggest a garden of delights does not entirely suit the contents. The bulk of writing Proust put into this volume concerns frustration, disappointment, and death. At this early age, Proust did not yet know or could not acknowledge that his true theme was not pleasure but suffering.

Pleasures and Days contains five substantial stories interspersed with fragments, parodies, portraits in the style of the seventeenth-century moralist La Bruyère, nature descriptions, and philosophical meditations. Calmann-Lévy, a leading publishing house of the era, brought it out in a deluxe edition at a high price. Framed by a trophy preface, illustrated by a society painter, and containing music by a young prodigy, Proust’s writing was overwhelmed as much as it was enthroned. As William Carter writes in his fine biography, “Friends and reviewers . . . wondered whether Pleasures and Days was a book or a social event.”

The book was launched by the publication, on the same day and on the front page of two Paris dailies, of Anatole France’s preface. It was a splendid publicity coup. With just a hint of detachment, even irony, France referred to Proust’s charm and grace and to the sadness of the book’s hothouse atmosphere. “The book is young with the youth of the author. Yet it is old with the oldness of the world.” The half-dozen reviews ran from outright mocking of “these elegant nothings” to measured judgment of a promising talent to full endorsement of the book’s wisdom and originality. Priced out of the range of most readers, the book sold hardly any copies. At the time, Proust himself spoke disparagingly about the whole undertaking. Twenty years later he compared this early writing favorably with his later style. It would be seventeen years before he published another book of his own.
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The five major stories that provide the armature of Pleasures and Days all deal with some form of moral weakness that brings corruption: vainglory, snobbery, emotional caprice, voluptuousness, and jealousy. And all end in death or some equivalent—boredom and the yoke of habit. The most shocking story, “Confessions of a Young Girl,” entails a double death. A young woman dying by a half-botched suicide relates how her mother’s seeing her with a lover in flagrante delicto causes the apoplexy that kills her mother. The theme of matricide remained with Proust to the end of his life. Several times he accuses himself of being guilty of the crime, at least indirectly.

The last and longest story, “The End of Jealousy,” comes close to shifting the meaning of death from curse to salvation. The lover whose passion metastasizes into an all-devouring jealousy finds some consolation when an accident first maims him and then takes his life. But there is an irresolute, sentimental gesturing in the closing pages that will disappear when Proust fleshes out this story into Swann in Love, the opening volume of In Search of Lost Time.

To separate and lighten these gloomy stories, Proust intersperses them with lively literary exercises that display his versatility. “Fragments of Commedia dell’Arte” applies Italian conventions to the chic poses of Parisian society. “Regrets, Reveries the Color of Time,” a collection of short fragments, reveals his uncertainty about which way to turn in his writing. Monet began as a caricaturist on the beach at Honfleur. Proust began by doing satirical portraits, Baudelairean prose poems, nature descriptions, sentimental pieces about memory, Poe-like allegories, and psychophilosophical meditations. He flirted with every genre.

[image: Image]


Ambition is more intoxicating than fame; desire makes all things blossom, possession wilts them; it is better to dream your life than to live it, even if living it means dreaming it, though both less mysteriously and less vividly in a murky and sluggish dream, like the straggling dream in the feeble awareness of ruminant creatures. (115)



This reflection is followed by an anecdote about a precocious ten-year-old boy in love with an older girl. He cannot live without her. At the same time her physical presence disappoints and frustrates him. He jumps out a window. Thirty pages later Proust comes back to the same dilemma, now furnished with a potential cure or prosthesis:


No sooner does an approaching hour become the present for us than it sheds all its charms, only to regain them, it is true, on the roads of memory, when we have left that hour behind us, and so long as our soul is vast enough to disclose deep perspectives. (142)



The fateful and perverse disappointment of life, which I have called “Proust’s complaint,” here finds a form of redemption in the operations of memory. But we obtain barely a glimpse of these “deep perspectives.” It will take Proust twenty years to explore them and to write his long novelistic report about them. Meanwhile, in the same meditation called “Critique of Hope in the Light of Love,” Proust leaves us with an incurable case of metaphysical hunger:


