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		André Gide was born in Paris in 1869 and died there in 1951. He was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1947. His works include The Immoralist, The Counterfeiters, Lafcadio’s Adventures, Strait Is the Gate, The Cellars of the Vatican and his three volumes of Journals. He also wrote plays, essays, short stories, and books of travel.
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		TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

		The Immoralist was finished in 1901, a year after The Interpretation of Dreams, and published—“so far behind me,” Gide wrote in his Journal, “that I cannot bear to correct the proofs”—in an edition of three hundred copies in 1902, a year before The Will to Power. Mrs. Bussy’s translation appeared in 1930, and I care and dare to challenge comparison with it precisely because … it has been successful. For forty years we have had a fair sense of this famous recital, why not now a fairer still? I have tried to follow even more closely, more amorously Gide would have said, the movement of that voice raised almost to the tension of the lyre as it fills the night on the terrace of Sidi b. M.

		If there is anything immoral about Michel it is his style; languorous, complacent sometimes, yet it is a style with all the terrible energy of a man who has made it his duty to be happy. My impulse has been to espouse, never to chasten, that style. When Michel, speaking of the irrigation system of the oases, refers to the sluices which “amènent l’eau où la soif est trop grande,” I believe we are to take him at his word: “leads the water where the thirst is too great,” rather than at Mrs. Bussy’s: “conducts the water where the ground is thirstiest”—a smoothed-out rendering which loses Michel’s, and Gide’s, very charged sense that only excess may be recompensed, that only too much thirst is to be slaked. My effort, then, is to persist even further in the letter of the work itself. For Gide belongs, we now see—and how happy the prospect would have made him—to that company of authors with whom we cannot be satisfied. We keep turning them over in our minds, returning to them: all translations date, certain works never do.

		Let me loiter a little on my sense here: What is meant by saying that a translation dates, and that a new translation, forty years new of a work seventy years old, persists further in the letter of that work? It is my experience that a first translation errs on the side of pusillanimity, plays safe. Each decade has its circumlocutions, its compliances; the translator seeks these out, as we see in Mrs. Bussy’s endeavors, falls back on period makeshifts instead of confronting the often radical outrage of what the author, in his incomparable originality, ventures to say. That is just it: The translator, it is seen in the fullness of time, so rarely ventures in this fashion. Rather he falls back, as I say; and it is his peculiar privilege, even his obligation, in his own day and age, to sally forth, to be inordinate instead of placating or merely plausible. Time reveals all translation to be paraphrase, and it is in the longing for a standard version that we must begin again, we translators, that we must overtake each other.

		I mentioned Nietzsche and Freud as the apparent landmarks by which to locate this narrative, which might as well be called “civilization and its discontents” as “toward a genealogy of morals.” In the cases of Nietzsche and of Freud we have not been content with only a first translation, and, like theirs, Gide’s emblem of the ego and its own: the flesh is of great power for us still, an utterance from that part of ourselves to be discovered and endured only by the most tenacious skepticism. May this new version—affectionately dedicated to Robert Gottlieb—be worthy of Gide’s utterance and of Mrs. Bussy’s pioneer translation.

		—RICHARD HOWARD

	
		
			TO HENRI GHÉON

			his steadfast comrade

			A. G.

		

	
		
			




			I will praise thee; for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.

			PSALMS 139:14

		

	
		PREFACE

		I offer this book for what it is worth. It is a fruit full of bitter ash, like those desert colocynths which grow in parched places and reward one’s thirst with only a more dreadful scalding, yet upon the gold sand are not without a certain beauty.

		If I had intended my hero as an example, it must be granted I did anything but succeed; 1 the handful of readers who ventured to interest themselves in Michel’s story did so in order to vilify him with all the force of their own righteousness. I had not embellished Marceline with so many virtues to no purpose: Michel was not forgiven for preferring her to himself.

		If I had intended the book as an indictment of Michel, I should scarcely have succeeded any better, for no one thanked me for the indignation my hero occasioned; apparently such indignation was felt in spite of the author; from Michel it overflowed onto myself; I came very near being identified with him, according to some.

		But I wanted to write this book neither as an indictment nor as an apology, and I have taken care not to pass judgment. Today’s public no longer forgives an author for failing, after the action he describes, to give his verdict; indeed, in the very course of the drama he is told to take sides, to declare himself for Alceste or Philinte, for Hamlet or Ophelia, for Faust or Marguerite, for Adam or Jehovah. I do not claim, of course, that neutrality (I was about to say: indecision) is a sure sign of a great mind; but I do believe that many great minds have been greatly disinclined to … conclude—and that to state a problem properly is not to suppose it solved in advance.

		I am reluctant to use the word “problem” here. To tell the truth, in art there are no problems—for which the work of art is not the sufficient solution.

		If “problem” means “drama,” shall I say that the one this book narrates, though it is played out in my hero’s own soul, is nonetheless too general to remain circumscribed by his singular adventure. I make no claim to have invented this “problem”; it existed before my book; whether Michel triumphs or succumbs, the “problem” continues to exist, and the author offers neither triumph nor defeat as a foregone conclusion.

