
[image: Cover for Letters]


About the Author

Albert Camus (Author)

Albert Camus (1913-60) grew up in a working-class neighbourhood in Algiers. He studied philosophy at the University of Algiers, and became a journalist. His most important works include The Outsider, The Myth of Sisyphus, The Plague and The Fall. After the occupation of France by the Germans in 1941, Camus became one of the intellectual leaders of the Resistance movement. He was killed in a road accident, and his last unfinished novel, The First Man, appeared posthumously.

Maria Casarès (Author)
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Preface


The time will come when, despite our pain, we will be lighthearted, joyful, and truthful.

—Albert Camus to Maria Casarès, February 26, 1950



Maria Casarès and Albert Camus met in Paris on June 6, 1944, the day the Allies landed in Normandy. She was twenty-one; he was thirty. Maria was born in A Coruña, Spain, and arrived in Paris in 1936, when she was fourteen. Her father, Santiago Casares Quiroga, who had long served in the Spanish government in several capacities, including prime minister, during the Second Republic, went into exile when Franco took power. Much later, Maria Casarès would say that she was “born in November 1942, in the Théâtre des Mathurins.”

Albert Camus, who was separated from his wife, Francine Faure, due to the German Occupation, had joined the Resistance. Of Spanish descent on his mother’s side, suffering from tuberculosis like Santiago Casares Quiroga, Camus was also in exile, from his native Algeria. In October of 1944, when Francine Faure could finally rejoin her husband, Maria Casarès and Albert Camus separated. But on June 6, 1948, they ran into each other again on the boulevard Saint-Germain, and from that day forward they were inseparable.

This correspondence, uninterrupted for over a decade, demonstrates the undeniably irresistible nature of their love:


We met, we recognized each other, we gave ourselves to each other, we succeeded in creating a burning love of pure crystal—do you realize how happy we are and what has been given to us?

—Maria Casarès, June 4, 1950

Equally lucid, equally sensible, capable of understanding everything and so of overcoming everything, strong enough to live without illusion, and bound to one another, by ties of the earth, intelligence, the heart, and our bodies, nothing can surprise us, I know it, nothing can divide us.

—Albert Camus, February 23, 1950



In January 1960, death would separate them, but by then they’d been together for twelve years, “always honest with each other,” united, passionate, sometimes far from each other, but living life to the full, together, every day, every hour, in the kind of truthfulness that very few people would have the strength to bear.

The letters from Maria Casarès reveal the life of a great actress, her courage and weakness, her impossible schedule: radio broadcasts, rehearsals, performances (with all their vagaries), making movies. They also reveal the life of actors at the Comédie-Française and the Théâtre National Populaire (TNP). Maria Casarès acted with Michel Bouquet, Gérard Philipe, Marcel Herrand, Serge Reggiani, Jean Vilar, and she liked them all.

Originally from Galicia, the actress was like the ocean: breaking, crashing, re-forming and starting over again with stupefying vitality. She lived through happiness and misery with the same intensity, experiencing everything deeply, completely.

This way of life is obvious even in her spelling, which was corrected for clarity in the French edition—though the evidence of her intensity, her sentences tumbling forth, is apparent in the English too.

The letters from Albert Camus are much more concise but impart the same love of life, his passion for the theater, his continual care for actors and their fragility. They also show us the themes that were so important to him: the profession of writing, his doubts, his relentless work as an author despite his tuberculosis. He speaks to Maria about what he is writing: the preface to The Wrong Side and the Right Side, The Rebel, Chronicles, Exile and the Kingdom, The Fall, The First Man. He never feels “up to the task.” She tirelessly reassures him, believes in him, in his works, but not blindly, because as a woman she knows that creation is the strongest force. And she knows how to say so with sincerity and true conviction.

He writes to her on February 23, 1950: “What each of us does in our work, life, etc. we do not do alone. A presence that only we can feel is with us.” That will always remain true.

How were these two beings able to get through so many years, amid the exhausting tension demanded by a life lived freely but tempered by respect for others, in which it was “necessary to keep going forward on the tightrope of a love devoid of all self-pride,”fn1 without leaving each other, without ever doubting each other, with the same demand of openness? The answer is in this correspondence.

My father died on January 4, 1960. In August of 1959, it seems they had managed to hold steady on that tightrope, never falling, until the end. She wrote to him:


it seems useless to me to steal glances at the dreadful confusion of my inner landscape. What distresses me is the fact that I’ll never find the free time, intelligence, and strength of character I need to straighten things up a little in there, and I get sad when I think that I’ll inevitably die just like I was born—shapeless.



He replied to her:


If not a clear definition, it will be necessary to die unintelligible to oneself, shapeless. […]. But it may also be that clear definition, the imperturbable clarity of truth, is what death itself is. And in order to feel its heart, mystery is necessary, the obscurity of existing, the incessant call, the battle with oneself and others. Then it would be enough to understand it, and silently be in awe of its mystery and the contradiction—with the sole condition that we never stop fighting and understanding.



I thank them both. Their letters make the earth more vast, space more luminous, the air lighter, simply because they existed.

—CATHERINE CAMUS

So as not to breach the loyalty and fidelity my father taught me, I would like to thank my friend Béatrice Vaillant for the Benedictine work she has accomplished. She was the one who transcribed, dated (!!!), set down this correspondence day after day. She brought care, precision, and sensitivity to it that only her generous, selfless heart could bring.




Translator’s Note

When I was approached to translate the correspondence between Albert Camus and Maria Casarès, I was at first delighted. After reading samples of the letters, though, I began to have reservations: the letters were so personal, so intimate. I felt a bit like an intruder. Was it fair to expose the private lives of such public figures, their insecurities, frustrations, moral dilemmas? And as Camus was one of my literary heroes, I wondered if I would discover things I simply did not wish to know!

Of course, the letters had already been published in French, and to great acclaim. Several theater performances based on the letters drew crowds in Paris and at the Festival d’Avignon. There was even a documentary about the correspondence that aired on France’s TV5MONDE. Albert Camus and Maria Casarès were just as famous in Europe as Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir.