I unpin your flowers, I lift your hair, I tear off your jewels, I reach your flesh, my kisses sweep over your body and beat it like the tide rising across the sand; but you yourself elude me, and with you happiness. (144)



One consolation remains to help us through our despair: nature. The last three parts in this section describe Proust’s response to the Normandy coastline:


The sea has the magic of things that never fall silent at night, that permit our anxious lives to sleep, promising us that everything will not be obliterated, comforting us like the glow of a night light that makes little children feel less alone. (147)



A reader familiar with Proust’s later work can play a revealing recognition game in the pages of Pleasures and Days. For, naturally, Proust is already planting and transplanting motifs that will return in different forms. Not only snobbery and jealousy and Proust’s complaint about life as a perpetual let-down after great expectations make their appearance. These early pages also give important treatment to weakness of will as the great scourge, to homosexuality (“Violante” and “Before the Night”), and to solitude as superior to the illusions of love and friendship (“The Stranger”).
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Why publish, why read a great author’s juvenilia? Is there any reason to spend our time on early work when the later work dramatically surpasses it in quality and has enough bulk to absorb our attentions? I shall use a comparison in order to answer the question.

James Joyce’s Ulysses appeared in Paris in 1922 and in New York in 1933 after years of excerpts published in literary reviews, fanfares announcing the novel’s importance, and a notorious obscenity trial in the United States decided by a landmark First Amendment verdict. Ulysses had as effective advance publicity as Goethe’s Faust in its successive versions. Critics have hailed Joyce’s book as the greatest novel of the twentieth century.

Why then do we often turn back to Dubliners, stories finished when Joyce was twenty-two? In this still debated instance, I believe we value Dubliners because it allows us to discover how directly and delicately Joyce could tell a story before he yielded to the temptations of word play, stylistic innovation, the Homeric template, and constant allusiveness. Many profoundly literary readers admire Dubliners more than Ulysses and admit they have never finished the latter. But for the purposes of literary history and college curricula, Ulysses remains the great literary monument. Dubliners, the modest cousin who lives nearby, gives us enough simple evidence of genius to accept the official monument at face value. Nevertheless, some of us believe the most effective of Joyce’s writing lies in Dubliners and Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man.

Pleasures and Days presents a different case but not the opposite. Proust’s first tryouts and exercises as a writer do not display his full powers. He has not yet matured enough to detach himself from the spell of aristocracy and of social institutions such as the salon and the elegant dinner party. He has not assimilated his gifts as a comic genius (though the pastiche of Flaubert’s Bouvard and Pécuchet makes a foray in that direction). He trails behind him the flowing garments of decadent aestheticism that belonged to the fin de siècle. And he has not yet begun to assemble the patient, slow-motion, marathon sense of structure that will make him the greatest long-distance novelist of our era and perhaps of all time. Pleasures and Days will never rival In Search of Lost Time. It provides the benchmark from which we can measure the accomplishment of that all-encompassing novel. These baby pictures are both endearing and revealing. They point up the steady evolution of a writer rather than, as in the case of Joyce, deflection from immense promise.

Pleasures and Days also brings its own reward that does not arise from comparison with more mature writings. Behind the artificialities of personal posing and social arrangements that propel them, the stories reveal a growing counterforce. The fourteen-year-old boy who observes his uncle’s early and anxious death in the opening story has come to rely on frequent rides on his new horse. This physical exertion “aroused in him . . . a sensation accompanying youth as a dim inkling of the depth of its resources and the power of its joyfulness” (17). In the closing story, “The End of Jealousy,” it is as if that boy has survived with his inklings into maturity. For here, Proust describes the male protagonist’s obsessive jealousy in equally physical terms. “While dressing for dinner, [Honoré] automatically kept his mind focused on the moment when he would see her again, the way an acrobat already touches the still faraway trapeze toward which he is flying” (151). Before the accident that finally takes his life and releases him from jealousy, Honoré has been out for an early morning walk among the galloping horses in the street. In the cool, sweet air he recognizes “the same profound joy that embellished life that morning, the life of the sun, of the shade, of the sky, of the stones, of the east wind, and of the trees” (161). I have elsewhere given the medical term cœnesthesia to these moments of heightened awareness in Proust, as in any writer who remains aware of concrete sensuous experiences. The term refers to the direct physical sensation of being alive as oneself in the world, a sensation that arises equally from the dynamic functioning of our inner systems and organs and from our response to the variegated circumstances that surround us. The hovering despair of these early stories is cut through at intervals by an unexpected gush of vitality from a spoiled, asthmatic, highly cultivated young author. Yes, he unerringly chose Mallarmé’s famous decadent line as one of his epigraphs: “The flesh is sad, alas! And I’ve read all the books.” But for the following chapter he found in Madame Sévigné’s letters the appropriate retort to Mallarmé’s aestheticism: “His youth is roaring inside him, he does not hear.”

