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  About the Book


  The secret history of novelists is often a history of exile and tourism  a history of language learning. Like the story of Gustave Flaubert and Juliet Herbert, it is a history of loss and mistakes. Flaubert’s niece was taught by an English governess, Julie Herbert. As Flaubert finished Madame Bovary, Miss Herbert translated his novel into English. But this translation has since been lost. No photographs of Miss Herbert survive, either.


  Miss Herbert provides a map to the imaginary country shared between writers and readers. For translation, and emigration, is the way into a new history of the novel. We assume that we can read novels in translation. We also assume that style does not translate. But the history of the novel is the history of style. Miss Herbert explores the solutions to this conundrum.


  This book demonstrates a new way of reading internationally  complete with maps, illustrations, and helpful diagrams. And it includes a slim appendix: ‘Mademoiselle O’, a story by Vladimir Nabokov, which he worked on in three languages, over thirty years, and whose original French version is now translated into English by Adam Thirlwell.


  About the Author


  Adam Thirlwell was born in 1978. His first novel, Politics, was published in 2003, and translated into thirty languages. In the same year, he was chosen as one of Granta’s Best British Novelists under forty. In 2008, he won a Somerset Maugham award for Miss Herbert. His second novel, The Escape, is published in 2009. He lives in London.


  ALSO BY ADAM THIRLWELL


  Politics


  The Escape


  ‘A prodigy … Unstoppable … a treasure’

  New York Times


  ‘A thought-provoking book … written with intelligence, wit and great enthusiasm’

  Spectator


  ‘Ostensibly devoted to the problem of literary translation, this provocative treatise rambles through the Western canon from Cervantes to Bellow, treating novelists less as subjects than as characters in a sprawling intercontinental epic. Thirlwell revels in the anecdotal (Italo Svevo studies English with James Joyce) and the serendipitous (the French word dada was invented as an equivalent for “hobby-horse,” in Tristram Shandy); presents indexes whose entries include “hamburgers” and “squiggles”; and lauds digression as the best means of capturing the “serious nothings” of life. While acknowledging the difficulty of conveying the “perpetual giggle” of Akaky Akakievich Bashmachkin’s name in any language other than Gogol’s Russian, Thirlwell insists that translation is possible and, to that end, offers his own version of Nabokov’s “Mademoiselle O,” evoking the story’s trilingual origins in fittingly verdant prose’

  New Yorker


  ‘Every page has good things’

  Guardian


  ‘Practising a kind of highly syncopated, freewheeling prose, Thirlwell riffs on Flaubert’s pervasive irony, Tolstoy’s use of homely details (sometimes in leitmotifs), Kafka’s dream-like quality, Chekhov’s conciseness and Nabokov’s views on pattern and coincidence, as well as much else … He can neatly delaminate the layers of nuance in a sentence, show how small details give life to a scene, probe the multiple functions of digression and see the subtle connections among disparate authors’

  Washington Post


  ‘Laurence Sterne, Diderot, Flaubert, Chekhov, Joyce, Kafka, Witold Gombrowicz and Nabokov … combine that dazzling crew in your playground, and you’re unlikely to have a drab time’

  New York Observer


  ‘Impressive’

  Sunday Times


  ‘The most exciting piece of literary criticism to be published here in some time … An intellectual thrill-ride packed with rhetorical fireworks’

  LA Weekly
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  [image: Figure]
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  IN THE POLISH PROVINCES


  Bruno Schulz


  Bruno Schulz’s Mother and Father


  IN PRAGUE


  Bohumil Hrabal


  K


  Joseph K


  Franz Kafka


  Jan Mukařovský


  IN RIO DE JANEIRO


  Machado de Assis


  Brás Cubas


  IN ROME


  Nikolai Gogol


  Juvenal


  IN ST PETERSBURG


  Akaky Akakievich Bashmachkin


  Akaky Akakievich Bashmachkin’s mother


  Vladimir Nabokov


  Mademoiselle O


  Eugene Onegin


  Alexander Pushkin


  IN THE SPANISH PROVINCES


  Sancho Panza


  Alonso Quixano, aka Don Quixote de la Mancha


  IN TRIESTE


  Signor Aghios


  Signora Aghios


  James Joyce


  Italo Svevo


  IN ZURICH
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  ADAM THIRLWELL


  Miss Herbert


  An Essay in Five Parts
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  A MOTIF


  I still treasure an elegant, elegantly scuffed piece of luggage once owned by my mother. Its travels through space are finished, but it still hums gently through time for I use it to keep old family letters and such curious documents as my birth certificate. I am a couple of years younger than this antique valise, fifty centimeters long by thirty-six broad and sixteen high, technically a heavyish nécessaire de voyage of pigskin, with ‘H.N.’ elaborately interwoven in thick silver under a similar coronet. It had been bought in 1897 for my mother’s wedding trip to Florence. In 1917 it transported from St Petersburg to the Crimea and then to London a handful of jewels. Around 1930, it lost to a pawnbroker its expensive receptacles of crystal and silver leaving empty the cunningly contrived leathern holders on the inside of the lid. But that loss has been amply recouped during the thirty years it then traveled with me  from Prague to Paris, from St Nazaire to New York and through the mirrors of more than two hundred motel rooms and rented houses, in forty-six states. The fact that of our Russian heritage the hardiest survivor proved to be a traveling bag is both logical and emblematic.


  Vladimir Nabokov, American Vogue, 15 April 1972
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  VOLUME I


  BOOK 1


  Mikey


  


  


  Chapter i


  Normandy, 1852: Two Letters from Gustave Flaubert about Style


  THIS ALL BEGINS in private, with Gustave Flaubert’s correspondence.


  On 24 April 1852, Gustave Flaubert  an unpublished novelist, who had abandoned one novel, and recently begun another  wrote a hopeful letter to his mistress, Louise Colet.


  ‘I’ve imagined a style1 for myself,’ he told her, ‘a beautiful style that someone will write some day, in ten years’ time maybe, or in ten centuries. It will be as rhythmical as verse and as precise as science, with the booming rise and fall of a cello and plumes of fire’. And five years later, on 12 December 1857, after his first novel, Madame Bovary, had finally been published, Flaubert was writing to a fan, whose name was Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie, and still saying roughly the same thing: ‘You say that I pay too much2 attention to form. Alas! it is like body and soul: form and content to me are one; I don’t know what either is without the other.’


  Ever since Gustave Flaubert finally published his first novel, some novels have been explicitly as well written as poetry; they have shown the same care as poetry for style, and form. Every word in these novels has the same weight and poise as a word in a poem. And this is not without its problems.


  The novel is an international art form. As soon as a novel becomes as well written as poetry, therefore, as soon as style is everything, then the translation of a novel becomes not a peripheral problem, but a central one. Or, as Milan Kundera wrote in the introduction to the fourth, but still only penultimate, English-language translation of his first novel, The Joke: ‘Once prose makes such a claim,3 the translation of a novel becomes a true art.’
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  Gustave Flaubert: A stylist
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  Louise Colet: A romantic


  This book  which I sometimes think of as a novel, an inside-out novel, with novelists as characters  is about the art of the novel. It is also, therefore, about the art of translation.