As I kept reading, the sheer beauty of the letters conquered my hesitations. The thoughts and feelings of both lovers were so insightful, especially because theirs was a truly complicated relationship. I felt that anyone who read these letters would be able to relate to them. And very few people can describe deep emotions better than Camus.

There was another factor as well: Maria Casarès was extremely well-known in Europe but relatively unknown in the United States or even in Great Britain, and I felt her accomplishments should be made known to English-speaking readers. Despite being a Spanish immigrant who learned French as a teenager, she played all the most prestigious classical roles and was lauded as among the greatest “French” actresses of her time. (This is why her name is normally spelled the French way, rather than the Spanish “María Casares.”)

As you might suspect, given the length of this book, the translation was a mammoth task: 865 letters spanning fifteen years. Hand-written. Kept by them both. The obvious enormity of the project, however, would soon seem less daunting than the translation challenges the letters posed.

What is essential in any good translation is consistency of voice: Camus should sound like Camus and Casarès should sound like Casarès. As I ricocheted back and forth between the two distinct voices, it became clear to me, after a great number of letters, that this project presented the perfect opportunity to work with a cotranslator. It was my good fortune to enlist Cory Stockwell, whom I had gotten to know through lectures at the Alliance Française in Minneapolis, and with whom I knew I shared certain core sensibilities. After translating some forty books from the French, it would be my first time working with a cotranslator.

One might assume that I would translate Casarès and Cory would translate Camus. But that assumption ignores the essential chameleonlike nature of translation. It also runs counter to my experience: because I had previously translated works by Camus—L’Etranger (Penguin UK, as The Outsider), Create Dangerously (Vintage USA), a graphic novel version of The Stranger (Pegasus Press, USA), and other shorter works—I had a deep understanding of his style. So Cory and I agreed that he would translate the letters from Casarès and I would continue with Camus. It was a method that would work well to maintain their distinct voices.

As the translation progressed, we encountered gaps and references that we often couldn’t fill in or track down. Due to their rigorous schedules, the couple faced prolonged separations. Maria Casarès quickly became an international star of stage, screen, and radio, meaning endless rehearsals, performances, filming, and tours to South America, the Soviet Union, Scandinavia, and throughout Europe. Camus, meanwhile, had an exhausting round of lecture tours, both in the Americas and in Europe, and his tuberculosis forced him to spend extended periods of time away taking various cures. Then there were his trips to Algeria to see family, his mother in particular.

By 1950, the lovers had a new, modern way of being together more often: commercial airlines. Telephones were also more widely available and finally entering the home. This meant more gaps in the correspondence. What was said when they spoke on the phone or were together? (We cannot know—but it was often fun trying to fill in the blanks!)

THE LANGUAGE OF LOVE

“Mon cher amour” is how most of these letters begin. Readers familiar with French might be surprised that Camus often refers to Maria as “mon cher”—the masculine form—but this was common practice at the time, to abbreviate “mon cher amour.” Like many terms of endearment and affection in French, the phrase contains multiple shades of meaning. “Mon cher” might be translated as “my darling,” “my dearest,” “my love.” “Je t’embrasse” could mean you’re being hugged or kissed or embraced. Similarly, “Je t’attends” is not merely “I’m waiting for you,” but also “I miss you” and “I can’t wait to see you.” “Mon ami(e)” can mean friend, lover, boyfriend, girlfriend, or partner.

To avoid excessive repetition, we have chosen translations that vary but are fitting to a particular context.

There are also several titles of works by numerous authors referenced in a host of languages. If the foreign title is easily recognizable, we have not given the English translation alongside it. However, we have rarely translated any words or phrases that appear in a foreign language in the original French text, unless they were necessary for clarity. Both Camus and Casarès often use Spanish expressions. Casarès was, of course, a native Spanish speaker, and Camus also spoke Spanish, as his mother was of Spanish descent.

But these are not merely love letters. Many were written during the Occupation, when Camus’s work in the Resistance kept him in constant danger. After the war ended, and they were reunited after a break of two years, they discuss their careers, tours, friends, and colleagues, giving us insight into their day-to-day lives. The letters are always touching, sometimes sad, and often very scathing or funny. Camus’s description of a trip to London to see a production of his play Caligula had me laughing out loud! Maria had a voracious appetite but struggled to gain weight. Camus continued smoking despite his tuberculosis, and Maria even offered him a cigarette holder as a gift one year. They picked out furniture and clothing for each other. Camus loved swimming and fishing. They were both incredibly well-read and discussed books by a host of foreign authors. Casarès was involved in politics, raising money for the Spanish in exile during the Franco regime. Camus helped her translate propaganda from Spanish to French. Casarès was the first to read anything Camus wrote, and he valued her opinion.

We are privy to the most intimate fears, dreams, and thoughts of two world-famous personalities. We learn things we could not know any other way: their great love of the sea and nature, their desire for privacy, their love-hate relationship with Paris and high society, their reactions to critics and reviews. They have doubts and suffer from anxiety. They are more than their fame or public personas; they are human.

Every year on June 6, the anniversary of the day they met, Camus sends Maria a ring—in French, “un anneau”—which is traditionally the term used to describe a wedding band.

Camus’s wife, Francine Faure, had known about his relationship with Maria for many years. She suffered because of it, which caused him much guilt. Francine had always been prone to psychological problems, and at one point attempted to throw herself off the balcony of Camus’s house. He tells Maria that he will never leave Francine, and he will never leave his children, Jean and Catherine:


Compared to you, the whole world is nothing but a pale shadow to me. With the exception of my children, the world could vanish, and that would change nothing. You alone are permanent, you alone fulfill me.



Maria buys an apartment on the rue de Vaugirard, which becomes “their refuge” when together in Paris. Camus later buys a house in Lourmarin, in the south of France, as well as a studio in Paris on the rue de Chanaleilles, in the same building as his close friend the great poet René Char. (That studio and their friendship would become crucial to their story.)