When he assembled Pleasures and Days in his early twenties, Proust did not hear as much of himself and of the world as he would a decade later. But in the supple translations of Joachim Neugroschel, we can discern the extent to which the youthful Proust had already found his own sound and his own direction.

ROGER SHATTUCK
Lincoln, Vermont
September 2000

Roger Shattuck’s books include Forbidden Knowledge: From Prometheus to Pornography; The Banquet Years: The Origins of the Avant Garde in France; Candor and Perversion: Literature, Education, and the Arts; The Forbidden Experiment: The Story of the Wild Boy of Aveyron; and the acclaimed Proust’s Way: A Field Guide to In Search of Lost Time. A world-renowned Proust scholar, his Marcel Proust, commissioned by Frank Kermode for the Modern Masters series, won the National Book Award in 1974. He resides in Vermont and is professor emeritus of comparative literature at Boston University.



Translator’s Preface

PROUST AND THE MYTHOLOGY OF PARIS


For Balzac and Zola, the Paris of the nineteenth century was a city of light and dark, and the panoramic cross-sections of their fiction exposed and interwove all facets, classes, and issues of the French capital—indeed of France itself. But for Marcel Proust, fin-de-siècle Paris is a metropolis of rapture and privilege, hierarchy and opulence, eroticism and frustration—all held together by a devout and yet sometimes derided faith in wealth, art, and leisure, in elegance and sensuality.

Other French novelists created a Parisian mythology that was elastic and all-encompassing in its vast array of intertwining experiences and characters. But for Proust, Paris is a world of Pleasures and Days, whereby this title of his first book, in parodying Hesiod’s title Works and Days, blatantly spotlights the chief concerns of Parisian high society. Indeed, Proust intensifies the mythological character of the capital by placing some tales in exotic Never-Never-Lands that serve as flimsy fairy-tale disguises for Paris.

Like James Joyce’s Dubliners, the various stories that Proust wrote in the 1890s are psychological epiphanies fusing into a mosaic in which the privileged metropolis itself plays the lead role, while each human character presents yet another emotional angle.

A number of Proust’s short texts may have rural settings—as do many of the paintings he loves. But whether as a direct or as an artistic experience, these locales form a rustic mythology that never exists in an absolute state. Rather, the forests, the beaches, the ocean, in offering a temporary escape from, a contrast with, the city, throw the latter into relief. The country reminds us of the city, but not vice versa: enhancing the mythology of Paris, the resulting dialectic is one-sided.

In his endless Ciceronian periods and in sprawling paragraphs that stress prosiness and thereby challenge the lyrical rhythms and the sumptuous vocabulary, Proust coalesces a variety of forms: tales, sketches, narrative prose poems, biographical verses. His goal is to produce a subjective collage that binds all those elements together while fostering their individuality.

In providing a new and contemporary translation that tries to render the vital strength, delicacy, and irony of Proust’s bewitching psychology and language, I have added a half dozen pieces that were originally published in journals but not included in Pleasures and Days. Most of what ultimately imbues the seven huge volumes of Remembrance of Things Past (often translated today as In Search of Lost Time) is already explored and adumbrated in Proust’s first book.

