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Part One

The Consciousness of Continuity




The Consciousness of Continuity

THEY USED TO TELL A STORY ABOUT MY FATHER, WHO WAS a musician. He is out with friends someplace when, from a radio or a phonograph, they hear the strains of a symphony. The friends, all of them musicians or music buffs, immediately recognize Beethoven’s Ninth. They ask my father, “What’s that playing?” After long thought he says, “It sounds like Beethoven.” They all stifle a laugh: my father doesn’t recognize the Ninth Symphony! “Are you sure?” “Yes,” says my father, “Late Beethoven.” “How do you know it’s late?” He points out a certain harmonic shift that the younger Beethoven could never have used.

The anecdote is probably just a mischievous little invention, but it does illustrate the consciousness of continuity, one of the distinguishing marks of a person belonging to the civilization that is (or was) ours. Everything, in our eyes, took on the quality of a history, seemed a more or less logical sequence of events, of attitudes, of works. From my early youth I knew the exact chronology of my favorite writers’ works. Impossible to think Apollinaire could have written Alcools after Calligrammes, because if that were the case he would have been a different poet, his whole work would have a different meaning. I love each of Picasso’s paintings for itself, but I also love the whole course of his work understood as a long journey whose succession of stages I know by heart. In art, the classic metaphysical questions—Where do we come from? Where are we going?—have a clear, concrete meaning, and are not at all unanswerable.

History and Value

LET US IMAGINE A CONTEMPORARY COMPOSER WRITING A sonata that in its form, its harmonies, its melodies resembles Beethoven’s. Let’s even imagine that this sonata is so masterfully made that, if it had actually been by Beethoven, it would count among his greatest works. And yet no matter how magnificent, signed by a contemporary composer it would be laughable. At best its author would be applauded as a virtuoso of pastiche.

What? We feel aesthetic pleasure at a sonata by Beethoven and not at one with the same style and charm if it comes from one of our own contemporaries? Isn’t that the height of hypocrisy? So then the sensation of beauty is not spontaneous, spurred by our sensibility, but instead is cerebral, conditioned by our knowing a date?

No way around it: historical consciousness is so thoroughly inherent in our perception of art that this anachronism (a Beethoven piece written today) would be spontaneously (that is, without the least hypocrisy) felt to be ridiculous, false, incongruous, even monstrous. Our feeling for continuity is so strong that it enters into the perception of any work of art.

Jan Mukarovsky, the founder of structural aesthetics, wrote in Prague in 1932: “Only the presumption of objective aesthetic value gives meaning to the historical evolution of art.” In other words: in the absence of aesthetic value, the history of art is just an enormous storehouse of works whose chronologic sequence carries no meaning. And conversely: it is only within the context of an art’s historical evolution that aesthetic value can be seen.

But what objective aesthetic value can we speak of if each nation, each historical period, each social group has tastes of its own? From the sociological viewpoint the history of an art has no meaning in itself but is part of a society’s whole history, like the history of its clothing, its funeral and marriage rituals, its sports, or its celebrations. That is roughly how the novel is discussed in the Diderot and d’Alembert Encyclopédie (1751–72). The author of that entry, the Chevalier de Jaucourt, acknowledges that the novel has a broad reach (“nearly everyone reads it”) and a moral influence (sometimes worthwhile, sometimes noxious), but not a specific value in itself; and furthermore, he mentions almost none of the novelists we admire today: not Rabelais, not Cervantes, not Quevedo, nor Grimmelshausen, nor Defoe, nor Swift, nor Smollett, nor Lesage, nor the Abbé Prévost; for the Chevalier de Jaucourt the novel does not stand as autonomous art or history.

Rabelais and Cervantes. That the encyclopedist did not cite either one of them is no shock: Rabelais hardly worried about whether he was a novelist or not, and Cervantes believed he was writing a sarcastic epilogue to the fantastical literature of the previous period; neither saw himself as “a founder.” It was only in retrospect, over time, that the practice of the art of the novel assigned them the role. And it did so not because they were the first to write novels (there were many other novelists before Cervantes), but because their works made clear—better than the others had—the raison d’être of this new epic art; because for their successors the works represented the first great novelistic values; and only when people began to see the novel as having a value—a specific value, an aesthetic value—could novels in their succession be seen as a history.