In one of his many extraordinary letters to her, Camus portrays their intimate relationship as transcendent:


when you reach a certain degree of mutual passion, hearts meld together into something that can no longer be given a name, where boundaries disappear, and distinctions, and it makes you think of what eternity might be like, if that word could have a meaning. In the past, at the height of passion and pressure, I fought against you, against your presence in my life. And now, if I try to imagine this life without you, or when I’m living alone, I feel torn apart. It’s been a very long time since I stopped fighting against you, and I know that whatever happens, we will live and die together.



But they were not destined to die together. On January 4, 1960, Albert Camus was killed in a car accident on the way back to Paris. His good friend Michel Gallimard was driving.

When René Char learned of his death, he immediately went to Camus’s studio, found Maria’s letters, and brought them to her, so they “wouldn’t get into the wrong hands.”fn1 A few years before Maria’s death in 1996, she gave all the letters to Camus’s daughter, Catherine, which is why they have survived today.

Camus’s final letter to Maria, just a few days before that fatal accident, is chilling:


December 30, 1959

The last letter. Just to tell you I’ll be arriving on Tuesday, driving up with the Gallimards on Monday …. I’ll call you when I get there, but perhaps we could already agree to meet for dinner on Tuesday. Let’s say we’ll do that in theory, unless there are problems on the road.



The sudden death of Albert Camus at the age of forty-seven, at the height of his creative powers, deprived the world of one of the greatest writers, philosophers, and intellectuals of the twentieth century. And it deprived Maria Casarès of her soulmate.

—SANDRA SMITH,

July 2025




LETTERS
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1. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈSfn1

[June 1944]

Chère Maria,fn2

I have a business meeting at 6:30 p.m. at the NRF [offices of the Nouvelle Revue française] with an editor from Monte Carlo. From the NRF we’ll surely go to the Cyrano, which is on the corner of the rue du Bac and the boulevard Saint-Germain.fn3 I’ll wait for you there until 7:30 p.m. At 7:30, I’ll be at the Frégate, on the corner of the rue du Bac and the quayside, where Marcel and Jean are meeting me.fn4 At 8:00, the normal meeting place is at the Voltaire, on the corner of the rue de Beaune and the quayside. But I think you know that.

Forgive me for not being able to wait longer. Love,

AC

2. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

4:00 p.m. [June 1944]

My little Maria,

I hoped to reach you now by calling you at home. But I don’t even have time. So, in between two meetings, I’m sending you this message. It means nothing, naturally. But I guess you’ll find it when you get home tonight and then you’ll think of me. I’m tired, I need you. But of course, I can’t say it this way: you would have to be in my arms.

Good night, ma chérie. Sleep well, think of me as much as you can. I send you kisses until tomorrow.

AC

3. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

Thursday 10:00 [evening] [June 1944]

I’ve just read your dedication, mon chéri,fn5 and now something is trembling inside of me. Even though I tell myself that sometimes people write such things on impulse, without actually meaning them—at the same time, I think there are certain words you wouldn’t write unless you truly felt them.

I’m so happy, Maria. Is that even possible? What trembles within me is a kind of wild joy. Yet at the same time, there is the bitterness I felt after you’d gone, and the sadness of your eyes at the moment you left me. It’s true that what I keep of you always has the taste of happiness mixed with anxiousness. But if you love me as you’ve written, we must have something else. This is truly our time to love each other, and we must want it strongly enough and long enough to overcome everything.

I don’t like the clear way of looking at things you claimed to have this evening. When someone has a soul, they tend to call what frustrates them lucidity, and what eludes them, truth. But that lucidity is just as blind as anything else. There is only one type of clairvoyance: the kind that wants to grasp at happiness. And I know that even though it might be very short-lived, endangered or fragile, happiness awaits us, if we reach out our hands. But we must reach out our hands.

I’m looking forward to tomorrow, to you, to your dear face. This evening, I was too tired to talk to you about how I feel: my heart is overflowing with love for you. Something exists that belongs only to us, and a place where I can be with you effortlessly. These are the hours when I fall silent and when you doubt me. But that doesn’t matter, my heart is full of you. Goodbye, chérie. Thank you for the few words that have given me so much joy—thank you for your soul that loves, that I love. I kiss you with all my might.

AC

4. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

1:00 [in the morning] [June 1944]

My little Maria,

I just got home; I’m not at all tired, and I’m filled with such a yearning to be near you that I really must go to my desk to talk to you as best I can. I didn’t dare tell Marcel [Herrand] that I didn’t feel like going out to drink his champagne. And you were with so many people! But after half an hour, I’d had enough, all I needed was you. I felt such love for you, Maria, all evening, whenever I looked at you, heard your voice, which for me has now become irreplaceable. When I went up to Marcel’s, I found some pages of the play. I can no longer read them without hearing you, that is my own way of being happy with you.

I try to imagine what you’re doing and wonder in astonishment why you aren’t here. I tell myself that what is essential—the only essential thing I know, which is passion and life—would be if you came home with me tomorrow, so we might finish an evening together that we started together. But I also know that all that is in vain, apart from all the rest.

But at least, do not forget me when you leave me. Don’t forget, either, what I spent so long telling you one day, at my place, before everything started. On that day, I spoke to you from the depths of my heart, and I want, I want so much, for us to belong to each other the way I told you and the way it should be. Don’t leave me, I can imagine nothing worse than losing you. What would I do now without your face and all its overwhelming features, without your voice and your body pressed to mine?

And yet, that was not what I wanted to tell you today. Just your presence here, my desire for you, my thoughts about this evening. Good night, mon chéri. May tomorrow come quickly, and all the other days when you will belong more to me than to that damned play. I kiss you with all my might.

AC

5. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

4:00 p.m. [June 1944]

My little Maria,

I don’t know if you will think of calling me. And I don’t know how to reach you at this time of day. Though I have nothing to tell you in particular, apart from the tide that has been carrying me since yesterday and my need for the trust and love that I have in you. It’s been so long since I’ve written to you!

If you find this telegram when you get home tonight, call me. Don’t forget me between now and Saturday. Think of me all the time during those days. Tell yourself that I am near you at every moment. Goodbye, my love, my dearest love. I kiss you as I did yesterday.