  Chapter ii


  Warsaw, 1937: Witold Gombrowicz Writes a Review


  In 1937, the Polish novelist Witold Gombrowicz wrote a piece for a Warsaw magazine  Kurier Poranny  on the French translation of James Joyce’s novel, Ulysses. Sorrowfully, he did not think that Ulysses was really translatable. Meditating wistfully on the happier position of the English-speaking reader, he offered his own paradoxical and contrasting position, that while the ‘perfection and power of this complex style’ made it obvious how good  even in translation  Ulysses was, the dual language gap still prevented ‘more intimate contact’. And Gombrowicz ended his piece with an irritable flourish: ‘It is annoying4 to know that somewhere over there, abroad, a previously unknown method of feeling, of thinking and of writing has been born whose existence renders our methods completely anachronistic, and to tell oneself that only purely technical obstacles prevent us from having a deep knowledge of so many new inventions.’


  Ulysses had made Polish novelists outdated: Gombrowicz could see that: but in French, his second language, he could not precisely see how. The technical details, he argued, escaped him.


  But I am not sure that this is true. If style were purely a matter of technique  if form and content, as Flaubert sometimes thought, were the same thing  then perhaps Gombrowicz might be right. But style is not purely a matter of technique, which is why translation is still possible.


  Often, I wonder if the idea of the untranslatable is really hiding a secret wish for translation to be a perfect fit, and this wish conceals a corresponding wish for style to be absolute. Whereas there are no perfect translations, just as there are no perfect styles. Something is still translatable, even if its translation is not perfect.


  Like the example of Witold Gombrowicz himself.


  About ten years later, Gombrowicz would be in exile  from the Nazis, and then the Communists  in Buenos Aires. In 1945, his friend Cecilia Benedit de Benedetti gave him an allowance to translate his novel Ferdydurke into Spanish. Ferdydurke, which had come out in 1937, the same year as his essay on Ulysses, had made him famous in Poland. This translation eventually became the preserve of a dedicated group, led by the Cuban novelist Virgilio Piñera and the Cuban writer Humberto Rodríguez Tomeu, as well as Gombrowicz, over eighteen months. The translation took place during sessions in the chess room on the second floor of the Café Rex, Gombrowicz’s favourite café in Buenos Aires. According to one of his early collaborators, Adolfo de Obieta, the translation was therefore inherently amusing: it was charmingly amateur  ‘transposing from Polish into Spanish the book of a Polish author who barely knew Spanish, assisted by five or six Latino-Americans who scarcely knew two words of Polish’.


  No Polish-Spanish dictionary existed at the time. ‘It was an experimental translation5 in macaronic Spanish,’ recalled Tomeu. ‘At that time, he already knew some Spanish. Later, he spoke it well but always with a very strong accent. We therefore discussed each sentence under every one of its aspects: choice of words, their euphony, their cadence and their rhythm. Witold’s observations were always pertinent.’ The translation came out in April 1947, accompanied by a defensive note from Piñera, who worried that the unwarned Spanish reader might impute the language’s oddness to a lack of competence on the part of the translators. No no, he argued. It was all a matter of Gombrowicz’s new and different manner of envisaging language in the original Polish. (Which Piñera, of course, could not read.)
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  Witold Gombrowicz in the Café Rex. Photo: Enrique Wendt. Archives: Mariano Betelù. Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University


  But he did not convince the public: Ferdydurke was not a success. It bemused its new Latin-American public.


  The history of the novel is, simultaneously, a history of an elaborate and intricate international art form  and also a history of errors, a history of waste.


  Chapter iii


  Paris, 1930: James Joyce in Paul Léon’s Living Room


  While Witold Gombrowicz, in Warsaw, was fretting at the French translation of Ulysses, James Joyce was making things even harder. In Paris, Joyce was completing the novel which was being serialised in the small magazine transition as Work in Progress, but which would finally be called Finnegans Wake. Famously, this novel is hardly even written in English: itself a description of a dream, Joyce wanted the English of his novel to mimic, in its language, the operations of a dream. Just as the images in dreams are dense with over-determination, so the language in Finnegans Wake, therefore, Joyce hoped, was unstable, impacted, polyglot. So that the reader of its first instalment would have been unpleasantly surprised to discover a style that made puns with more than one language, and had a sentence like this: ‘What clashes here6 of wills gen wonts, oystry-gods gaggin fishygods!’


  Maybe, with Finnegans Wake, Joyce had reached a point of stylistic density which could not survive any transition to another language  a realm of pure poetry, a nonsense style. Perhaps Gombrowicz was right. Maybe translation was finally impossible.


  But maybe not.


  In 1930, Joyce agreed to supervise a translation into French of the Anna Livia Plurabelle section of Work in Progress: the translation had been begun by Samuel Beckett and his French friend Alfred Péron. Beckett, however, had gone back to Ireland after completing a first version of the opening pages. His work was then revised by a group of Joyce’s friends: Eugene Jolas, the editor of transition; Ivan Goll, a poet; and Paul Léon.


  Léon (whose wife Lucie was a family friend of Vladimir Nabokov) was a Russian émigré, who had left Russia in 1918: he had first gone to London, and then, in 1921, had arrived in Paris. He was a lawyer by training, and literary in his tastes. He soon became a kind of secretary to Joyce.


  At the end of November 1930, after the first draft of the French translation had been completed, the French Surrealist writer Philippe Soupault was instructed to meet Joyce and Léon in Léon’s flat. At Léon’s round table, they would sit for three hours, starting at 2.30 every Thursday, and go through the translation.


  (And I hope that the Léons kept this table for a while, because then it would be the same table at which, eight years later, in 1938, Nabokov would sit with Lucie  as she helped him with the English of his first novel written directly in English, The Real Life of Sebastian Knight.)


  Joyce smoked in an armchair; Léon read the English text and Soupault read the French, at the same time, breaking off to consider any problems. After fifteen of these meetings, they reached a final draft. This was sent to Jolas and Adrienne Monnier  Joyce’s friend, who had published the French translation of Ulysses  who suggested further changes. The finished translation of Anna Livia Plurabelle was published in the Nouvelle Revue Française on 1 May 1931.


  There is no need to understand French to hear how talented this translation was. A lack of French is fine. Joyce shocked everyone with his care for sound over sense. In its new language, he was more concerned to preserve the form than the content.


  Anna Livia Plurabelle falls asleep


  Can’t hear with the waters7 of. The chittering waters of. Flittering bats, fieldmice bawk talk. Ho! Are you not gone ahome? What Thom Malone? Can’t hear with bawk of bats, all thim liffeying waters of. Ho, talk save us! My foos won’t moos. I feel as old as yonder elm. A tale told of Shaun or Shem? All Livia’s daughtersons. Dark hawks hear us. Night! Night! My ho head halls. I feel as heavy as yonder stone. Tell me of John or Shaun? Who were Shem and Shaun the living sons or daughters of? Night now! Tell me, tell me, tell me, elm! Night night! Tellmetale of stem or stone. Beside the rivering waters of, hitherandthithering waters of. Night!