Theory of the Novel

FIELDING WAS ONE OF THE FIRST NOVELISTS ABLE TO CONCEIVE a poetics of the novel: each of the eighteen books of Tom Jones opens with a chapter devoted to a kind of theory of the novel (a light, playful theory, for that’s how a novelist theorizes—he holds jealously to his own language, flees learned jargon like the plague).

Fielding wrote his novel in 1749, thus two centuries after Gargantua and Pantagruel and a century and a half after Don Quixote, and yet even though he looks back to Rabelais and Cervantes, for him the novel is still a new art, so much so that he calls himself “the founder of a new province of writing . . .” That “new province” is so new that it has no name yet! Or rather, in English it has two names—novel and romance—but Fielding refuses to use them because no sooner is it discovered than the “new province” is invaded by “a swarm of foolish novels and monstrous romances,” with which he does not want his own books confused. He therefore designates this new art by a rather convoluted but remarkably accurate expression: “prosai-comiepic writing.”

He tries to define the art—that is, to determine its raison d’être, to outline the realm of reality it should illuminate, explore, grasp: “the provision, then, which we have here made is no other than Human Nature.” The assertion only seems banal; readers at the time saw novels as amusing, edifying, entertaining stories, but nothing more; no one would have granted the novel a purpose so general, thus so exacting, so serious, as an inquiry into “human nature”; no one would have elevated it to the rank of a reflection on man as such.

In Tom Jones, Fielding suddenly interrupts himself in mid-narration to declare that he is dumbfounded by one of the characters, whose behavior the writer finds “the most unaccountable of all the absurdities which ever entered into the brain of that strange prodigious creature man”; in fact, astonishment at the “inexplicable” in “that strange . . . creature man” is for Fielding the prime incitement to writing a novel, the reason for inventing it. “Invention” is the key word for Fielding; he refers to its Latin source—inventio, meaning “discovery, or finding out.” In inventing his novel the novelist discovers an aspect of “human nature” till then unknown, concealed; so a novelistic invention is an act of knowing that Fielding defines as “a quick and sagacious penetration into the true essence of all the objects of our contemplation.” (A remarkable sentence: the adjective “quick” indicates that he is speaking of a particular kind of knowing, in which intuition is fundamental.)

And the form of that “prosai-comi-epic writing”? “As I am the founder of a new province of writing, I am at liberty to make what laws I please therein,” Fielding proclaims, and he rejects out of hand any rules or limits which the literary bureaucrats or “clerks”—his term for critics—would try to dictate to him; in his view the novel is defined (and I see this as essential) by its raison d’être; by the realm of reality it has to “discover”; its form, however, arises in a freedom that no one can delimit and whose evolution will be a perpetual surprise.

Poor Alonzo Quijada

POOR ALONZO 
QUIJADA 
MEANT TO ELEVATE HIMSELF INTO THE legendary figure of a knight-errant. Instead, for all of literary history, Cervantes succeeded in doing just the opposite: he cast a legendary figure down: into the world of prose. “Prose”: the word signifies not only a nonversified language; it also signifies the concrete, everyday, corporeal nature of life. So to say that the novel is the art of prose is not to state the obvious; the word defines the deep sense of that art. Homer never wondered whether, after their many hand-to-hand struggles, Achilles or Ajax still had all their teeth. But for Don Quixote and Sancho teeth are a perpetual concern—hurting teeth, missing teeth. “You must know, Sancho, that no diamond is so precious as a tooth.”

But prose is not merely the difficult or vulgar side of life, it is also a certain beauty, till then neglected: the beauty of modest sentiments, for instance the fondness tinged with familiarity that Sancho feels toward Don Quixote. The Don reproaches him for his garrulous informality, saying that none of the texts on chivalry shows any squire daring to speak to his master in such a tone. Of course not: Sancho’s affection is one of the Cervantean discoveries of the new prosaic beauty: “A baby could convince him that it’s midnight at high noon—and for his simple heart I love him like my own life, and all his eccentricities could not make me leave him,” Sancho says.

Don Quixote’s death is the more moving for being prosaic, that is to say devoid of all pathos. He has already dictated his will, and then for three days he lingers dying, surrounded by people who love him: yet “that does not keep the niece from eating, the housekeeper from drinking, or Sancho from being of good cheer. For the fact of inheriting something erases or lessens the sorrow man owes to Death.”

