
When Marcel Proust died, in 1922,
at the age of fifty - on e, on ly the

first four installments of his seve n -
volume masterp i e c e,“À la Rech e rche du
Temps Pe rd u , ”had been published.L i k e
the narrator of his autobiogra ph i ca l
n ove l , Proust had notori o u s ly low self-
e s t e e m . “I f on ly I could value mys e l f
m o re! Alas! It is impossible, ” he on c e
s a i d . His father and his younger bro t h e r
w e re distinguished doctors who live d
l i ves of social usefulness and robust het-
e ro s e x u a l i ty; the cosseted, s i ck ly Pro u s t
chose instead the avant-garde of s u f fe r-
i n g. E ve rything about his life— b re a t h-
i n g, e a t i n g, s l e e p i n g, t ra ve ll i n g, eve n
sex—was pro b l e m a t i c ; his eye s , e a r s ,
s t om a ch , s k i n , and psyche were so deli-
cate and so easily irritated that he could
on ly interm i t t e n t ly partake of the pri v i-
leged world that was his inheri t a n c e .H e
was a connoisseur of c o ll a p s e, a hom o-
sexual outsider who made a myth of re-
t re a t .E ven his late success brought him
little solace; he com p a red himself to a
man too enervated by fever to enjoy a
p e rfect soufflé .

In recent ye a r s ,h ow eve r,with the ri s e
o f the sound bite and the soap opera ,
Pro u s t’s work ,w h i ch abounds in hearsay
and melodra m a ,has made something of
a com e b a ck . Alain de Botton’s 1997
“H ow Proust Can Change Your Life”
t u rned the loquacious m a î tre into a kind
o f b e s t - s e lling self-help guru , and now
H a rold Pi n t e r’s austere scre e n p l ay adap-
t a t i on of “À la Rech e rch e, ” c om m i s-
s i oned by Joseph Lo s ey in 1972 but
n ever fil m e d , has made Proust a star of
the Lon d on stage, in an elegant pro d u c-
t i on directed by Di Trevis at the Roy a l
Na t i on a l’s Cottesloe T h e a t re . The pro-
d u c t i on’s pro g ram quotes Kierk e g a a rd’s
line “L i fe can on ly be understood back-
w a rd s ; but it must be lived forw a rd s . ”
And the act of i m a g i n a t i ve re t ri eval is
the tra j e c t o ry both of the play and of
Pro u s t’s life—his way of redeeming an
o t h e rwise ove rwhelming sense of l o s s .

H e re, b u n dled in ove rcoats in the
summer for fear of ca t ching a cold and
o c ca s i on a lly stri cken by asthmatic cough-
i n g fit s , Pro u s t’s fic t i onal surro g a t e,
M a rcel (the sympathetic and subtle Se-
bastian Harc om b e ) , is forever on the pe-
ri ph e ry of eve n t s , p e e ring from behind
ch a i r s , behind heads, behind window s —
almost incidental to the scrum of h i g h
and low life that swirls around him, a n d
s ometimes on ly vaguely re m e m b e red by
the members of the polite society he
k e e p s . By staging Marcel from these re-
f racted angles, Trevis pinpoints the
essence of the writer and his styl e :Pro u s t
is a master of the obstructed view.

“I n firm i ty alone makes us take notice
and learn , and enables us to analyze
p rocesses which we would otherw i s e
k n ow nothing about,” Proust said, a n d
the play links his enforced phys i cal sep-
a ra t i on from life to his unique way of
p e rceiving it. He listens. He scru t i n i ze s .
He ove rh e a r s . He embell i s h e s . He col-
l e c t s . Then he translates these minutely
o b s e rved scraps into a fine litera ry fil i-
g ree that both kills Time and ca p t u res it.
The pro d u c t i on manages to ev oke the
authentic whiff o f w onder that is the
b y - p roduct of Pro u s t’s attention to detail.
The view e r, like Marc e l ,b e c omes a kind
o f d e t e c t i ve, whose job it is to piece to-
gether a coh e rent narra t i ve from a hodge-
podge o f c on t ra d i c t o ry ev i d e n c e— t i d-
bits of go s s i p, e a ve s d ro p p i n g, s o u n d s ,
s m e ll s ,o b s e rv a t i on , and lies. It is not ex-
p e rience but the understanding of e x p e-
rience that counts for Proust and is so
p e rtinent in our own analytic age.