  Anna Livia Plurabelle falls asleep, this time in French


  N’entend pas8 cause les ondes de. Le bébé babil des ondes de. Souris chance, trotinette cause pause. Hein! Tu n’est past rentré? Quel père André? N’entend pas cause les fuisouris, les liffeyantes ondes de, Eh! Bruit nous aide! Mon pied à pied se lie lierré. Je me sens vieille comme mon orme même. Un conte conté de Shaun ou Shem? De Livie tous les fillefils. Sombre faucons écoutent l’ombre. Nuit. Nuit. Ma taute tête tombe. Je me sens lourde comme ma pierrestone. Conte moi de John ou Shaun. Qui furent Shem et Shaun en vie les fils ou filles de. Là-dessus nuit. Dis-mor, dis-mor, dis-mor, orme. Nuit, Nuit! Contemoiconte soit tronc ou pierre. Tant riviérantes ondes de, courtecourantes ondes de. Nuit.


  Occasionally, the sense, and its connotations, has to alter. But this is so that the rhythm of the words, the sentences’ musicality, can still remain. The style, even of this work in progress, is still there.


  Yes, the history of the novel is a history of an elaborate but international art form.


  Chapter iv


  Paris, 1929: Samuel Beckett Writes an Essay


  And it is also a history of waste.


  The first mistake in this book was Witold Gombrowicz’s. The next, related mistake was made by Samuel Beckett.


  As he was writing Work in Progress, Joyce decided that a campaign might be necessary in order for his impossible novel to receive the criticism and reception it deserved. Or any reception at all. A group of his friends and fans in Paris therefore wrote a small, if dense, book of essays  Our Exagmination Round His Factification for Incamination of Work in Progress  which was published in 1929, ten years before Finnegans Wake finally came out.


  In his contribution to this book, Samuel Beckett  who was fluent in both French and English  wanted to show how Work in Progress was, contrary to popular opinion, not difficult to read at all. Beckett’s idea was that the bourgeois, unintelligent reader was probably baffled by the novel’s reinvention of the twin relations between language and reality, and between content and form. Normally, according to Beckett, in conventional novels, the form and the content were different things  but in Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, he argued, his prose tetchy with italics, ‘form is content, content is form’. And so he came up with this catchy conclusion: ‘His writing is not about something;9 it is that something itself.’


  But Beckett’s conclusion is not just catchy: it is also impossible.


  A sign is not the same as the thing it represents. Because this is the case, it is possible to create more and more precise signs  since the gap between the sign and real life is infinite. And this is why there are values in literature  marking the moments when novelists working in the art of the novel invent more precise styles. Often, it is true, the more precise a style, the more form and content are inter-related. But this intertwining of form and content does not entail that a style is so precise in its relation to real life as to be the thing it is describing. All novels, after all, are smaller than real life. They are all miniaturisations. They are never real life itself. Real life is always elsewhere.


  And this is why translation is always still possible. The style of a novel, and a novelist, is a set of instructions, a project: it is never able to create an entirely unique, irreplaceable object. The novel  this art of the precise, the authorial, the deliberate  is also an art of repetition, of reproduction.


  That is why I prefer the hopefulness of less programmatic, more carefree experimentalists than Samuel Beckett.


  In 1930, the Czech writer Adolf Hoffmeister came to see Joyce in Paris. He wanted permission to translate Anna Livia Plurabelle into Czech. And just as Joyce had preferred a translation of sound over sense in French, he advised Hoffmeister to do the same thing in another new language: ‘poeticise it10 with the greatest poetic freedom that you can give it.’ The crucial thing was to recreate the dazzling effect: ‘Create a language11 for your country according to my image. Viktor Llona in transition posited the thesis: language can be made by a writer. In this case, also by the translator.’


  A translator, like a novelist, needs to have not just a talent for languages. A translator also needs talent.


  All styles are systems of operations on a language for the contrivance of effects: they are like machines. And these stylish machines are therefore also portable. Machines, after all  like cars, or typewriters  can be imported anywhere.


  Chapter v


  St Petersburg/Rome, 1842: Akaky Akakievich Bashmachkin


  The hero of Nikolai Gogol’s story (or novella, or short novel) called Coat  which Gogol wrote in Russian, while living in Rome  is called Akaky Akakievich Bashmachkin.


  This name  this name!  requires translation. This name must always be sadly remembered, whenever a reader becomes hopeful that translation is happily possible.


  In Gogol’s Coat, Akaky Akakievich Bashmachkin’s mother is presented with various suites of names for her newborn baby, all of which she rejects. These names form a crescendo, an accelerando. At first, the three names are Mokky, Sossy and Khoz-dazat. Then she is offered Triphily, Dula and Varakhassy. But she rejects these as well. When she is finally offered Pavsikakhy and Vakhtisy she, understandably, snaps, and decides to simplify. So she gives the baby his father’s name  Akaky, thus becoming Akaky Akakievich  Akaky, son of Akaky.


  If these lists12 are compared with the lists in Gogol’s drafts for this story, then the precision of Gogol’s comic sound-effects can be heard more clearly, in surround sound. The first trio (Yevvul, Mokky and Tevlogy) and the second trio (Varakhasy, Dula and Trephily) were not so different. But the final duo, in the draft, was Pavsikakhy and Frumenty. And Frumenty is much less funny than Vakhtisy  it does not have the musical repetition, the ugly clash of consonants, which Gogol invented in his final draft of Pavsikakhy and Vakhtisy: it is much too normal, and various.


  Gogol put a lot of care into his hero’s names. And Akaky’s name, the most ordinary thing in this story, is untranslatable, because it is the root of so many jokes in the Russian, which are not jokes in any other language.


  The story of Coat is all about the most ordinary of characters, an office-worker, a copyist. He is unoriginal, Akaky. And in the same way, Coat is a story whose music is based on small words; these small words are normally unnoticed, like Akaky himself; but Gogol noticed them.


  There is, for instance, the Russian word KaK There are many possible translations of KaK. Its simplest is ‘how’, although it is occasionally ‘what’. It is one of the tiniest words  the most overused, the least individual. Its close relative in the world of words is TaK, which means ‘so’, or ‘in this way’. And it is these words’ shared ‘ak’ sound which is there to be heard in Akaky Akakievich’s stammering first name. He is a particle. He is the lowest linguistic unit there is.


  More oddly, it is the word which is there to be heard as well in Akaky’s troubled speech.


  Akaky talking to himself in Russian (but not in Cyrillic)


  Vishel na ulitsu,13 Akaky Akakievich bil kak vo sne.


   Etakovo-to delo etakoe […]  tak vot kak! Nakonets vot chto vishlo, a ya, pravo, sovsem i predpologat ne mog, chtobi ono bilo etak.  […]  Tak etak-to! Vot kakoe uzh, tochno, nikak neozhidannoe, tovo … etovo bi nikak … etakoe-to obstoyatelstvo!


