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Abstract
The story begins with his childhood, Proust’s narrator Marcel searches for what he calls time that has been lost;
he finally regains that lost time in the final volume as a middle-aged man when he experiences a life-altering
epiphany. Vivid memories of his life flood through him and he embraces his long-deferred vocation as an artist.
What it means to Marcel to lose and regain time is an enticing mystery at the heart of Proust’s work, and the
power and beauty of Proust’s excited descriptions of the moments in which Marcel “regains” time underscore the
importance of the theme of temps perdu and temps retrouvé. Charles Embry has insightfully demonstrated the
ways that Eric Voegelin’s approach to literature, and in particular Voegelin’s accounts of participation, the in-
between (metaxy), remembrance, andthe primary experience of the cosmos, canfruitfully guideareading of Proust’s
account of time lostand regained. The “blessed impressions” refertothose pivotal moments, such as Marcel’s tasting of
the madeleine dipped in tea or his stumbling upon uneven paving stones, which flood him with involuntary and
overwhelminglyvividmemories. Embry’s reading of Proust in light of Voegelin is compelling, and this paper makes an

attempt to approach Embry asaguide.

Keywords: time, lost, epiphany, remembrance, regain

Introduction

Embry is far from suggesting that either the character Marcel, or the reader, could have fruitfully skippedthesesocial
divertissements and gone directly to the epiphany of volume 6. But how do the long stretches of the novel in which
Marcel is notexperiencing epiphanic “blessed impressions” contribute to a VVoegelinian reading of the meaning of the
symbols of time lostand regained? In particular, I wonder how the parts of the novel that | found most disquieting to

read—those that chronicle Marcel’s intense, controlling jealousy toward Albertine and his continual mendacity toward
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her—can be integrated intoa VVoegelinian reading of the novel. Marcel’s obsessive love affairwith Albertine mightbe

seenonlyasanunimportantdistractionfromhislife’scallingasanovelist.

Inhisessay, “On Henry James’s Turn of the Screw,” Voegelinwrites of novelists such as Piranesi and Kafkawhosymbolize
the loss ofthe open cosmos as “the prisonwithouthope... Themanwho contractshimselftoaSelfcanbesomuchaware
oftheopenworldoutsidethathesymbolizeshisown stateasincarceration. Heisnotafflicted withblindnessforthe open
cosmos, butdeformsitsreality whilebeingconsciousofdeformingit”(CW12,p.163). Sucharefusaltoparticipateinthe
opennessof existenceisseen, Voegelinargues, inNietzsche’s “refusal toparticipate inthereality of the divinely

ordered cosmos, his refusal to open himself to Grace...”

Inthese passages, Voegelinstressesthatthe opennesstothe fullnessofexperienceisnota possession butanactivity,and
that it can too easily be lost through a refusal of grace, a deformation or contraction of reality, so that consciousness
becomes a prison rather than a state of freedom. While Voegelin does not mention Proust here along with Kafka and
Piranesi, it is easy to see that Marcel’s relationship with Albertine constitutes a literary “prison without hope” that
contrastswith theopenness ofthefinal epiphanyinVVolume6. Theimage of AlbertineasacaptiveinVolume5conveys
thewaythat

Marcel has imprisoned both Albertine and himself through a misinterpretation of the meaning of the invitationto love
another person. He has chosen, in Voegelin’s terms, libido dominandi over charity, anxiety over faith, despair over
hope.

Tomakethispointmorefully,letusturntoakeypassageinSLT VVolume4 (Part2, Chapter4). Atthispointinthe novel as
a whole, Marcel has taken the reader through a series of relationships dominated by jealous longing. These include
Marcel’s childhood longing for hismother’s goodnightkiss, whichshesometimesfailedtogivehiminordertoremainwith
dinner guests, Swann’s obsessive love for Odette, Saint-Loup’s love of Rachel, Baron de Charlus’s love of Morel, and
Marcel’s love of Gilberte Swann. For Marcel, thethoughtthat Albertine lovesothers, and especially thethoughtthat she

has womenlovers, bringsbackthesepreviouslongings.

“Itwas Trieste, itwas thatunknown world inwhich | could feel that Albertine took a delight, in which
were her memories, her friendships, her childhood loves, that exhaled that hostile, inexplicable
atmosphere, like the atmosphere that used to floatupto my bedroom at Combray, from the dining-
room in which | could hear, talking and laughing with strangersamidthe clatter of knivesand forks,
Mammawhowouldnotbe comingupstairstosaygood- nighttome; like theatmospherethat, for Swann,