Albert

6. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

Saturday 2:00 p.m. [July 1, 1944]

My little Maria,

The trip was fine and without any problems.fn6 We took the train at 7:20 and kept going until 9:00, then walked for seven kilometers to avoid a railway yard that had been bombed the day before; at 11:00, we got back on a train until noon. We waited at Meaux for two hours until we could get another train. After a new change three quarters of an hour later, we arrived at 5:00. I was as tired as an old dog, but glad to have made it. I was offered a house with a wing that had been bombed in 1940, but the rest was habitable. But it was covered in dust, and it took forty-eight hours to clean it up with the help of a good local woman.

Let me describe everything. The countryside is a valley with two hills covered in fields and average-sized trees. It’s cool here, you can hear the sound of water and smell the grass, there are cows, a few nice-looking children, and you can hear birds singing. If you climb up a little higher, you reach more open plateaus where you can breathe better. The village: a few houses and good people. As for the house, it is hidden in the middle of a rather large garden full of trees and the last roses of the season (they aren’t red). It stands in the shadow of the old church and the upper part of the garden is a sunlit prairie that reaches as far as the church’s flying buttresses. You can sunbathe there. I’m getting settled in a bedroom and office on the first floor. When that’s done, I’ll describe it to you.

I think that at least, Michel [Gallimard], at least, might lodge with me. Pierre and Janine [Gallimard] will probably sleep elsewhere. I’m waiting impatiently for them to arrive to decide about all that and especially because I hope they’ll give me your news.

I’m writing all this to you as clearly as I can because I think that you mainly want some precise information. But, my thoughts are very different: since Thursday evening, it’s you I am living with. I feel as if we didn’t say goodbye the way we should have, and this separation, amid so many uncertainties, beneath a sky full of dangers, is difficult for me to bear. My hope is that you will come. If you can make the trip by car, do; it will be easier. Otherwise, you will have to make the long journey I made. There’s also a bicycle, so I could go and meet you. Don’t forget your promise, mon chéri, that is what I am living on at this moment. I think I might be able to find peace in this place. With a few trees, the wind, a river, I’ll manage to recapture the internal silence I lost so long ago. But that won’t be possible if I must bear your absence, as I am drawn toward your face and my memory of you. I do not at all intend to play the despairing man or let myself go. Starting on Monday, I’m going to get to work, and I will work, that’s certain. But I want you to help me and I want you to come—I especially want you to come! You and I met and fell in love passionately, impatiently, dangerously. I regret nothing and I feel that these last days I’ve lived are enough to justify a life. But there is another way to love each other, a more secret kind of fulfillment, more harmonious, which is no less beautiful and which I know we are capable of. It’s here that we will find time for that. Don’t forget that, my little Maria, and keep that chance for our love alive.

In a few hours you’ll be on stage.fn7 Today and tomorrow, my thoughts will be with you. I’ll be waiting for the moment when you sit down and say that it’s all wonderful; I’ll also look forward to the third act and the cry that I loved so much. Oh! Mon chéri, what a hard thing it is to be far from the thing one loves. I am deprived of your face, and there’s nothing in the world that I have cherished more.

Write to me a lot, and often, don’t leave me alone. I’ll wait for you for as long as it takes; I feel I have infinite patience when it comes to you. Yet I also feel an impatience in my heart that wounds me, a burning desire to experience everything and devour everything, and that impatience is my love for you. Goodbye, my little conqueror. Stay close to me in your thoughts and come to me, come quickly, I beg of you. I send you my most passionate kisses.

You can write to me as we agreed, care of Mme Parain, in Verdelot, Seine-et-Marne.

Michelfn8

7. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

Tuesday 4:00 p.m. [July 4, 1944]

Mon chéri,

I’m writing to you in the middle of the garden, surrounded by the group from Gallimard who are reading, sleeping, or getting baked by the sun. We’re all wearing shorts and short-sleeved shirts; it’s boiling hot, and the roses are shriveling in the sun.

They wrote to you yesterday, and I assume they must have told you about their trip and the main details of settling in here—we’re leading a calm little life, so calm that I am having trouble finding a balance after leaving behind all that noise and furor. All day yesterday, I was tense and unhappy, incapable of doing or saying anything kind. So I worked, a lot and badly, refusing to go out. I thought about you with sadness, without the joy I always find when I’m with you. Only once, at 6:00 in the evening, did I take a few steps into the garden, alone (they had gone swimming). It was mild outside, with a light breeze; the church clock struck six times. It’s a time of day that I’ve always liked, and I liked it yesterday with you.

They just brought me your letter; I can find no words to thank you. So now I finally have some real hope that you’ll be coming. I guess you’ll forget about the Palais-Royal. The war will be over in September, impossible to do anything serious between now and then. Drop everything and come. I’m also worried about how tired you are. Here, at least, you’ll be able to rest. When in love, it’s important to be able to make love with bodies that are rested and happy.

Oh! It’s a very good thing that your theater is no longer open. Everything will start up again afterwards. But for the moment, you can see very well that everything is working out for us, so we’ll have time to love each other. All day yesterday, I too walked around carrying the anguish you spoke of. I didn’t dream about you, you weren’t in China; I only felt that deprivation, that shadow, like a spring [suddenly] disappearing. I felt dry and barren, incapable of feeling desire or love. But in fact, it was your letter I was waiting for, and now everything has returned to me, awareness, and the spring: your face. Oh! Mon chéri, come back very quickly so that all this is over. Today, I feel I have all the strength I need to overcome everything that could keep us apart. But come and stand before me, give me your hand, don’t leave me alone. I will wait for you, confidently and happily today, and I love you with all my soul. Goodbye, Maria, I kiss your beloved face.

Michel

8. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

Thursday 4:00 p.m. [July 6, 1944]

My little Maria,

I just received your letter from Monday and Tuesday. It came just in time. I’ve been depressed for the last forty-eight hours. I felt alone, far away even from the people I’m with, a little like a bad dog. I’m living locked in my room under the pretext of working, though I am sometimes working, in a sort of rage, and the rest of the time walking up and down and smoking the cigarettes I have left. No, things are not going well at all. And yet this countryside is beautiful and calming. But my heart is no longer at peace, if it ever truly was.