  In any other language, his name and his speech will be nothing to do with each other. Whereas Gogol made them the same thing. It was therefore not a normal world, and yet this world seemed normal: that was the linguistic world which Gogol created.


  The majestic and orthodox nineteenth-century English translator, Constance Garnett, translated these sentences like this  quite reasonably translating the content, and not the form:


  Akaky talking to himself in English (I)


  When he got into the street,14 Akaky Akakievich felt as though he was in a dream. ‘So that is how it is,’ he said to himself. ‘I really did not think it would be this way …’ and then after a pause he added, ‘So that’s it! So that’s how it is at last! and I really could never have supposed it would be this way. And there …’ There followed another long silence, after which he said: ‘So that’s it! well, it really is so utterly unexpected … who would have thought … what a circumstance …’


  It is reasonable, but I am not so sure that it is a truly accurate translation. It does not quite do in English what Gogol wanted to do in Russian. Another way of translating this story would be to translate it imprecisely  by translating the form, and not the content, and inventing a new name for Akaky. In this story about Akaky, it may turn out to be braver and better to just give him a new and ordinary name, like Mikey. So that then the sentences might sound like this:


  Akaky talking to himself in English (II)


  On the street, Mikey felt like he was dreaming.


   Crikey, so that’s how it is,  he was saying to himself,  I really didn’t think that it’d turn out like …  and then, after a small silence, added: I mean like. There it is. So it turned out like that in the end, but I really and truly couldn’t have imagined that it would have happened like that.  Then yet another long silence followed, after which he carried on:  But like that! You could strike me down with … I mean like … what a thing to happen!


  The intertwining of form and content is relational: it does not create an irreducibly unique linguistic object. And so in Gogol’s story Coat, it’s not so much important that the main character’s name is Akaky: it’s more important that his name sounds like a minor part of speech.


  Mikey, therefore, will also do.


  Gogol’s story gave a poetic structure to the dowdiest things. It organised them into a comic beauty. And this is one of the things that novels are good at (especially novels with wishful thinkers at their centre)  what Nabokov called ‘the dazzling combinations15 of drab parts’. Gogol came up with a style which was entirely original, one based on the contamination of reality by the words used to describe it. And it is precisely this uniqueness which makes the translations of his work (and the translations of all other dazzling combiners of drab parts) so complicated, and intricate, and exhausting for the translator. It means that the idea of a literal translation may have to be slightly revised.


  Even Akaky’s surname is a problem. His last name was originally Tishkevich, not Bashmachkin  it was an ordinary name, not an extraordinary one. Only later did Gogol further reduce his hero into singularity, giving him first the name Bashmakevich, and finally Bashmachkin  Mr Bootlet, Mr Cloggle.


  In Russian, this name Bashmachkin is comic, a perpetual giggle. Whereas in Uzbek, or Italian, if left as it is, it is only Russian. It is only a frown.


  Chapter vi


  Croisset, 1852: A Short Essay on Style (I)


  In 1852, while writing Madame Bovary, Flaubert made a wish: ‘May I die like a dog16 rather than try to rush through even one sentence before it is perfectly ripe.’ This wish is a motif in Flaubert’s correspondence. His sign for style was always the sentence. So that in 1857, after the furore of Madame Bovary, he told Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie that he was ‘almost back17 in my old routine, so uneventful and so peaceful, where sentences are my adventures’. And twenty years later, the motif is still a motif: ‘I can’t stop myself,18 even swimming, I test my sentences, despite myself.’


  Ever since Gustave Flaubert, some people have thought that a style was the same thing as the way of constructing a sentence; that a style was equivalent to its individual sentences.


  But I am not sure how absolutely Flaubert’s statements about sentences should be taken. They are more of a shorthand. His sentences should not be taken less teasingly than they are written. As well as working on his sentences, after all, Flaubert also worked on their construction, on the transitions between the sentences; on the silences. ‘I’d like to be working19 on books,’ Flaubert told Louise Colet, ‘in which the writing of sentences (if I may put it that way) was all I had to do, just as you only need to breathe the air in order to stay alive. What vexes me are the clever tricks of composition, the arranging of effects, all the backstage calculations which are nevertheless Art, because the stylistic effect depends upon them, exclusively.’


  Flaubert’s different definition of style means both the style of sentences, and the style of these sentences’ arrangement.


  But I am not sure it can even stop there. A style may be as large as the length of a book. Its units may well be more massive, and more vague, than I would often like.


  A style, in the end, is a list of the methods by which a novelist achieves various effects. As such, it can seem endless.


  In fact, it can become something which is finally not linguistic at all. For the way in which a novelist represents a life depends on what a novelist thinks is there in a life to be represented. A style is therefore as much a quirk of emotion, or of theological belief, as it is a quirk of language.


  A style does not entirely coincide with prose style, or formal construction, or technique.


  According to Marcel Proust, style ‘has nothing to do with embellishment,20 as some people think, it’s not even a matter of technique, it’s  like colour for a painter  a quality of vision, the revelation of the particular universe that each of us sees, and that other people don’t see.’ And this is abstract, obviously, but I think that this abstract definition is the best anyone can do. Like Flaubert’s metaphorical, experimental definition: ‘Just as the pearl21 is the oyster’s affliction, so style is perhaps the discharge from a deeper wound.’


  Real life does not exist  not abstractly. It only exists when it has been given a particular form, when it has been defined by the technical quirks and physiological constraints of a style.


  Chapter vii


  Paris, 1931: A Short Essay on Style (II)


  The end of James Joyce’s Anna Livia Plurabelle seems like a game with sound, an exercise in pure phonetics, in the sounds of sentences, but this is not quite true. It is also one of Joyce’s most delicate representations of sleepiness.


  The only relative of this finale occurs in the finale to the penultimate section of Ulysses  when the novel’s hero, Leopold Bloom, is falling asleep. And because he is falling asleep, the language is suddenly repetitive, mistaken, rich with musicality:


  Leopold Bloom falls asleep


  Womb? Weary?22


  He rests. He has travelled.


  With?


  Sinbad the Sailor and Tinbad the Tailor and Jinbad the Jailer and Whinbad the Whaler and Ninbad the Nailer and Finbad the Failer and Binbad the Bailer and Pinbad the Pailer and Minbad the Mailer and Hinbad the Hailer and Rinbad the Railer and Dinbad the Kailer and Vinbad the Quailer and Linbad the Yailer and Xinbad the Phthailer.


  When?


  Going to a dark bed there was a square round Sinbad the Sailor roc’s auk’s egg in the night of the bed of all the auks of the rocs of Darkinbad the Brightdayler.


  Joyce is a realist. His style is a calm comprehensiveness, a patient determination to be accurate. One consequence of this is Joyce’s realisation that, to be calmly comprehensive, to be true to his style, it is possible to have more than one prose style. Because style is not just linguistic. It is more amorphous than that. It exists prior to language: it is biological as much as formal  in a person’s teeth, the arteries, the kidneys, in the left and right ventricles.