This pro g ress from mys t e ry to cl a ri ty
is a work of p re s t i d i g i t a t i on that Trev i s ’s
p ro d u c t i on perf o rms before our eye s .B y
the start of the first act, the audience has
had time to observe Alison Chitty’s cun-
ning back d ro p : a ye ll ow patch on a fie l d
o f tw o - t one grays . ( “Pa t ch of ye ll ow
w a ll” a re the first words of Pi n t e r’s
s c re e n p l ay.) In front of i t , on the ra k e d
wooden stage, a re a piano, a vase fill e d

with flow e r s , s ome book s , and a paint-
i n g. As the play unfolds, these neutra l
p rops take on a series of charged narra-
t i ve meanings, n one of w h i ch are more
s e n s a t i onal than those associated with
the ye ll ow patch . What looks at first like
an abstract daub becomes by degrees a
w i n d ow, then a source of l i g h t , and by
the end of the play something go r g e o u s ly
p re c i s e : not a patch at all but the sunlit
detail of a ro o ftop in Ve rm e e r’s “Vi ew of
D e l ft”—a painting whose penetra t i n g
light fe a t u res in Pro u s t’s story and serve s
as a metaphor for his artistic ambition .
In the play’s final beats—as the eve -
n i n g’s epiph a ny and as a spectacular cor-
re l a t i ve for Pro u s t’s act of i m a g i n a t i ve re -
c re a t i on — “Vi ew of D e l ft” s c ro lls up as
the stage back d ro p : a beautiful, b e h e-
m o t h ,f u lly re a l i zed landsca p e . The play
ends with Marcel delive ring one last ve r-
bal “Proustian mom e n t” :

B e f o re my eyes, flashed Venice, a canal, 
a gondola. The sensation I had once felt 
on two uneven slabs in the Baptistry of 
St. Mark’s came back to me and I saw again
the azure-blue fresco and I re m e m b e red that
when the waiter inadvertently knocked a
spoon against a plate it reminded me of a line
of trees seen from a railway carr i a g e .

“It was time to begin,” he con cl u d e s .
What he was beginning was the wri t i n g,
and the writing is what embraces Ti m e,
apes it, a n d , in Pro u s t’s ca s e, ove r s h a d-
ows the doom that comes with it. “To 
be hon e s t , I’ve wasted my life, ” M a rc e l
c on fe s s e s , at one point. His book prove s
him wron g.

“One can of course reduce eve ry-
t h i n g, ” Proust said. That includes this
m onumental book .When you take away
Pro u s t’s asides, his descri p t i on s , his at-
m o s ph e ri c s , his ve rb o s i ty,w h i ch lend the
b o ok its part i c u l a rly poignant underc u r-
rents of l e i s u re and lon e l i n e s s ,w h a t’s left
is Proustian but not Pro u s t . It is easy 
to admire Pi n t e r’s adaptation but hard ,
at times, to feel for its ch a ra c t e r s . T h e
a ch i evement here is in the pre s e n t a t i on ,
not the penetra t i on .M u ch of the play is
spent pon d e ring the possible lesbian in-
cl i n a t i ons of v a rious ch a ra c t e r s : Sw a n n
( Du n can Bell) ch a llenges Odette (the
a ll u ring Fritha Goodey ) , and Marc e l ,
who is heterosexual in the nove l ,t ries to
get Albertine (the appealingly merc u ri a l
I n d i ra Va rma) to admit that she’s a shirt -
l i fter—a fact that he con firms after her

9 2 THE NEW YO R K E R, JA N UA RY 29, 2001

THE THEATRE

BLUEBIRDS OF UNHAPPINESS
The hau n ted houses of Proust and O’ Ne i l l .

BY JOHN LAHR



d e a t h . But all these sexual scenes, i n-
cluding the sadom a s o chistic spectacl e
that Charlus makes of h i m s e l f at a
b ro t h e l ,a re notional and stra n g e ly une-
v o ca t i ve . St i ll , Pro u s t’s satire of h i g h
s o c i e ty plays into Pi n t e r’s strong suit;
he has great fun with the oafish social
h u b b u b, e s p e c i a lly the gauche cl i m b e r
M m e . Ve rd u rin (the beaky, h i l a rious Ja-
nine Duvitski) and the well - o rch e s t ra t e d
tedious badinage of the ri ch at play.
C h a rlus (the exc e llent David Rintoul),
Pro u s t’s great high-camp cre a t i on ,w h o
m oves in the course of the novel from
a s s e rt i ve masculinity to abject effe m i-
n a cy — f rom palaces to gutters—is the
p e rfect fodder for Pi n t e r’s gift for bom-
b a s t . When Mme. Ve rd u rin explains to
C h a rlus that she has seated a baron next
to an hon o red guest instead of h i m ,b e-