I am far away from everything, from my duties as a man, from my profession—deprived as well of the woman I love. That is what upsets me. I’ve been waiting for you to come. But it seems it will be next week. Well …! Oh! Mon chéri, don’t think I don’t understand. Everything is more difficult for you, and now I know that you will do everything in your power. What I’ve gained from the difficult days we’ve just spent together is my trust in you. I often doubted it. I was so unconfident that I thought you might even be fooling yourself about loving me. Since then, I don’t know what happened, but there was a bolt of lightning, something that ran through both of us, a look, perhaps, and now, I can still feel it, as strong as the soul: it binds us and keeps us together. And so I wait for you with love and trust. But I’ve spent months that were too difficult, too anxious, to not feel on edge. And I struggle to abide a feeling that ordinarily I would deal with calmly. Never mind, it will pass. I’m pleased by the news you’ve given me. Tell Jean and Marcel that I’m thinking of them and send my affectionate regards.

I’m happy to know you’re all tanned and golden. Make yourself look beautiful, smile, don’t let yourself go. I want you to be happy. You’ve never been more beautiful than the night you told me you were happy (do you remember, you were with your friend). I love you in many ways, but especially that way—your face filled with happiness and the love of life that always overwhelms me. I was not made to love in a dream world, but at least I know how to recognize life wherever I find it—and I believe that I recognized it that first day when you were wearing your Deirdre costume, and I heard you talking to some impossible lover [on stage] above me.

Do not attach too much importance to my groaning. I’m not happy I’ll have to wait another week before you come. But that isn’t what counts—what does count … but I wouldn’t know how to put it into words. Let’s wait a little.

The sky is cloudy and it’s raining. I don’t hate that, but I often think of the light, which I can’t do without. We must go to Provence together, before going to the other places we love so much.

Goodbye, Maria—wonderful—vibrant, I feel I could string together a heap of adjectives like those. I think of you constantly and love you with all my heart. Come quickly, don’t leave me so alone with my thoughts. I need your living presence and your body that moves me so often. You see, I am reaching out my hands to you; come to me, as quickly as possible.

I kiss you with all my might.

Michel

9. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

Friday evening. 11:00 [July 7, 1944]

Tonight, I want to reach out to you because my heart is heavy and everything about life seems difficult to me. I worked a little this morning, not at all this afternoon. It’s as if I’ve lost my strength and forgotten what I need to do. I feel like this for hours, days, weeks—times when you could say that everything dies when you touch it. You know that feeling too. As for me, I’ve known for a long time that the moments when I want to turn away from everything are the most dangerous—when I feel like running away and living far from everything that might help me. And it’s because I know this that I am coming to you. If you were here, everything would be easier. But tonight, I feel certain you won’t be coming. For some time now, I feel as if I’ve lost everything. If you left me, all would be darkest night. In the meantime, I am hopeless, thinking I won’t see you again for a long while.

Tonight, I wonder what you’re doing, where you are and what you’re thinking. I want to have the certainty of your thoughts and your love. I sometimes do. But what kind of love can anyone be sure of. A single gesture, and everything could be destroyed, at least for a moment. In the end, all it takes is someone who smiles at you and pleases you, and for a week at least now, there is no more love in your heart that I so jealously care for. What can be done about that but accept and understand and be patient. And who am I to demand so much from anyone. But perhaps it’s because I understand all the weaknesses that even a strong heart can have, perhaps that is why I have so many fears about being alone and the stupid separation that forces us to feed a carnal love with mere shadows and memories.

Everyone else is asleep. I’m awake with you and feel my soul is as dry as all the deserts. Oh! Mon chéri, when will I feel the that rush of water again and hear its cry!

I feel so awkward, so gauche, with this unused love that sits on my chest and oppresses me without bringing me any joy. I feel as if I’m no longer good for anything. I should immerse myself in what I’m writing, full of the novel and its characters, to immerse myself in them again. But I’m looking at them from the outside, I’m working in a distracted way, with my intelligence, and not for a single moment with the passion and fierceness I’ve always brought to what I love.

I’m stopping this right away. I realize it’s a letter full of lamentations. And you and I have other things to do besides lament! When you feel your heart is empty, it’s better to remain silent. You are the only person [I know] today who I want to write to about such things. But that’s not a reason. It’s not a bad thing either, though. Up until now, you’ve loved what was the best in me. Perhaps that’s still not love. And perhaps you won’t truly love me until you love me with all my weaknesses and faults. But when and how long from now? It is also a wonderful yet terrible thing to have to love each other in the midst of danger, uncertainty, in a world that is crumbling and at a time in history when people’s lives count for so little. I’ll have no peace as long as I cannot see your face. If you don’t come, I’ll wait, but I’ll wait in despair, and with emptiness in my heart.

Good night, my black and white.fn9 Do your best to stay close to me and forget my many demands and bad moods. Life is not easy for me at present. There are reasons why I’m not cheerful. But if your god exists, he knows that I will give everything I am and everything I have to press your hand once more against my face. I’ve never stopped loving you and waiting for you—even in the middle of this desert. Don’t forget me.

Michel

Saturday 9:00 [July 8, 1944]

I’m rereading this letter this morning and I hesitate to send it to you. But in the end, I suppose it resembles me. People are forced to be who they are. This morning, things are neither better nor worse. We’re just leaving for a walk that will take all day and I must decide to send you my letter right away if I want you to have it by Monday.

It’s dreary out, the sky is all gray. See you soon, my little conqueror. Think, think of me a lot, and love me as strongly and passionately as I love you.

M.

10. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

Sunday [July 9, 1944]

Mon chéri,

Pierre [Gallimard], who will give you this message, is coming back to Verdelot on Thursday; the route he’s taking won’t be too tiring; he’ll explain it to you. I think that if you’re still intending to come in the middle of the week, that would be the best way. I’ll write you separately, but I don’t need to tell you that I’ll be waiting for you on Thursday. To return, if you must, the same route could get you back to Paris in half a day. See you on Thursday. I can’t wait to see you. And sending you a kiss.