The author probes the precarious nuances of physical and spiritual love, the frail mysteries of time and memory. We find his deft, pungent, and even humorous characterizations, his vivid, sometimes tongue-in-cheek descriptions of Parisian high society, the visual and aural details, the tastes and fragrances, the decadence, the sexual confusion, the amorous adventures and follies, the indifference to politics and to life outside the aristocratic cosmos. In addition to displaying the writer’s precise, evocative, and sensual diction, these stories reveal his very fine ear for dialogue, while his monologues hint at the technique of stream of consciousness invented by Édouard Desjardins in the 1880s and then developed mainly by Arthur Schnitzler, James Joyce, and Virginia Woolf.

A social climber who poked fun at other social climbers, yet hoped that his writings would make him more acceptable to high society, Marcel Proust conjured up his ideal of an aristocratic Paris that was all light—despite the agonies of unrequited love, the lurking of old age and death. Proust turned these universal elements into experiences endured purely by the city’s bourgeoisie and aristocracy. His mythology, so exclusive in ignoring the outside world, was self-contained. In the minds of his characters and in the consciousness of the people they were based on, this mythology was indisputable and infinite. Nothing else existed. It was their sole reality.

For Proust, however, the reality of art vied with the art of reality. Along with the mythology of Paris, it is art, style, especially language art and style, that hold all these pieces together: the author’s personal sensibility fuses with the disposition of French high society and its specific, mythical Paris.

JOACHIM NEUGROSCHEL
Belle Harbor, New York
October 2000



PLEASURES AND DAYS




PREFACE


Why has he asked me to present his book to curious minds? And why did I promise to take on this very agreeable but quite unnecessary task? His book is like a young countenance imbued with rare charm and delicate grace. It recommends itself on its own, speaks for itself, and presents itself, willingly or not.

It is young, I daresay. It is young with the youth of the author. Yet it is old with the oldness of the world. It is the springtime of leaves on ancient boughs in the forest of centuries. One might think that the new sprouts are saddened by the profound past of the woods and that they are mourning so many dead springtimes.

Grave Hesiod spoke to the goatherds of Helicon about Works and Days. It is a more melancholy effort to tell our sophisticates, male and female, about Pleasures and Days if, as that British statesman says, life would be tolerable but for its amusements. Thus our young friend’s book contains weary smiles and jaded attitudes that are not without beauty and nobility.

We will find its very sadness amusing and quite varied, guided and sustained as it is by a marvelous sense of observation, by a limber, piercing, and truly subtle intelligence. This almanac of Pleasures and Days indicates nature’s hours through harmonious depictions of sky, sea, woods, and it indicates human hours through faithful portraits and genre paintings that are marvelously rendered.

Marcel Proust enjoys describing both the desolate splendor of the setting sun and the vanities that agitate a snobbish soul. He excels in portraying the elegant sorrows, the artificial sufferings that are at least as cruel as the ones that nature inflicts on us with motherly extravagance. I admit that these fictitious sufferings, these sorrows discovered by human genius, these artistic sorrows strike me as endlessly interesting and precious, and I am grateful to Marcel Proust for studying and describing a few chosen examples.

He draws us into a hothouse atmosphere, keeping us among intricate orchids that do not nourish their strange and morbid beauty in earth. All at once a luminous arrow whizzes through the heavy and delicious air, a lightning bolt that, like the German doctor’s ray, passes through solid bodies. In a flash the poet has penetrated secret thoughts and unavowed desires.

That is his manner and his art. He reveals a self-assurance that surprises us in so young an archer. He is not the least bit innocent. But he is so sincere and so truthful as to become naive and therefore appealing. There is something of a depraved Bernardin de Saint-Pierre and an ingenuous Petronius about him.

This is a fortunate book! It will go into the city, go all decorated by, all fragrant with, the flowers that Madeleine Lemaire has strewn through its pages with her divine hand, which scatters roses glistening with their dew.

ANATOLE FRANCE
Paris
April 21, 1896



PROUST’S DEDICATION



To My Friend Willy Heath

Died in Paris on October 3, 1893

From the bosom of God wherein you rest . . . reveal to me those truths that conquer death, preventing us from fearing it and almost making us love it.