cause he is mere ly a marq u i s , C h a rl u s
re p l i e s , “Pa rd on me. I am also Duc de
B ra b a n t , Damoiseau de Mon t a r g i s ,
Prince d’ Ol e ron , de Care n cy,de Vi a re g-
g i o, and des Du n e s .H ow eve r, please do
not distress yo u r s e l f. It is not of t h e
slightest import a n c e, h e re . ” Trevis has a
p a i n t e rly eye for groupings and ch o re o-
g ra phs Pro u s t’s dance of time with her
own dances, w h i ch throw off a lyri c i s m
and a sense of l onging that re s onate well
with the book and make the eve n i n g,
for all its limitation s , a beautiful and
p rov o ca t i ve on e .

“Gri e fs , at the moment when they
change into ideas, lose some of

their power to injure our heart , ” Pro u s t
s a i d , and this may account for his curi o u s
o p t i m i s m . What accounts for the pes-

simism in Eugene O’Ne i ll’s autobio-
g ra ph i cal masterp i e c e, “Long Day’s
J o u rn ey Into Ni g h t” (at Lon d on’s Lyri c
T h e a t re ) , is the inability of “the four
haunted Tyrones”—as O’Ne i ll ch a ra c-
t e ri zed his family—to tra n s mute mem-
o ry into some larger consoling idea and
keep it out of their pre s e n t . The play
c on c e n t rates on the night, in 1912, t h a t
the Tyron e s ’ young wri t e r - s on is diag-
nosed with tuberc u l o s i s , and his mother,
M a ry, lapses back into a morphine ad-
d i c t i on that is a vestige of her hard life
on the road with her tightfisted actor-
manager husband. These hapless ch a r-
acters don’t need to search for the past. I t
has been pre s e rved in the family’s pun-
ishing litanies of re c ri m i n a t i on and re-
g re t . In the play’s stunning last lines, t h e
past seeps even into Mary’s drugged pre-
s e n t : “Then in the spring som e t h i n g
happened to me. Ye s , I re m e m b e r. I fe ll
in love with James Tyrone and was so
happy for a time.”

In Robin Ph i ll i p s ’s gro s s ly ove r -
p raised pro d u c t i on , the power of t h i s
final speech is undercut by typ i ca lly
clumsy dire c t i on . J e s s i ca Lange is al-
l owed to deliver Mary’s lines while
slumped to her knees, and she pauses
a m a t e u ri s h ly before delive ring the last
s e n t e n c e . St i ll , although her quave ri n g
voice and birdlike mannerisms often dis-
p l ay the influence of Ka t h a rine Hep-
b u rn’s perf o rmance in the movie ve r s i on ,
Lange seems to understand Mary’s
e m o t i onal fra g i l i ty and harrowing isola-
t i on , and she turns in a competent per-
f o rmance that dominates the lopsided
p ro d u c t i on . Ph i ll i p s ’s shall ow staging is
unable to bring the gra v i ty of O ’ Ne i ll’s
male ch a racters into play. The men are
w o e f u lly misca s t ; n one of t h e m —
C h a rles Dance as the curi o u s ly patri c i a n
James Tyron e, Paul Rudd as Jamie, a n d
Paul Ni ch o lls as Edmu n d — h a ve a hint
o f t o rment or exhaustion in their souls,
and they cannot even appro a ch the edgy
sense of d e s p e ra t i on and tragedy that
the script so bri ll i a n t ly dissects. I t’s like
b a n t a mweights going up against heavy-
w e i g h t s : t h ey can throw the punch e s ,
but they have no cl o u t . The fog that
e nvelops the Tyron e s ’ w a t e rf ront hom e
and is the metaphor for their ill - f a t e d ,
g h o s t ly lives also becomes a metaph o r
for the blinkered pro d u c t i on , in which
eve ryon e, with the possible exc e p t i on 
o f La n g e, seems to have lost his way. ♦
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Pro u s t’s satire of Fre n ch high society plays into Pinter’s strong suit.