		If certain distinguished minds have chosen to regard this drama as no more than the account of a strange case, and its hero as a sick man; if they have failed to see that some very urgent ideas of very general interest may nonetheless be found in it—that is not the fault of these ideas nor of this drama, but of the author, and I mean: of his clumsiness—though he has put into this book all his passion, all his tears, and all his care. But the real interest of a work and the interest taken in it by the public of the moment are two very different things. One may without too much conceit, I think, prefer the risk of failing to interest the moment by what is genuinely interesting—to beguiling momentarily a public fond of trash.

		Be that as it may, I have tried to prove nothing, but to paint my picture well and light it properly.

		
			1 An edition of three hundred copies was published in June 1902.

		

	
		(TO MONSIEUR D. R., PRÉSIDENT DU CONSEIL)

		Sidi b. M. July 30, 189–.



		Yes, you were right: Michel has spoken to us, my dear brother. The account he gave is what follows. You had asked me for it; I promised it to you; but at the very moment I send it, I still hesitate, and the more I read it over, the more dreadful it seems. What will you think of our friend? Moreover, what did I think of him myself? Are we simply to condemn him, rejecting as useless capacities which give evidence of such cruelty? —But more than one man today, I fear, would venture to recognize himself in this narrative. Can we accommodate so much intelligence, so much strength—or must we refuse them any place among us?

		How can a man like Michel serve the state? I confess I do not know … He must have an occupation. Will the high position your great merits have gained you and the power you hold permit you to find it? —You must move fast. Michel is a dedicated man—still; soon he will no longer be so, except to himself.

		I am writing you beneath a flawless sky; for the twelve days Denis, Daniel and I have been here, not a cloud, not one wisp of haze. Michel says that the sky has been clear for two months.

		I am neither sad nor gay; the air here fills you with a vague exaltation, induces a state which seems as remote from gaiety as it is from suffering; perhaps that is happiness.

		We are staying with Michel; none of us wants to leave him; you will understand why, once you have read these pages; so it is here, in this house, that we will await your answer; do not delay.

		You know what an old friendship, strong even at school but closer year after year, bound Michel to Denis, to Daniel, to me. The four of us had formed a kind of pact: whenever one of us called for help, the other three would answer. So when I received that mysterious summons from Michel, I immediately notified Daniel and Denis, and the three of us, dropping everything, set out.

		We had not seen Michel for three years. He had married, had been traveling with his wife, and, during his last stay in Paris, Denis was in Greece, Daniel in Russia and I, as you know, obliged to remain at our father’s bedside. And though we had heard some news of him, the reports from Silas and Will, who had seen Michel in the interim, could only amaze us. A change had occurred which we could not yet explain. He was no longer the learned Puritan of the old days, the Michel whose gestures were clumsy in their very earnestness, whose gaze was so guileless that our loose talk often ceased in his presence. He was … but why suggest already what his own narrative will tell you?

		I send you this account, then, as Denis, Daniel and I heard it. Michel delivered it on his terrace, where we were stretched out near him in the darkness, under the bright stars. By the time he had finished, day had broken over the plain. Michel’s house overlooks it and the nearby village as well. In the heat, and with all the reaping done, this plain looks like the desert.

		Michel’s house, though simple and strange, is delightful. In winter it would be uncomfortable, for there is no glass in the windows; rather, there are no windows at all, merely huge holes in the walls. The weather is so fine that we sleep out of doors, on matting.

		Let me say, too, that we had a fine trip here. We arrived in the evening, exhausted by the heat, dazed by the unfamiliarity of everything, having merely stopped over in Algiers, then in Constantine. A new train took us from Constantine to Sidi b. M., where a carriage was waiting. The road comes to an end far from the village, which is perched high on a rock like certain Umbrian towns. We climbed up on foot; two mules had taken our luggage. When you approach it by this route, Michel’s house is the first in the village. A low-walled garden surrounds it, or actually a farmyard containing three crooked pomegranate trees and one splendid oleander. A Kabyl child ran away as we approached, scrambling over the wall without a word.

		Michel received us without any sign of pleasure; forthright, he seemed afraid to show affection; yet on the threshold, as we came in, he embraced all three of us solemnly.

		Until nightfall, we did not exchange ten words. An almost Spartan dinner was ready in the main room, whose sumptuous decorations surprised us, but Michel’s account will explain that. Then he served coffee, which he insisted on making for us. Afterward, we went up to the terrace, the view from which stretches away endlessly, and the three of us, like Job’s three friends, waited there, admiring across the fiery plain the sudden decline of the day.

		When it was night, Michel said:

	
		PART ONE

		My dear friends, I knew you were faithful. At my request you came to me at once, just as I should have come to you. Yet it is three years since you have seen me. May your friendship, so resistant to absence, resist as well the accounting I am about to make. For if I summoned you abruptly and made you travel to the out-of-the-way place where I live, it was solely that I might see you, that you might hear me. That is all the help I need: to speak to you. For I am at a moment in my life past which I can no longer see my way. Yet this is not exhaustion. The point is, I no longer understand. I need … I need to speak, I tell you. The capacity to get free is nothing; the capacity to be free, that is the task. —Let me talk about myself; I shall tell you my life, simply, without modesty and without pride, more simply than if I were speaking to myself. Listen to me:

		The last time we saw each other, it was near Angers, I remember, in the little country church where I was being married. There were very few people, but the intimacy of the friends present made the commonplace ceremony into a touching one. It seemed to me that others were moved, and that moved me as well. We left the church and gathered in the house of the woman who had just become
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