had filled the houses to which Odette wentatnightin searchofinconceivablejoys”(SLT,vol.4,p.710)
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Notethatthispassageshowsthatfor Marcel, when oneisinlove with someone, one longstobeaparticipantinall ofthe
beloved’s experiences; oneis jealous of those “inconceivable joys,” those enjoyable experiences and memories that the
beloved has enjoyed butfromwhichthe loverhasbeenexcluded. Thislonging, I believe,isaformoftheeros that draws
onebeyondoneselfandthatreflectsanultimate longingforthetranscendent. Butthe waythat Marcel appropriates this
eros is through a set of serious missteps in his spiritual journey.
At the end of Volume 4, Marcel has been seeing Albertine romantically but has decided to break upwithher. By chance,
helearnsthatAlbertinehashadalongandclosefriendshipwithawoman, Mlle Vinteuil, whomheknowstohavewomen
lovers. Marcel had previously suspected that Albertine had women lovers, but he had suppressed these suspicions.
When he learns of her friendship with Mlle Vinteuil,“animagestirredinmyheart,animagewhich Ihad keptinreserve
forsomanyyearsthateven if | had beenable to guess, when I stored itup long ago, that it had a noxious power, I should
have supposed thatinthe course of time ithad entirely lostit; preserved alive inthe depths of mybeing...” (SLT, VVol.
4,p.702). Thisistheimage of Mlle Vinteuiland her lover,whom he had surreptitiously observed together years ago.
Marcel’snewfoundbeliefthat Albertineislesbiancauseshimtogiveuptheideaofbreakingup with her. The thought of
Albertine’s spending time with attractive women fills him with horror and he feels compelled to preventit. Marcel
believesthathisjealousyof Albertine is the primarycause of his
renewed love for her: “But if something brings about a violent change in the position of that soul in relation to us,
shows us that it is in love with others and not with us, then by the beating of our shattered heartwe feel that itisnot
a few feetaway from us but within us that the beloved creature was” (SLT, Volume 4, pp. 719-20). Instead of breaking
off the relationship, he embarks on a campaign to deceive and manipulate Albertine into moving with himto Paris and
moving into hisapartment. In Volume5, Marcelchroniclesthemonthsthat Albertinespendsasvirtuallyhisprisonerin
Paris. Before she finally leaves him, he indulges in elaborate schemes to control her thoughts, feelings, and actions, which
he wishesweredirected onlytoward himself.
Marcel’ response to the discovery that Albertine loveswomen is thus to intensify his love affair with her and to seek to
exercise utter control over her thoughts and feelings, to the extent of loving her mostwhenshe isunconsciousand inert,
unable toresist his desires. Marcel makes the choiceto constructa prisoninwhichto keep his lover captive. Inthis, he
overlooks other choiceshe may have had, the most obvious being to break off with Albertine as he had intended to do.
Withintheworld of thisnovel, theredonotseemtobe other choiceswhenitcomestoloverelationships, forallthecentral
characters seem to experience romantic love as a choice between controlling one’s partner and ending the relationship.
However, as | will argue below, Marcel’s choice in the conclusion of Volume 6 to liberate his written work to the

vagariesoffaterepresentsathirdchoice, thatofreleasingthe loved one while maintaining a loving relationship.

In accepting and submitting to suffering and embracing his task as an artist, Marcel explicitly gives up the desire to
controland dominate the thoughts, feelings, andactionsof others, whichearlier led himto make of hisParisapartmenta
prisonfor both Albertine and himselfandtotreat Albertineas aninertobject. Instead, heexplicitlyacceptsthe ideathat
his suffering serves a greater purpose and even embraces the fact that his books, with their portrayals of those he has

loved, will take on a life of their ownand will be transformed inthe minds of his future readers. “Saddening... wasthe
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thought that my love, to which I had clung so tenaciously, would in my book be so detached from any individual that

differentreaderswouldapplyit,evenindetail, towhat theyhad felt for other women” (SLT, Volume 6,p. 309).

Recall Voegelin’s cryptic comment that Proust’s lost and regained time are “times which correspond to the loss and
rediscovery of self, the action of rediscovery through a monumental literary work ofremembrancebeingtheatonementfor
the lossoftimethrough personal guilt—verysimilarto cosmological rituals of restoring order thathas been lostthrough
lapse of time.” Whatever Voegelin had in mind by referring to “atonement” and “personal guilt,” it is possible to see
Marcel’s final release of control over his writing as a kind of atonement for the fierce control that he exercised over
Albertine and that he wished to exercise over his other loved ones. This the third option for one who loves another
person—neithertobreak offrelationship nortoexercise dominationover the beloved, butto continue to love himor her
while relinquishing control. This is the option that preserves a tension between possession and indifference, by loving

another person passionately while preserving akind of spiritual detachment.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I have tried to show that Marcel’s love of Albertine, far from being only a distraction from his
spiritual search, is motivated by the same longing for meaning that leads him to try to regain “lost time” and that
culminates in his embracing his identity as an artist. The moment at which his jealousy toward Albertine is born is
describedintermsstrikinglysimilartothe language he usesto describehisartisticepiphany, leadingustorecognizethat
thesetwomomentsare parallelandthathis responses to them represent opposite existential choices. Marcel’s embracing
of his intense, controlling impulses toward Albertine constitutes, in Voegelin’s terms, a closing of the self and a resistance
to, even adeformation of, the fullness of experience represented by the symbol of time regained, a fullness to which
Marcelultimately openshimselfwhenhetakesuphisartisticvocationand when hegivesup control of his writings, and
his loves, to the vagaries of the future. In telling the story of Marcel’s imprisonment of Albertine, Proust portrays
the modern imprisonment of the self, and it is for this spiritual self-imprisonment that Marcel atones in the

conclusion of In Search of Lost Time.
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