The ancient Greeks brought cakes, milk, and wine to their dead. Seduced by a more refined if not more sagacious illusion, we offer them flowers and books. I give you this book because, for one thing, it is a picture book. Despite the “legends,” it will be, if not read, then at least viewed by all the admirers of the great artist who has, in all her simplicity, brought me this magnificent present. One could say that, to quote Alexandre Dumas, the younger, “it is she who has created the most roses after God.” Monsieur Robert de Montesquiou, in still unpublished verses, has also sung her praises with that ingenious gravity, that sententious and subtle eloquence, that rigorous order that sometimes recalls the seventeenth century. In speaking about flowers he told her:


To pose for your brushes impels them to blossom.

You are their Vigée and you are their Flora,

Who makes them immortal while the other one kills.



Her admirers are an elite, yet they form a throng. I wanted them to see your name on the very first page, the name of the person whom they had no time to get to know and whom they would have admired. I myself, dear friend, I knew you very briefly. It was in the Bois de Boulogne that I found you on numerous mornings when you had noticed me and awaited me under the trees, standing, but relaxed, like one of Van Dyck’s aristocrats, whose pensive elegance you shared. Indeed, their elegance, like yours, resides less in their clothes than in their bodies, and their bodies themselves appear to have received it and to keep receiving it from their souls: it is a moral elegance. Everything, incidentally, contributed to emphasizing that melancholy resemblance down to the leafy background in whose shade Van Dyck often captured the strolling of a king. Like so many of his sitters, you had to die an early death, and in your eyes as in theirs, one could see the gloom of forebodings alternating with the soft light of resignation. But if Van Dyck’s art could properly be credited with the grace of your pride, the mysterious intensity of your spiritual life actually derived from Da Vinci. Frequently, with your finger raised, your impenetrable eyes smiling at the enigma that you concealed, you looked like Leonardo’s Saint John the Baptist. We developed a dream, almost a plan, to live together more and more, in a circle of select and magnanimous women and men, far enough from vice, stupidity, and malice to feel safe from their vulgar shafts.

Your life, such as you wished it, was to be one of those works that require a sublime inspiration. We could derive inspiration from love as we could from faith and genius. But it was death that would give it to you. In death and even in its approach there are hidden forces and secret aids, a “grace” that does not exist in life. Akin to lovers when falling in love, akin to poets when singing, ill people feel closer to their souls. Life is a hard thing that presses us too tightly, forever hurting our souls. Upon feeling those restraints loosen for a moment, one can experience clear-sighted pleasures. When I was a little boy, no biblical figure struck me as suffering a more wretched fate than Noah, because of the Deluge that imprisoned him in the ark for forty days. Later on I was often sick and I, too, had to spend long days in the “ark.” I now understood that Noah could not have seen the world so clearly as from the ark, even though the ark was shut and the earth was shrouded in night. When my convalescence began, my mother, who had not left my side, remaining with me every night, “opened the door of the ark” and left. Yet like the dove, “she returned that evening.” Then I was fully recovered, and like the dove, “she did not return.” I had to resume living, to turn away from myself, to hear words harsher than my mother’s; furthermore, her words, always gentle until this point, were no longer the same; they were stamped with the severity of life, the severity of the duties that she had to teach me.

Gentle dove of the Deluge, how could I but think that the Patriarch, in seeing you flutter away, felt some sadness mingling with the joy at the rebirth of the world. Gentleness of the abeyance of life, gentleness of the real “Truce of God,” which suspends labors, evil desires, “Grace” of the illness that brings us closer to the realities beyond death—and its charms, too, charms of “those vain ornaments and those veils that crush,” charms of the hair that an obtrusive hand “took care to arrange”; a mother’s and a friend’s sweet signs of fidelity, which have so often looked like the very face of our sadness or like the protective gesture begged for by our weakness, signs that will halt at the threshold of convalescence—I have often suffered at feeling you so far away from me, all of you, the exiled descendants of the dove in the ark. And who among us has not had moments, dear Willy, when he has wanted to be where you are. We accept so many commitments in regard to life that a time comes when, despairing of ever managing to fulfill them all, we face the graves, we call upon death, “death, which brings help to destinies that have trouble coming true.” But while death may exempt us from commitments we have made in regard to life, it cannot exempt us from our commitments to ourselves, especially the most important one: namely, the commitment to live in order to be worthy and deserving.