Don Quixote tells Sancho that Homer and Virgil were describing characters not “as they were but rather as they must be, to stand as examples of virtue to future generations.” Now, Don Quixote himself is far from an example to follow. Characters in novels do not need to be admired for their virtues. They need to be understood, and that is a completely different matter. Epic heroes conquer or, if they are themselves conquered, they retain their grandeur to the last breath. Don Quixote is conquered. And with no grandeur whatever. For it is clear immediately: human life as such is a defeat. All we can do in the face of that ineluctable defeat called life is to try to understand it. That—that is the raison d’être of the art of the novel.

The Despotism of “Story”

TOM 
JONES 
IS A FOUNDLING CHILD, RAISED AND EDUCATED as the ward of Squire Allworthy in his country manse; as a young man Tom falls in love with Sophia, the daughter of a rich neighbor, and when his love bursts into the open (at the end of Book 6), his enemies vilify him so treacherously that Mr. Allworthy casts him out in a fury; then begin Tom’s long wanderings (recalling the composition of the “picaresque” novel, in which a lone protagonist, a picaro, lives through a series of adventures, meeting new characters in each), and only toward the end (in Books 17 and 18) does the novel return to the principal story line: after a flurry of startling revelations, the enigma of Tom’s origins comes clear: he is the natural son of Allworthy’s cherished sister, long dead; he triumphs and, in the very last chapter of the novel, weds his beloved Sophia.

When Fielding proclaims his complete freedom with the novel form, he is thinking primarily of his refusal to allow the novel to be reduced to that causal chain of actions, attitudes, gestures, words that the English call “story” and that is seen as constituting the meaning and the essence of a novel; against that absolutist power of story he particularly claims the right to interrupt the narration “as often as I see occasion,” with the interpolation of his own comments and thoughts—with, in a word, digressions. Nonetheless he too utilizes story as though it is the only possible means to assure unity in a composition, to bind the start to the finish. Thus he closed Tom Jones (though possibly with a secret ironic smile) with the “happy ending” of wedding bells.

Seen from this perspective Tristram Shandy, written fifteen years later, comes as the first radical and total dethroning of “story.” Whereas Fielding, so as not to suffocate in the long corridor of a causal chain of events, flung wide the windows of digressions and episodes throughout, Sterne renounces story completely; his novel is just one big manifold digression, one long festival of episodes whose “unity”—deliberately fragile, comically fragile—is stitched together by only a few eccentric characters and their microscopic, laughably pointless actions.

People like to compare Sterne to the great twentieth-century revolutionaries of the novel form; with good reason, except that Sterne was no poète maudit; he was hailed by a broad audience; he carried out his grand feat of dethronement with a smile, with a laugh, with a guffaw. And no one called him difficult or incomprehensible; if he irritated it was by his lightness, his frivolity, and even more by the shocking insignificance of the topics he wrote about.

Those who deplored that “insignificance” were using the right term. But we should remember what Fielding said: “The provision, then, which we have here made is no other than Human Nature.” Now, are great dramatic actions really the best clue to understanding human nature? Are they not, rather, a barrier that hides life as it truly is? Isn’t “insignificance” actually one of our greatest problems? Isn’t that our fate? And if so, is that fate our good fortune or bad? Our humiliation or, on the contrary, our solace, our escape, our idyll, our refuge?

These questions were unexpected and provocative. It was the formal play of Tristram Shandy that allowed them to be asked. In the art of the novel, existential discoveries are inseparable from the transformation of form.

In Search of Present Time

DON QUIXOTE 
LAY DYING, AND YET “THAT DID NOT KEEP the niece from eating, the housekeeper from drinking, or Sancho from being of good cheer.” For a brief moment, that sentence parts the curtain that hides life’s prose. But suppose we examine the prose more closely? In detail? Moment by moment? How does Sancho’s good cheer express itself? Is he talkative? Is he chatting with the two women? About what? Does he keep close by his master the whole time?