AC

11. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

Monday [July 10, 1944]

My little Maria,

I just received your letter; I was waiting for it for a long time. It always brings me joy because it comes from you and reassures me that you exist—and that there truly was something between us in a faraway time, when I was interested in a play you were acting in. At the same time, I was expecting to hear when you’re coming, but it’s not yet. By the time you get this letter, you will have already seen Pierre [Gallimard], whom I sent to you, but I’m guessing that now you won’t be able to come. Never mind! I’ll see you on Thursday.

But if you only knew! My waiting, my impatience, my cold rages, and the desire that pushes me toward you—well! You aren’t ignorant of any of these things, and you know me well enough to imagine the things you don’t know. Every time you change your arrival to a later day, try to imagine what that day is like to me—perhaps that will make you decide. That said, I hope that your motherfn10 is not seriously ill. Since she must know I’m writing to you, tell her that I hope she’s feeling better (and in a sincere way). Tell her that I feel affection and respect for her, and that I don’t say so out of mere politeness. I would not wish to be the cause of friction between you two for anything in the world. Between people who love each other, is there not a place where they can always be together? Yet perhaps I’m getting involved in something that is none of my business.

Since you aren’t coming, mon chéri, at least send me more precise details about your life, what you’re doing. Think about how the imagination works when we’re apart. Examples of questions that might occur to a heart in love: You’re going to Meudon: Where will you stay? With whom? What were you doing on Saturday at 6:00 p.m. on the rue d’Alleray, in the 15th arrondissement, which isn’t where you live, etc., etc. You see, my little Maria, everything that might occur to the mind of a man who is at a loose end, with free time, with nothing he can cling to but the passion he feels—passion he feels too strongly. Satisfy my desires in this: give me more details. Everything to do with you interests me. (You didn’t send me the reviews you promised me.) I’m waiting for you, you understand, waiting for you all day long; I don’t know how to shout it or say it to you anymore.

I’m sorry things aren’t any better with Marcel [Herrand]. Perhaps it’s a moment that will pass. Marcel is disappointing but endearing. Perhaps he’ll understand and do what is necessary so that you feel at ease with him again.

Keep me posted.

What can I tell you about what we’re doing here? Janine and Michel [Gallimard] must have talked about it. At present, the three of us are on our own and we’re getting along extremely well. I’m doing the cooking. (I like that a lot.) I’m working a little, sleeping, wandering about. I feel much healthier, of course. But I guess it’s the kind of health that cows have, for example, and I’m not thrilled about it. I had my hair cut very, very short. I look awful but five years younger. You’re going to hate me, since you love long hair.

Goodbye, my dearest love. How I wish I could say “see you soon.” I’ll look forward to Thursday, with all my heart, but I’m afraid it will be in vain.

Don’t forget the man you’ve given so much to, and let me kiss you so you can feel all my desire and love.

Michel

12. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

Wednesday [July 12, 1944]

Maria chérie,

I’m still hoping you’ll arrive tomorrow with Pierre [Gallimard]. If, however, you aren’t coming, I at least want you to have this letter and know how I am. I’m begging you to come and to understand that I need you. Even more than our love, I need your presence now. I’m feeling very low, in every way, and admitting that costs me a lot.

I could tell you to think about the regrets we’d have if something happened to me and we’d let these days pass us by. These times are so uncertain; we don’t know what the future holds. We would think about all these hours now lost with tears and great anger. But there’s also something else: I find myself in crisis and filled with doubts in a way I haven’t for years. It seems natural for me to call out to you, and I’m not ashamed of that. Do not let that call go unanswered, because then I would be ashamed.

I feel alone and abandoned; the past two or three days have been abominable. And on top of that, I’m obliged to make so much effort to help these two mad people whom we both love (I know that Janine wrote to you about everything). This makes the atmosphere even worse; and for me, who is already paying the price for all these months when I led a life you cannot truly understand, everything has become more difficult. Come, mon chéri, I’m begging you, come as quickly as you can—the impatience I felt to see you has changed into an obsession. It seems that I can hope for nothing more now than a bit of true happiness—and hope I might be able to find it. The rest will disappear when that happens. Goodbye, my love. I think I won’t write any more after this—my heart will feel too empty. I kiss you with all my soul.

Michel

13. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

Monday [July 17, 1944]

I haven’t written to you since Wednesday. I endlessly feel as though my heart is caught in a vise. I wanted to do what was necessary to rid myself of this obsession. Nothing worked. I spent two whole days in bed, unshaven, vaguely reading and smoking, lacking any motivation—the only hint I gave you about all that was in my letter of Wednesday. I thought I might receive your reply today. I told myself: “She’ll answer. She’ll find the words that will untie this thing that is so horribly knotted within me.” But you didn’t write.

I don’t think I’ll send you this letter. I don’t want to write feeling the way I do. But I can’t help telling you that for more than a week, I’ve been in a state of a kind of repugnant unhappiness because of you, because you haven’t come. Oh! My little Maria, I truly believe you haven’t understood. You haven’t understood how deeply I love you, with all my might, all my intelligence and all my heart. You didn’t know me before, and that is undoubtedly why you couldn’t understand. Although one day, you talked to me about my cynicism, and there was some truth in that. But where has all that gone? If someone like Janine could read what I’m writing to you or hear the language I used the day when you doubted everything, she would be dumbfounded. And yet she assumes that I love you. But she doesn’t know, and neither do you, how passionately, how madly, and how much I need you. You haven’t realized that suddenly I’ve concentrated the kind of powerful passion on a single person that in the past I had unleashed a bit here and there, on a whim, and at every opportunity.

And the result is a kind of monstrous love that demands everything, demands the impossible, and is more than you can possibly understand. For the idea that has been haunting me for a week, and is wrenching at my heart, is that you don’t love me. Because loving someone is not simply saying it or even feeling it, it is acting the way that love commands. And I know very well that the love that fills me would make me cross two oceans and three continents to be near you. Most of the obstacles have been removed for you; little was needed for that. But my idea—and how it pains me so much—is that you—you, you who are so passionate and so wonderful—lack the fire that would propel you toward me. Now this delay, and my anguish grows greater each day.