  Joyce could no more relinquish his style by altering his prose style than he could make himself taller.


  In the same way, in another medium, when Ernst Ansermet, Stravinsky’s conductor, asked Picasso why he varied his style and medium so much, Picasso replied: ‘But can’t you see? The results are the same.’ And he was right.


  For instance. Using a drying-up cloth as a canvas, Picasso’s The Painter and His Model, painted in August 1914, shows a seated painter gazing happily at the exposed vulva of his naked model, who has conveniently lowered a towel below her genitals. Behind them, there is an easel, with a landscape painting propped on it. A table with a fruit bowl is on the right.


  The painter, part of the easel, and the table are all simply drawn in crayon. The model, however, and the painting behind her, are painted delicately in oils.


  It is a kind of collage  a painting of a collage.


  On the back of the man’s hand, there is a thickly crayoned patch of hair. Because the man is crayoned in black and white, with very little modelling, the patch is coarsely described. It is quickly read as hair. But the girl’s pubic hair is different. Black paint has been dabbed on lightly, sparsely, so that the pink flesh tone blurs through. It has been dabbed on so that it is darker than shadow, but still light enough to match the sparseness of pubic hair as it fades towards the stomach.


  The painting included two different ways of representing hair. The results, however, were the same  they were both precise descriptions of real life. And they are both in Picasso’s style. In both cases, Picasso discovered visual equivalents. He discovered accurate signs.


  There is no need for a style to have a single style.


  Anna Livia Plurabelle’s finale, and Leopold Bloom’s finale, are precise and different ways of representing the state called sleep. Since no one falls asleep in the same way, there is no need for sentences to sound the same, to be consistent, either. Anything is possible, since real life is infinite. Anna falls asleep thinking of her family. But Leopold has other things on his mind.


  The last sentence, we find out from Leopold’s wife, Molly, represents Leopold’s last words in Ulysses: ‘Going to a dark bed there was a square round Sinbad the Sailor roc’s auk’s egg in the night of the bed of all the auks of the rocs of Darkinbad the Brightdayler.’ In this last sentence, he requests breakfast in bed, with eggs.


  Chapter viii


  Prague, 192061: A Quick Life of Jan Mukařovský


  In the 1920s and 1930s, while James Joyce, in Paris, was finishing Ulysses, and then beginning Finnegans Wake, Jan Mukařovský was a literary critic in Prague. And Mukařovský was a very intelligent literary critic: he thought more precisely than most other people about the forms which literature takes.


  Mukařovský was not happy with the idea that all artistic opinion is subjective. Instead, he argued, it was quite possible to tell if a work was good or bad  there was no problem in determining if a literary work had a value or not. A work ‘appears as a positive value23 if it in some respect regrouped the structure of the preceding stage; it will appear as a negative value if it took over the structure without changes’.


  Mukařovský made things simple, and incontrovertible.


  A style is not national, that much is easy. It is also something which is not identical to prose style: that much is easy, too. But a style is only a start. Some styles are more interesting than other styles: it is only the styles which renew the history of the art which have a value  only the originals, who regroup an art’s structure.


  As a result of this simplicity, Mukařovský was also clever about what literary history looked like: it was always different from the front or from the back. ‘A living work of art24 always oscillates between the past and future status of an aesthetic norm.’ If every new work regroups the preceding ones, then it initially seems original  but it then seems too fixed, when a new new work comes along. The paradox of the aesthetic, then, is that it is a process which constantly claims not to be a process at all: ‘every struggle25 for a new aesthetic value in art, just as every counter-attack against it, is organised in the name of an objective and lasting value.’


  Mukařovský made things objective, and complicated.


  And then Mukařovský gave up on objectivity. Soon after the February 1948 Communist takeover of Czechoslovakia, he recanted all his previous literary opinions. Only Marxism was a true science. His previous work on aesthetic value, he declared, was just ‘a furtively masked and hence the most dangerous idealism.’ He gave up writing on aesthetics, became the Rector of Prague University  and was a central figure in the university’s purging to align it with Communist doctrine. In 1961 he published a collection of essays, arguing that the only criterion of literary value was lidovost  popularity. So that ‘the most popular authors26 are the greatest authors,’ and ‘a work that is alien to the people ceases to be a work of art.’


  Whereas the aesthetic is elsewhere: it has nothing to do with popularity, and victories.


  I find this story moving because it is so tense with contradictions. Mukařovský begins his career by asserting the objective and timeless nature of literary value. But he then complicates this by pointing out how each new literary value believes that it is the only literary value. The process of literary history is a continual redefinition of what constitutes literary value at all. And yet he then decides that this subtle, true literary theory is only bourgeois, and irrelevant  that the only literary criterion is popularity. Only the masses matter. He becomes a socialist realist.


  And it is possible to make this story even more poignant, since just as Mukařovský was deciding that the only history of literature was a socialist literature, the novelist Bohumil Hrabal, at the same time, was proving him wrong, and developing the art of the novel in Czech, via Adolf Hoffmeister’s translation into Czech of James Joyce. And Hrabal himself would eventually be forced into silence, by the Communist regime.


  It is moving because it is so sad, and so common  this depressing contrast between novels and politics. But, unlike Mukařovský, the novelists in this book refuse to accept the superior value of politics. They will not believe in the value of its history, above the value of their art. The art is always more important.


  In reply to a query on 17 September 1932 from a woman known only as H. Romanova  working for the International Union of Revolutionary Writers in Moscow  asking what impact the October Revolution had made on James Joyce as a writer, and what it meant to him as a man of letters, Joyce, masquerading as his secretary Paul Léon, wrote this letter:


  A letter from James Joyce to H. Romanova


  Dear Sirs,27 Mr Joyce wishes me to thank you for your favor of the 17th instant from which he has learned with interest that there has been a revolution in Russia, in October 1917. On closer investigation, however, he finds that the October Revolution happened in November of that year. From the knowledge he has collected up to now it is difficult for him to judge of the importance of this event and he wishes only to say that judging from the signature of your secretary the changes cannot amount to much. Yours sincerely, Paul Léon.


  That, I think, is the right kind of attitude.


  ‘There can be no question,’28 Vladimir Nabokov told an interviewer, ‘that what makes a work of fiction safe from larvae and rust is not its social importance but its art, only its art.’


  And this is one thing I would like to believe as well. Although it is a history of ephemeral inventions, the novel’s history is also a history of objects whose value is durable, and timeless. Sometimes I believe this. Sometimes I want to nod in agreement with the grand French critic Paul Valéry, who pointed out how ‘today we say Stendhal and Napoleon. But who would have dared to say to Napoleon that one day people would say: Stendhal and Napoleon?’


  That is my personal form of romanticism. That is the romance of this book.


  Chapter ix


  Moscow & Nice, 188998: This is Not a Novel


  In 1889, Anton Chekhov, a writer of short stories and plays, suddenly came up with an original idea: ‘I am writing a novel,29 I have already outlined ten characters. What an intrigue! I call it “Stories from the lives of my friends”, and I write it in the form of separate complete stories, closely connected by the general intrigue of the novel, by its idea and by the same characters. Each story has a separate title … I can hardly manage the technique.’ For the next decade, as he moved from Moscow to Nice and back to Russia again, Chekhov kept on referring to this possible novel, always worrying that he had not found the right form.