By definition, what a narrator recounts is a thing that has happened. But each little event, as it becomes the past, loses its concrete nature and turns into an outline. Narration is recollection, therefore a summary, a simplification, an abstraction. The true face of life, of the prose of life, is found only in the present moment. But how to recount past events and give them back the presentness they’ve lost? The art of the novel found a solution: presenting the past in scenes. A scene, even one recounted in the grammatical past tense, is ontologically the present: we see and hear it; it unfolds before us here and now.

When they were reading Fielding, his readers became auditors fascinated by a brilliant man who held them breathless with what he was telling. Balzac, some eighty years later, turned his readers into spectators watching a screen (a movie screen before the fact) on which his novelist’s magic made them see scenes they could not tear their eyes away from.

Fielding was not inventing impossible or unbelievable stories; yet the plausibility of what he was recounting was the least of his concerns; he wanted to dazzle his audience not by the illusion of reality but by the enchantment of his storymaking, of his unexpected observations, of the surprising situations he created. But later, when the novel’s magic came to lie in the visual and auditory evocation of scenes, plausibility became the supreme rule, the condition sine qua non for the reader to believe in what he was seeing.

Fielding took little interest in daily life (he would not have believed that banality itself could one day become a major subject for novels); he did not pretend to put a microphone to the thoughts going through his characters’ heads (he would observe them from the outside and offer lucid and often humorous hypotheses on their psychology); description bored him, and he spent no time on the physical appearance of his protagonists (you won’t learn the color of Tom’s eyes) or on the book’s historical background; his narration glided happily above the scenes, of which he would evoke only fragments he considered indispensable for the clarity of the plot and for the idea; the London where Tom’s destiny unfolds looks more like a small circle marked on a map than like any actual metropolis: the streets, the squares, the mansions are neither described nor even named.

The nineteenth century began amid decades of explosive events that, time and again and from top to bottom, transfigured the whole of Europe. Something essential in man’s existence changed then, and forever: History became everybody’s experience; man began to understand that he was not going to die in the same world he had been born into; the clock of History began to toll the hour in loud tones, everywhere, even within novels whose time was immediately counted and dated. The shape of every little object—every chair, every skirt—was stamped with its imminent disappearance (transformation). The era of descriptions began. (Description: compassion for the ephemeral; salvaging the perishable.) Balzac’s Paris is nothing like Fielding’s London; its squares have their names, its houses their colors, its streets their smells and sounds: it is the Paris of a particular moment, Paris as it had not been before that moment and as it would never be again. And every scene of the novel is stamped (be it only by the shape of a chair or the cut of a suit) by History which, now that it has emerged from the shadows, sculpts and re-sculpts the look of the world.

A new constellation shone in the sky above the novel’s high road into its great century, the century of its popularity, its power; an “idea of what the novel is” took hold then, and it would rule the art of the novel until Flaubert, until Tolstoy, until Proust; it would shroud in semioblivion the novels of earlier centuries (an amazing detail: Zola never read Dangerous Liaisons!) and make difficult any future transformation of the novel.

The Multiple Meanings of the Word “History”

“THE HISTORY OF GERMANY,” “THE HISTORY OF FRANCE״: The complement differs in those two phrases, whereas the notion of “history” retains the same meaning. “The history of mankind,” “the history of technology,” “the history of science,” “the history of this or that art”: not only are the complements different, but even the word “history” means something different in each case.

The great Doctor A invents an ingenious method of treating an illness. But ten years later Doctor B devises another treatment, more effective, such that the earlier method (ingenious as it was) is abandoned and forgotten. The history of science has the nature of progress.

Applied to art, the notion of history has nothing to do with progress; it does not imply improvement, amelioration, an ascent; it resembles a journey undertaken to explore unknown lands and chart them. The novelist’s ambition is not to do something better than his predecessors but to see what they did not see, say what they did not say. Flaubert’s poetics does not devalue Balzac’s, any more than the discovery of the North Pole renders obsolete the discovery of America.

The history of technology depends little on man and his freedom; obedient to its own logic, it cannot be other than what it has been or what it will be; in that sense, it is nonhuman; if Edison had not invented the lightbulb, someone else would have. But if Laurence Sterne had not had the wild idea of writing a novel with no “story,” no one else would have done it in his stead, and the history of the novel would not be the one we know.

“A history of literature, unlike history as such, ought to list only the names of victories, for its defeats are no victory for anyone.” That brilliant line
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