More earnest than the rest of us, you were also the most childlike, not only because of your purity of heart, but also because of your unaffected and delightful merriment. Charles de Grancy had a gift for which I envy him: by recalling school days he could abruptly arouse that laughter, which was never dormant for long and which we will never hear again.

While a few of these pages were written when I was twenty-three, many others (“Violante,” nearly all the “Fragments of Commedia dell’Arte,” etc.) go back to my twentieth year. They are all nothing but the vain foam of an agitated life that is now calming down. May my life someday be so limpid that the Muses will deign to mirror themselves in it and that we can see the reflections of their smiles and their dances skimming across its surface.

I give you this book. You are, alas, my only friend whose criticism it need not fear. I am at least confident that no freedom of tone would have shocked you anywhere. I have never depicted immorality except in people with delicate consciences. Too feeble to want good, too noble to fully enjoy evil, they know nothing but suffering; I therefore could speak about them only with a pity too sincere not to purify these little texts. I hope that the true friend and the illustrious and beloved Master—who gave them, respectively, the poetry of his music and the music of his incomparable poetry—and also Monsieur Darlu, the great philosopher, whose inspired words, more certain to endure than any writings, have stirred my mind and so many other minds—I hope they can forgive me for reserving for you this final token of affection and I hope they realize that a living man, no matter how great or dear, can be honored only after a dead man.

July 1894



THE DEATH OF BALDASSARE SILVANDE,
VISCOUNT OF SYLVANIA
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The poets say that Apollo tended the flocks of Admetus; so too each man is a God in disguise who plays the fool.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON



“Don’t cry like that, Master Alexis. Monsieur the Viscount of Sylvania may be giving you a horse.”

“A big horse, Beppo, or a pony?”

“Perhaps a big horse, like Monsieur Cardenio’s. But please don’t cry like that . . . on your thirteenth birthday of all days!”

The hope of getting a horse and the reminder that he was thirteen made Alexis’s eyes light up through his tears. Yet he was not consoled since he had to go and visit his uncle, Baldassare Silvande, Viscount of Sylvania. Granted, ever since he had heard that his uncle’s disease was incurable, Alexis had been to see him several times. But meanwhile everything had changed. Baldassare was now aware of the full scope of his disease and he knew he had at most three years to live. Without, incidentally, grasping why the anguish had not killed his uncle, the certainty had not driven him insane, Alexis felt incapable of enduring the pain of seeing him. Convinced that his uncle would be talking to him about his imminent end, Alexis did not think he had the strength not only to console him, but also to choke back his own sobs. He had always adored his uncle, the grandest, handsomest, youngest, liveliest, gentlest of his relatives. He loved his gray eyes, his blond moustache, his lap—a deep and sweet place of delight and refuge when Alexis had been younger, a place that had seemed as unassailable as a citadel, as enjoyable as the wooden horses of a merry-go-round, and more inviolable than a temple.

Alexis, who highly disapproved of his father’s severe and somber wardrobe and dreamed about a future in which, always on horseback, he would be as elegant as a lady and as splendid as a king, recognized Baldassare as what he, the nephew, considered the most sublime epitome of a man. He knew that his uncle was handsome, that he, Alexis, resembled him; he also knew that his uncle was intelligent, generous, and as powerful as a bishop or a general. Truth to tell, his parents’ criticism had taught Alexis that the viscount had his faults. He even remembered his uncle’s violent anger the day his cousin Jean Galeas had made fun of him; his blazing eyes had hinted at the joys of his vanity when the Duke of Parma had offered him his sister’s hand (trying to disguise his pleasure, the viscount had clenched his teeth in a habitual grimace that Alexis despised); and the boy recalled his uncle’s scornful tone when talking to Lucretia, who had openly stated that she did not care for his music.