  Eventually, nothing came of it. But three stories from Chekhov’s drafts were published: ‘A Man in a Case’, ‘Gooseberries’ and ‘On Love’  these were the ‘fragments of the intended novel’.


  And this was a lost chance in the history of the novel. Because it did not just describe one life. As written, this novel described three lives, and the various lives surrounding them. Chekhov had chanced on a new form, which he did not develop into a finished object. All three stories contain the same theme  that all our desires are ironised; all our wishes, even when they come true, do not come true.


  The story called ‘A Man in a Case’ began with two friends  Ivan Ivanovich and Burkin  who were staying the night in a barn after a day’s shooting. Burkin was a schoolteacher and, to while away the time, he told the story of Belikov, the classics teacher at his school. Belikov was the title’s man in a case  repressed, fearful, introverted. He lived alone, with his male cook  sleeping in a four-poster bed with the blanket over his head. There was a plan that he should marry Barbara, the sister of a new teacher. And this plan was progressing, Belikov was enticed, until the moment when he saw Barbara riding a bicycle. He could not cope with the indecency. He went to her brother, the new teacher, to remonstrate with him; but the brother simply kicked him downstairs, where he landed, unfortunately, at the feet of the sister, who had just returned home. Mortified by Barbara’s mocking laughter, Belikov went home and died a while later.


  ‘Gooseberries’ was told by Ivan Ivanovich, after he and Burkin had reached the house of their friend Alyokhin. Having bathed, and admired the beauty of Alyokhin’s maid Pelageya, Ivan Ivanovich told the story of his brother, a civil servant. All his brother ever wanted was a country estate on which to grow gooseberries. His brother married a rich widow, who died three years later. With the money, he bought his estate and planted gooseberry bushes. When Ivan Ivanovich had tried them  praised by his brother as delicious  he had found that they were sour and unripe.


  Alyokhin told the final story: ‘About Love’. He began by mentioning the fact that the beautiful maid Pelageya was in fact in love with the fat cook, Nikanor. He could not understand it: and so he came up with this maxim: ‘What seems to explain30 one instance doesn’t fit a dozen others. It’s best to interpret each instance separately, in my view, without trying to generalise. We must isolate each individual case, as doctors say.’ And he also told his own story. He had fallen in love with a pure and wonderful woman called Anna, the wife of a friend, but had never dared tell her that he loved her, even when alone with her in the railway carriage as they said goodbye to each other forever.


  The three friends then fell silent. Burkin and Ivan Ivanovich went outside to admire Alyokhin’s view. ‘And they imagined31 how stricken that young woman must have looked when he had said good-bye to her in the train, kissing her head and shoulders. Both of them had met her in town. Burkin, indeed, had been a friend of hers and had thought her very good-looking.’


  Every life is the same  but the stories are not a series. There is no unified plot. They are three separate variations.


  But Chekhov never finished it, this new experiment, this new invention in the history of the novel.


  Chapter x


  London, 2007: An Aurora Borealis


  A different way of describing the timeless yet ephemeral nature of novels is this sentence from one of Vladimir Nabokov’s interviews. ‘One of the functions32 of all my novels’, said Nabokov, ‘is to prove that the novel in general does not exist.’ It is the same argument, in a different form, as the argument of the young Jan Mukařovský. All original novels are one of a series and  simultaneously  entirely new objects.


  Like this idea for a novel, which Nabokov described in a 1937 lecture on the Russian novelist and poet Alexander Pushkin  a lecture delivered in Paris, to an audience which included James Joyce and the Hungarian football team: ‘What an exciting experience33 it would be to follow the adventures of an idea through the ages. With no wordplay intended, I daresay that this would be the ideal novel: we would really see the abstract image, perfectly limpid and unencumbered by humanity’s dust, enjoying an intense existence that develops, swells, displays its thousand folds, with the diaphanous liquidity of an aurora borealis.’


  This book, with its dictionaries, its tourism, is about the invented and international art form of the novel. It is an atlas.


  And its heroine is Miss Juliet Herbert. For the art of the novel is an intricate history of fidelity.


  In 1856, an Englishwoman called Juliet Herbert was living with Gustave Flaubert (and Gustave Flaubert’s mother) as the governess of his niece, Caroline. Her previous address had been Chelsea, just off the King’s Road.


  In a letter to his best friend Louis Bouilhet, Flaubert praised the curves of Juliet’s breasts: ‘at table34 my eyes willingly follow the gentle slope of her breast. I believe she perceives this. For she blushes five or six times during the meal.’ In another letter, again to Bouilhet, he praised the curves of her bottom: ‘I hold myself back35 on the stairs so as not to grab her behind.’


  She was born on 27 April 1829. She arrived in Croisset, as Caroline’s governess, in 1854, when she was twenty-five.


  Caroline, however, was not Juliet’s only pupil. Miss Herbert also gave Flaubert English lessons: and he believed that these lessons were going very well, since he was on to Macbeth, he wrote, and therefore would ‘soon understand all Shakespeare’. And on 30 April 1856, Flaubert finished writing his novel, Madame Bovary  which reinvented the idea of style.


  As part of his instruction in the art of the English language, Gustave and Juliet made translations to and from English. One was of Byron’s poem ‘The Prisoner of Chillon’, the manuscript of which, dated 1857, survives. But Byron and his romanticism are not so interesting, not in themselves: they are interesting only as a romantic motif. The other thing they translated, from French into English, working from the fair copy of the manuscript, was Madame Bovary.


  Miss Herbert was an inverse, unromantic, English Madame Bovary.


  In May 1857, Flaubert wrote to his publisher, Michel Lévy, stating that an ‘English translation36 which fully satisfies me is being made under my eyes. If one is going to appear in England, I want it to be this one and not any other one.’ But nothing happened. Five years later, in 1862, Flaubert wrote to his friend Ernest Duplan, commenting on the phrase ‘translation rights reserved’. According to Flaubert, this phrase was ‘a bitter joke’: ‘I had one of Bovary37 (in English) made under my eyes which was a masterpiece. I had asked Lévy to arrange to have it published with a London publisher. Nothing doing!’


  A few months after Flaubert had finished Madame Bovary, Juliet Herbert returned to England. Packed into her suitcase was this first translation of Madame Bovary; and this translation disappeared.


  That is why Miss Herbert is a heroine: her story is a story about style and translation.


  In homage to Miss Herbert, therefore, this essay quotes from ten languages. As for me, I only speak three  with my fluent English, quixotic French, and hobbyhorsical Russian. Since style is international, after all, it is possible to read or translate a novel in an unknown language. There is no need to be worried.


  This book is my version of Nabokov’s ideal novel  which is not really a novel. It has recurring characters; with a theme, and variations; and this theme has its recurring motifs. It just has no plot, no fiction, and no finale. It is a description of a milky way, an aurora borealis.