You did write to me, that’s true—but no differently than you would to the people around me. And you also sent them your love and spoke to them the way you speak to me. So what’s the difference? The difference should have been that you would come despite all the obstacles, to press your face against mine and be with me, with me alone, you all alone and me all alone in the middle of this world, [spending] the days [together] that would have been the glory and justification of my entire life. But you didn’t come. The day approaches when I’ll return [to Paris], but you didn’t come. Do you understand what that means to me—Maria, mon chéri, my dear love? Do you realize that I have put the high standards I carry everywhere into this love, the standards that make me who I am? This love happened so quickly and today fills me completely. The idea that you love me a little, enough to think about writing to me, but not enough to forget everything else, not enough to tell yourself that just one hour with me is truly worth a whole day spent in the countryside with some society fool or other, well, that idea devastates me. I’ve been heartsick for a week and my pride is wounded, all of which I naively blame on you. I’ve thought about all sorts of things, made all kinds of plans. For two or three days now, I’ve been thinking about jumping on my bike and coming back to Paris. Just imagine: I told myself “I’ll leave at 6:00 and I’ll be able to kiss her at 11:00.” I can feel my hands trembling at the very idea. But if you don’t love me, what good would that do? I also wanted to push you away, but I can’t live without you now, and I think that for the first time in my life, I think I’ll be a coward. So, I just don’t know anymore. I stupidly put myself back in your hands. “She’s going to write to me!” That’s what it’s come to, and I swear I’m not proud of it. And I’m carrying all that within me, here with these three people who are tearing each other apart, who stupidly suffer and whom I must listen to, protect or console, along with all the burden of material issues, when I want to take refuge in the painful circle of our love and say nothing, but simply suffer in silence.

And on top of that, I’m jealous, and as stupidly as possible. I read your letters and every man’s name causes my mouth to go dry. Because you only socialize with men. And that’s probably normal. That’s you, your profession, your life. But I’m not interested in a normal kind of love: my whole being longs for nothing but violent passion and cries from the heart. And that is undoubtedly not intelligent. But what good is intelligence to me now? You see, I’m putting all this down, in black and white, hiding nothing. But I’m still not stressing enough the passion or cries from my heart. For a week now, I’ve stayed silent, keeping it inside, keeping vigil, dwelling on it. But today, I who have always spent my life overcoming my demons, am their prey; I’m fighting my demons. Oh! Maria, Maria chérie, why have you left me like this, and why haven’t you understood?

I’m going to stop; it’s better that I stop, isn’t it? You’ve had enough, perhaps; while I’m writing these lines, are you annoyed and wonder whether you still should come. Maybe it’s not worth the trouble. What would have filled me with joy a few days ago, you running toward me with all the strength of your love, oh! I’ve stopped hoping for that. And in truth, I don’t know what I want anymore. I’m floundering in unhappiness, I feel awkward and rather exhausted, I’m hurting, there it is, I’m terribly wounded. So much love, so many demands, so much pride for the two of us can’t lead to anything good, that’s obvious. Oh! Maria, incredible, forgetful Maria, no one will ever love you the way I love you. Perhaps you will realize that at the end of your life, after you’ve been able to compare, see, understand; perhaps you’ll think: “No one has ever loved me like that, no one.” But what use would that be if it isn’t [two illegible words]. And what will become of me if you don’t love me the way I need you to love me. I don’t need you to find me “appealing” or understanding or anything else. I need you to love me, and I swear that isn’t the same thing. This letter is never-ending. But it’s because there is something within me that never ends. Forgive me, my darling. I want all this to be nothing more than my imagination—but I truly think that no, my heart is not wrong. I don’t know what to do anymore, what to say. Of course, if you were here … But I’m going to leave soon. This separation was a terrible trap for our love. You fell into it. And I … I have never felt so helpless, so destitute. I send you kisses, but with tears I cannot shed, and which are choking me.

A.

14. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

Tuesday 3:00 p.m. [July 18, 1944]

Maria chérie,

I just got your letter. I tried to call you but the line from Paris to Verdelot is down at the moment. So I must write to you as soon as possible to say what I want to tell you.

I haven’t sent you anything since the letter you reproached me for. And yet I’ve written you insane letters that I’ve preferred not to send. The only thing you should know is that I’ve had an abominable week. But my opinion today is that it’s pointless to tell each other about our mutual unhappiness. There is only one way to make it all clear, and that’s with you standing beside me. So I want you to tell me (either in a letter or by saying you’re going to call; if the line has been repaired, then I’ll make it a priority to call you):

1) If you intend and are able to come, yes or no.

2) If yes, exact details of when you’ll come.

If you can’t come, then it’s very simple: I’ll return to Paris within 24 hours. It’s not my health or my work that I love, it’s you. I know that I can’t wait any longer. You see how very clear everything is, and for the moment I’m very calm. As for all the rest, I don’t wish to apologize or protest about anything. But if you could try to listen carefully to the voice within me that has not ceased calling out to you for three weeks now, you’ll know that no one will ever love you the way I do.

Goodbye my love. I’ll wait for your reply. In any case, I know that I will see you soon. The very idea makes my hands begin to tremble.

Michelfn11

I’m sending this letter with a friend who’s leaving for Paris. You’ll have it faster that way.
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Thursday [July 20, 1944]

Your voice this morning, your voice at last! And God knows how I love it and wished to hear it. But they weren’t the words I was hoping to hear in the depths of my soul. It was a voice that told me over and over again, in every possible way, even firmly, that I had to remain far away from you! And here I stood, without saying a word, my mouth dry, with all the love that I couldn’t tell you.

16. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

Friday 5:00 p.m. [July 21, 1944]

I’ve only just been given your letter. However, you’ll see what I wrote to you. No one in the world could understand you better than I do. But no one in the world would revolt so strongly at the idea of losing you or renouncing our life together under the pretext that it is finite or dangerous. I’ve spent my life refusing to be resigned—my life has been made of choices that seemed essential to me and that I obstinately clung to. If I’d given in to doing what made you write to me, I would have left this world a long time ago, a world where I’ve earned nothing without effort, without sacrifice. And I will not change today, when you are here, when my heart is overflowing with tenderness and passion.