Often Alexis’s parents would allude to other things that his uncle had done and that the boy did not understand, though he heard them being sharply condemned.

But all of Baldassare’s faults, his commonplace grimace, had undoubtedly disappeared. When he had learned he might be dead in two years, how indifferent he must have become to the mockeries of Jean Galeas, to his friendship with the Duke of Parma, and to his own music. Alexis pictured his uncle as still handsome, but solemn and even more perfect than he had been before. Yes, solemn, and already not completely of this world. Hence, a little disquiet and terror mingled with the boy’s despair.

The horses had been harnessed long ago, it was time to leave; the boy stepped into the carriage, then climbed down again in order to ask his tutor for some final advice. When Alexis spoke, his face turned very crimson:

“Monsieur Legrand, is it better for my uncle to believe or not believe that I know that he knows that he’s dying?”

“He must not believe it, Alexis!”

“But what if he brings it up?”

“He won’t bring it up.”

“He won’t bring it up?” said Alexis, astonished, for that was the only alternative he had not foreseen: whenever he imagined his visit with his uncle, he could hear him talking about death with the gentleness of a priest.

“But what if he does bring it up after all?”

“You’ll tell him he’s mistaken.”

“And what if I cry?”

“You’ve cried too much this morning, you won’t cry in his home.”

“I won’t cry!” Alexis exclaimed in despair. “But he’ll think that I don’t care, that I don’t love him . . . my dear, sweet uncle!”

And he burst into tears. His mother, losing patience, came looking for him; they left.
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After handing his little overcoat to a servant who stood in the vestibule, wearing a green and white livery with the Sylvanian arms, Alexis momentarily halted with his mother and listened to a violin melody coming from an adjacent room. Then the visitors were ushered into a huge, round, glass-enclosed atrium, where the viscount spent much of his time. Upon entering, you faced the ocean, and upon turning your head, you saw lawns, pastures, and woods; at the other end of the room there were two cats, plus roses, poppies, and numerous musical instruments. The guests waited for an instant.

Alexis flung himself on his mother; she thought he wanted to kiss her, but, pressing his lips against her ear, he whispered:

“How old is my uncle?”

“He’ll be thirty-six this June.”

Alexis wanted to ask: “Do you think he’ll ever reach thirty-six?”, but he did not dare.

A door opened, Alexis trembled, a domestic said: “The viscount is coming shortly.”

Soon the domestic returned, with two peacocks and a kid, which the viscount took along everywhere. Then, more steps were heard, and the door opened again.

“It’s nothing,” Alexis thought to himself, his heart beating whenever he heard noise. “It’s probably a servant, yes, quite probably a servant.”

But at the same time he heard a soft voice: “Bonjour, my little Alexis, I wish you a happy birthday.”

His uncle, kissing the boy, frightened him. He must have sensed it, for, paying him no further heed in order to give him time to recover, the viscount started brightly chatting with Alexis’s mother, his sister-in-law, who, ever since his mother’s death, was the person he loved most in the world.

Now, Alexis, reassured, felt nothing but immense tenderness for this still charming young man, who was a wee bit paler and so heroic as to feign gaiety in these tragic minutes. The boy wanted to throw his arms around him but did not dare, afraid he might sap his uncle’s strength and make him lose his self-control. More than anything else the viscount’s sad, sweet gaze made the boy feel like crying. Alexis knew that those eyes had always been sad and, even in the happiest moments, they seemed to implore a consolation for sufferings that he did not appear to experience. But at this moment Alexis believed that his uncle’s sadness, courageously banished from his conversation, had taken refuge in his eyes, which, along with his sunken cheeks, were the only sincere things about his entire person.

“I know you’d like to drive a carriage and pair, my little Alexis,” said Baldassare, “you’ll get one horse tomorrow. Next year I’ll complete the pair and in two years I’ll give you the carriage. But this year perhaps you’ll learn how to ride a horse; we’ll try when I come back. You see, I’m definitely leaving tomorrow,” he added, “but not for long. I’ll be back in less than a month, and we’ll go to the matinee, you know, the comedy I promised I’d take you to.”
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