  Chapter xi


  Prague, 1992: The Golden Tiger Pub


  Like the story of Jan Mukařovský, many of the stories which follow  about the Polish Jewish American novelist Isaac Bashevis Singer, or the Russian American French Swiss novelist Vladimir Nabokov, or the Polish novelist Witold Gombrowicz in Buenos Aires (or the one about Nikolai Gogol in Rome, or Denis Diderot in St Petersburg)  could be read as sad stories. They are often fractured by politics, by invasions and revolutions, by Nazis and by Communists. But according to a deeper logic, no story is really sad. These miniature biographies, with their politics, and exile, and mistakes, are not as important as the biographies of the novelists’ styles. And style is timeless, and placeless. ‘The very term38 “émigré author”’, wrote Vladimir Nabokov, who had already been an émigré for over twenty years, ‘sounds somewhat tautological. Any genuine writer emigrates into his art and abides there.’


  For instance, this is one of my favourite stories, about Bohumil Hrabal, in the Golden Tiger pub in Prague.


  Bohumil Hrabal was a Czech novelist in the twentieth century. One of his last books was a collection of autobiographical letters to an American girl called April Gifford, christened Dubenka by the drinkers in the Golden Tiger pub, since April, in Czech, is duben, the oak month. And April herself came up with her own reciprocal pun in translation, when the drinkers in the Golden Tiger pub asked her where she was from  ‘Ze “Spokojeneých”39 stát[image: Figure] … From the “Delighted” States …’ Because normally the United of the United States, in Czech, would be spojené  without the extra spike of spokojeny  the Czech word for happy.


  In one of his letters, Hrabal told her the story of why he did not sign an anti-Communist declaration in 1989. Although Václav Havel was paying personal visits to Hrabal, coming to find him in the Golden Tiger pub, Hrabal’s regular hang-out, Hrabal still would not sign the petition ‘A Few Sentences’. And although he was called a collaborator, says Hrabal, he still told Havel that he would not sign. He cared more about looking after his novel, Too Loud a Solitude, which was about to be published, than about the freedom of the Czech people.


  


  [image: Figure]


  Bohumil Hrabal in the Golden Tiger pub. Courtesy of Twisted Spoon Press.


  The reason why Bohumil Hrabal does not sign a petition in Prague


  Because I wouldn’t swap40 that signature on ‘A Few Sentences’ for eighty thousand copies of my Too Loud a Solitude, due in November, I won’t swap ‘A Few Sentences’ for the eighty thousand afterwords by Milan Jankovič; … I mean, Dubenka, the only purpose of my being in this world has been to write this Too Loud a Solitude, that Solitude which Susan Sontag in New York said was one of the books, the twenty books that would form the image of the writing of this century … So I didn’t sign …


  In its wilful comic egotism, with its calm at the idea of collaboration, its display of Hrabal’s delighted commitment to his novel, Too Loud a Solitude, not to other people’s politics, this story proves Nabokov’s point.


  Hrabal was not an emigré, but he was a kind of émigré. He was elsewhere, even in Prague, in the Golden Tiger pub. He was happy, in the delighted states.


  BOOK 2


  Jeanne de Lamare


  


  

  Chapter i


  Yonville-I’Abbaye, 1840s: Madame Bovary Meets Léon Dupuis


  ONE MARCH, IN the nineteenth century, some time after 1835, but a while before 1857, a new doctor arrived at the village of Yonville-l’Abbaye, in Normandy. His name was Dr Charles Bovary, and he was accompanied by his second wife. There to meet the new couple, at the village inn, were Madame Lefrançois, the mistress of the inn; Monsieur Homais, the pharmacist; the village curé; and Monsieur Léon Dupuis, a young clerk. In the parlour of the inn, they all talked of this and that  the inconvenience of carriage-journeys, love of travel, the climate in the area, the possibility of walks. And then a conversation developed between the young man, Léon, and the young woman, Madame Bovary.


  At first they shared their mutual adoration of the sea:


  A conversation about the sea


   Oh, I adore the sea,41 said Monsieur Léon.


   And do you not feel, replied Madame Bovary, that the mind drifts unfettered upon that immensity, whose contemplation raises up the soul and feeds a feeling of infinity, of the fabulous?


  They moved on to a shared appreciation of mountain scenery, and music. And then they discovered their mutual passion: reading. Madame Bovary’s favourite reading matter at the moment was not prose but poetry: ‘I detest common heroes42 and temperate feelings, the way they are in life.’ And Léon agreed that the true end of Art was not accuracy but romance: ‘So lovely,43 amid life’s disappointments, to be able to dwell in fancy on nobility of character, pure affections and pictures of happiness.’


  And they continued to talk of other things, while, intimately, Léon rested his foot on one of the bars of the chair in which Madame Bovary was sitting. For they were falling in love, these romantics, by the fire. They shared a provincial dislike for all that was provincial, ordinary, domestic: they both believed that a dull life was not a life, that the only true thing was poetry, and feeling.


  Real life, they believed, was elsewhere.


  And although this is only the beginning of Madame Bovary’s life in Yonville-l’Abbaye, it is also the beginning of the end. For Léon will become her lover, because of her romanticism, because of her poetic idea that life is poetry, and should be full of passion. And this romanticism will also make her have another lover, and lovers cost money  and so her romanticism will cause her to get into debt and this debt will make her so anguished and melancholy that eventually she will commit suicide by arsenic poisoning.


  But that is in the future. At the moment, there is just the romance for Madame Bovary. At the moment, this romance is happy.


  Chapter ii


  Angers, 1857: A Letter from Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie


  Some years later, in another province of France, in Angers, Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie, an heiress in her mid-fifties, picked up her pen and began to write to Gustave Flaubert, the author of Madame Bovary. She wanted to tell him how accurate his portrait of Madame Bovary had been, that his description of Madame Bovary’s life was ‘exactly how it is in the provinces where I was born and have spent my life’. ‘From the beginning,’ wrote Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie, about her new love, Madame Bovary, ‘I recognised her and I loved her as though she were a friend. I so identified with her experiences that it was just as though she was me.’
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  Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie: also a romantic


  This was a fan letter, but also an unhappy one  perturbed by the pain of recognition: ‘Where have you acquired44 your perfect knowledge of human nature, it’s a scalpel applied to the heart, to the soul, it is alas the world in all its hideousness?’


  Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie’s scalpel is the point of this small chapter. Because the scalpel will turn up again, in Flaubert’s Dictionary of Received Ideas  a dictionary of clichés which he collected throughout his life  where the entry for ‘Novel’ includes this detail: ‘Some novels are written45 with the tip of a scalpel (Madame Bovary, for example).’


  This letter presented Gustave Flaubert, the novelist (whose novel had not been uniformly well received, had gone down so badly, in fact, that he had been in court on charges of obscenity), with a conundrum: what was he to do with his fan, Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie? Perhaps she was unhappy, perhaps she was depressed, but depression and unhappiness are unfortunately no guarantee of accuracy; they are not guards against getting things wrong.