I know very well that there are words I could simply say, and they would be enough. All I would have to do is turn away from that part of my life that restricts me.fn12 Those are words I will not say, because I made a promise, and because there are promises one cannot break, even when there is no love in them—and also because it would be cowardly to say those words at a moment when the person they would frustrate could not fight back and neither could I. Besides, I know that you wouldn’t ask me to. I know no other soul as deeply generous as yours. But as for me, well, I had to say these things, and now it is done.

So the problem is always the same. But I don’t believe it is necessary to renounce anything—I don’t see why the end of the war would be the end of who we are. Once again, I have never known anything that wasn’t finite or dangerous. I attach no importance to anything that is not creation, or humankind, or love. But at least in those areas where I recognize myself, I have always done whatever was necessary to persevere to the end. I also know that sometimes people say: “Better to have nothing rather than feelings that aren’t perfect.” But I do not believe in perfect feelings or absolute lives. Two people who love each other must win their love, construct their life and their feelings, and not just in the face of [certain] circumstances, but also when facing all the things within them that restrict, maim, upset or weigh them down. Love, Maria, is not won by fighting the world but by fighting yourself. And you know very well, you who have such a wonderful heart, that we are our worst enemies.

I don’t want you to leave me and sink into some sort of illusory abandonment. I want you to stay with me, I want us to continue living this moment of our love. And afterwards we must try to strengthen it even more. And in the end, set it free—and this time, with loyalty on both sides. That alone is noble, I swear to you, that alone is worthy of the irreplaceable feeling I have for you. I’m not very good at feeling sorry for myself, but when I think of the joy you gave me yesterday, and the misery I’ve been feeling this past hour …

But what good does that do? I’ve ended up loving what is deformed and torn apart in this world. I swear to you that I am not giving up, and that my will is strong. I simply wanted to tell you that. You will do what you want. But whatever you do, I will not forget you. The image I have of you cannot fail to stay with me wherever I go. And whatever happens, if you leave, I will always regret not having done enough to give you a physical presence in my life—because I cannot find greatness outside of the physical and the present.

I will continue to wait for you, and I will wait for you as long as life and love have a meaning for you and for me. But if you have loved me in the depths of your soul, even if only once, you will have understood that for me, waiting and solitude can be nothing but despair.

AC

17. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

[September 1944]fn13 6:00 p.m.

I’m writing while waiting for you because I need to fight the anguish within me—the anguish of your delay and especially the anguish of my departure. To leave you? And it’s only been three months since I held you close to me for the first time. To leave you without knowing if I’ll see you again—but knowing that your way of life makes it impossible for you to join me—thinking of that makes me hurt so badly that nothing else exists anymore.

Why are you late? Every minute that passes is lost from the few minutes we have left. It’s true you do not know that.

But I already know. I am powerless against it—I must go away. In all of this, I have but one thought, my little Maria, and that is of you. But …

18. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈSfn14

Thursday [September 1944]

It’s midnight. You won’t call me. I waited until now. I picked up the receiver three times to call you. But the idea that you’re tired, or that you might be asleep, or that you simply want to be left alone, paralyzes me. I waited for a message from you all day. But nothing came. I feel as if the entire world has gone mute. It would feel no worse if you had died.

And now I’m thinking about the long day tomorrow that will be empty: empty without you there, and I feel my courage failing. Why write this to you? What could it change? Nothing, of course. In reality, you live a life that excludes me, rejects me, completely negates me. As for me, even amid my most serious activities, I hold a place for you. Today, I no longer have a place in your life. That is what I felt the other day, at the theater. That is what I am learning throughout these long days when you remain silent. Oh! I hate your profession and detest your art. If I could, I would tear you away from it and carry you off to a very faraway place, holding you close to me.

But of course, I can’t. A few more months of this and you will have completely forgotten me. I need to continue to love you, even with an aching heart, though I want to love you with joy and eagerness. I’ll stop, mon chéri. This letter is pointless, I know that very well. But if it brings me a word, a gesture, your voice for a moment or two, I will be less stupidly unhappy than I have been for these past hours spent by this silent telephone. Can I still send you kisses believing that you want me to?

Albert

19. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈSfn15

1:00 in the morning [September 1944]

I suddenly hung up because my tears were choking me. I don’t think I was hostile toward you. Never has a man’s heart been so full of tenderness and despair. Wherever I turn, all I see is darkness. With you or without you, all is lost. And without you, I no longer have any strength. I think I want to die. I no longer have the strength to fight everything and myself, as I haven’t stopped doing since I became a man. I have enough strength to go to bed, that’s all. Go to bed and turn my head to the wall and wait for you. As for fighting against my illnessfn16 and triumphing over my own life, I don’t know when I’ll recover the power to do so.

Don’t worry, though. I imagine everything will work out. There’s your letter and all the rest, the faith I always have in you and my stubborn desire to see you happy. Farewell, my love. Don’t forget the man who loved you more than his own life. And do not be angry with me.

Albert

20. ALBERT CAMUS TO MARIA CASARÈS

[Paris, October 1944] 1:30 p.m.

Soon you’ll arrive and I’ll tell you as calmly as I can what I still want to tell you. Afterwards, it will be over. But I don’t want us to part looking sadly at each other, trying to convey, in vain, what cannot be conveyed.

I spent the night wondering if you truly loved me or if it was only superficially, in a way that half fooled even yourself. But from now on, I won’t wonder about that anymore. I want to talk to you about us and about me—I’m going to try to make Francine happy.fn17 I find myself diminished in every possible way coming out of this relationship.

Physically, I’m more exhausted than I let on; as for my feelings, I sense my heart is empty, broken, lacking in any desire. And so I have nothing more to ask, and I’ve experienced enough to truly accept a certain kind of renunciation. While living this life, my love for you will remain steadfast.

My most honest and instinctive desire would be that after me, no man ever touches you. I know that isn’t possible. All that I might wish for is that you do not waste the marvelous thing you are—and that
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