  Like the heroine of his book, Flaubert’s welcome fan was a romantic. And, according to Flaubert’s definition, a romantic was always a misreader; a romantic was only an average reader.


  Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie had made a crucial mistake.


  On 9 October 1852, Flaubert wrote to his romantic girlfriend Louise Colet about his unpublished novel: ‘I am in the act46 of composing a conversation between a young man and a young woman about literature, the sea, mountains, music, and all the other so-called poetic subjects. It may all seem to be seriously meant to the average reader, but in point of fact the grotesque is my real intention. It will be the first time, I think, that a novel appears where fun is made of the leading lady and her young man. But irony does not impair pathos  on the contrary, irony enhances the pathetic side.’


  The conversation was the one which Léon Dupuis had with Emma Bovary about reading, while, intimately, Léon rested his foot on one of the bars of the chair in which Madame Bovary was sitting.


  Another part of the same conversation


   You melt into the characters;47 it seems as if your own heart is beating under their skin.


   Oh, yes, that is true! she said.


   Has it ever happened to you, Léon went on, in a book you come across some vague idea you once had, some blurred image from deep down, something that just spells out your finest feelings?


   I have had that, she answered.


  Flaubert’s conundrum was this: Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie was in love with his book through misreading it. She loved it because she identified with the characters, because she took them seriously, and believed in their poetry. And therefore she was following an outmoded form of romantic reading. The sad thing was that this way of reading had been outmoded precisely by the novel she was enjoying so much.


  Flaubert’s new style invented a new way of reading. Instead of just following the characters, he wanted the reader to have the extra and more complicated pleasure of observing the techniques. Rather than losing oneself in the characters, this new reader was meant to be alert to the pattern of clichés, their collage.


  It subject was romantic, but its style was not.


  But this type of reading is difficult. Think, for instance, of poor André Gide, who agreed with Flaubert, but who also explained the problem: ‘Allow only the indispensable48 to subsist was the rule I imposed on myself  nowhere more difficult and dangerous to apply that than for the novel. This amounts to counting too much on that collaboration which the reader will supply only when the writer has already been able to secure it.’ There is a vicious circle in Flaubert’s method  since the more reticent and elegant a novelist wants to be, the clunkier he or she might simultaneously have to become, in order to make sure that the reader has noticed the novel’s reticence. Too much reticence can go unnoticed.
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  A photograph of Cairo by Maxime du Camp


  A week after Flaubert’s reply to her letter, he received a parcel49 containing a portrait of Mademoiselle Leroyer de Chantepie, three volumes of her unpublished writings, and a letter affirming that she loved Emma like a sister.


  Chapter iii


  Egypt, 1849: The Pyramids


  On the other hand, we should not think that Flaubert was arrogant, or superior. We should not think that Flaubert was never a romantic himself.


  In 1845  domestic, Norman, homebound  Flaubert was twenty-four. And because he was domestic, Norman, homebound and twenty-four, in his first novel which would never be published he therefore imagined himself on top of a pyramid, because that would give him an insight into what it would be like to be the opposite of domestic, Norman, homebound and twenty-four. It would make him oriental, and Egyptian.


  But in Flaubert’s account of the view from this pyramid, there is something a little unusual, a little unrealistic: having reached the apex, apparently, with hands torn and knees bleeding  because the traveller will have ascended on his hands and knees, not been hauled up by two hired Egyptians  this traveller will look around and see not the ramshackle outskirts of Cairo but ‘cities with domes of gold50 and minarets of porcelain, palaces of lava built on plinths of alabaster, marble-rimmed pools where sultanas come to bathe their bodies at the hour when the moon makes bluer the shadow of the groves and more limpid the silvery water of the fountains’.
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  Possibly Gustave Flaubert, but almost definitely not: a tourist in Egypt: taken by Maxime du Camp


  Four years later, in December 1849, Gustave Flaubert, still the author of no published work, but suddenly less of a romantic, was a genuine tourist in Egypt. Accompanied by his best friend, Maxime du Camp, he visited the Pyramids: this time, the view was less apocalyptic, more suburban: ‘an immense, delightful expanse51 of green, furrowed by endless canals, dotted here and there with tufts of palms’.


  It was here, in these travel notes, that everything began. For Flaubert’s first description of a pyramid, Pyramid 1, only had someone else’s style. It only had sultanas. Whereas Pyramid 2 is Flaubert’s: he has found the comedy of romanticism; his style is piquant with detail. Outside, there is a business card: ‘On the side of the Pyramid52 lit by the rising sun I see a business card: ‘Humbert, Frotteur’ fastened to the stone. Pathetic condition of Maxime, who had raced up ahead of me to put it there; he nearly died of breathlessness.’ Inside the pyramid, there are other tourists: ‘As we emerge53 on hands and knees from one of the corridors, we meet a party of Englishmen who are coming in; they are in the same position as we; exchange of civilities; each party proceeds on its way.’


  It was here, then, that the European novel found its symbolic centre  with Flaubert on top of and inside the great Egyptian pyramid of Cheops.


  And is it therefore possible that Vladimir Nabokov borrowed his most famous hero, Humbert Humbert, from this Humbert on the business card? Or is it too mischievously sentimental to imagine that here, on top of a pyramid, life was trying to live up to art: life was trying to invent its own thematic echoes and reflections? Sometimes I like to think54 that this is Humbert Humbert in a previous and unconscious incarnation  the Humbert who later liked to rub Lolita, not parquet floors.


  Characters are eternal. This is one thing which does not seem obviously true, but which may well be true. Their genealogies are nothing to do with language, and nothing to do with time. In French, or English, or Russian, in America and Egypt, a character can migrate across novels, but still remain the same.


  Chapter iv


  Egypt, 1849: Irony


  On his trip to Egypt, Flaubert slept with a prostitute called Kuchuk Hanem (although even this name was a translation: it was not her real name,55 but a Turkish euphemism, an assumed identity  küçük hanim is Turkish for ‘little lady’).


  Afterwards, in his journal, Flaubert wrote this up, excitedly mixing his tenses. ‘She falls asleep56 with her hand in mine. She snores. The lamp, shining feebly, cast a triangular gleam, the colour of pale metal, on her beautiful forehead; the rest of her face was in shadow. Her little dog slept on my silk jacket on the divan. Since she complained of a cough, I put my pelisse over her blanket.’


  In


  

  Gustave in bed with Kuchuk Hanem


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Chapter v


  Normandy, 1850s: A Short Essay on Style (III)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  Part of another letter from Gustave


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Chapter vi


  Normandy, 1857: Cupid, or A Theme


  

  

  Three Cupids in the life of Emma Bovary


  

  

  

  

  

  Chapter vii


  Paris, 1883, & London, 1888: Artlessness (I)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Chapter viii


  Paris, 1883: The Life of Jeanne de Lamare


  

  

  Chapter ix


  Paris, 1883: Artlessness (II)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Jeanne imagines her future love


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Chapter x


  Paris, 1883: Subject Matter


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Chapter xi


  Paris, 1919: A Review by Marcel Proust
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