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Remembmhée of Things Past
in the Future Tense

The shosk of Jean-Paul Sarire's
autohingraphical The Words* is its
seeming ambivalence on the author's
famed coreept of cemmitment, The
easy tlow of words, the decepiive
simplicity of the autobiographical
farm, the superb eronomy of words
both fn the telling of the tale and in
the expositlon of any number of un-
heralded theses — sudden competitors
for the nttention of the reader — do
nothing to prepare one for-the writ-
er's practiced “Tucid blindness”

The reader is at n distinet disad-
vantage #lne 'when 'he wishes - to
quiestion some fncts since tha authen-
tieity or Inauthenticity of a life is
not a matter for debate by an out-
aider, ecapecially when the suthor ia
himuelf ag merciless in his exposé of
the shollowness, kypocrisy and bour-
geols values of the middle-class life
into which he was born as well as
of himselt as child prodlgy whom

he dubs “the little monster” Far '

from considering Jean-Paul “the Iittle
monster,” the reader follows the
:Il:ronicler's description with sympa.
¥3 . P
* ¢ wan allowed to browse in
the library and I took man's
wisdom hy slorm. That was
what made me. 1 later heard
anti-Semites veproach Jews any
number of timen with not Imow-
ing the lessons -and silence of
nature; I would answer: In that
case, I'm more Jewish than they.
In vain would 1 seek within me
the prickly memories and sweet
unreason of a country childhood.
1 never tilled the soil or hunled
for nests. I did not gather herbs
or throw slones at birds. . But
books were my birds and nests,
my household pets, my barn and |
my countryside, The library was
the world caught in a mirror
(p.49)

The reader's feeling of inauthenti-
city did not, however, arise from the
fact that n child’s life was summed
up in in a title like The Worda and
its two telling sub-titles: “Reading;
“Writing.” There have been other
lives to whom words, oral and writ-
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ten, have been more renl than life
itweH. The nneasy feeling pernisted,
rather, because the suthor hus cre-
sted a strange admixture of remi-
nlacence and veccllestion that is more
jideclogient exsay than autoblography.
Great sections zcem to bhe writlen as
if they were illusteating varjous ex.
istertialist theses.

Take the subject of death. Wea are
plunged into a thesix on death and
freedcm at the veey start of the hook.
We were no sooner introduced fo the
grandparents in the period of the
18508, «nd quickly juraped €0 meet
the mother, Anne Marie, & cousin of
the famous Albert Schweilzer, and
the father, Jezn Baptiste, » naval

. officer who dies when Jean-Paul is

only two, when we rend:

“The sleepiess nights and ihe
worry exhausted Anne Murie;
her milk dried; T was put out to
nurse not far away and I too
apylied myself to dying, of en-
tivities and perhaps resentment
« « « The death of Jean Bapliste
wan the big event of my life: it
sent my mother to her chains
and gave me [reedom.” {pp.16,
18) And again: ‘My luck was to
belong to a dead man.” (p.23)
Aund once more: ‘T owed my
freedom to a timely death, my
importonce to a very expecied
decease, But what of it All the
Pythis are dead creaturea; every-
ofe knows that. All children are
mirrors of death,” (pp.29-30)

QOver and over again the theme
resounds: “I saw death, When 1
was five, it lay in wail for me.
In the evening; it would prow! on
the balcony, press its nose
againat the window. I saw it, but
I dared not say anything ... 1In
the period, I had an appointment
with it every night in bed . . .
During the day, I recognized it
beneath the most varied dis-
guises. . . » When I was seven

*The Words by Jean-Paul Sartre,
transiated from the T'rench hy Bep-
nnrd Frechiman, (George Braziller,
New York, 1963) $5.

years old, T met real death, the
Girim Weaper, everywhere, but it
wan never there, ... I lived in 2
state of terror; it was & genuine
neurosia’ (pp.94, 5, 6)

I tnst count of all the times the
subject reappears; there are very few
pages thal do nat mention it o that,
in the end, it looks all too neat, like
n clinicul cuse:

“] had taken mysell for a
prince; my madness lay in my
being one. A character neurosis,
goys an analyst friend of mine.
He's right: delween the summer
of 1914 and the autumn. of 1916,
my mandule became my charac-
ter; my delirium left my head
and flewed ints my bonea. . . . I
wos struined to the - breaking
point helween those iwo ex-
tremes, being born and dying
with cach heartbeal” (n.230)

Tha remembrance of things past is
written not alone in the present, but
{n the future fense. A master wield-
ec of the pen, Sartre so Inlersperses
the next pro-jection into the retelling
of the past that one isn't always
sure which is actual experience and
which analysis. Thia literary form is
especially disconcerting when an indi-
vidual turns out to be a composile
character who iy made to sum up zn
epoch, Toke the most important
character outside of the author him-
self, hin grandfather, Kar) Schweit-
zer, under whose aegls the child Jean-
Paul roamed among books and made
the decision to embark on writing as
a veritable misaion. Curionsly enongh,
the mother, who is the only one who
teuly loved Jeon-Paul and whom
Jean-Paul loved in turn, and thought
of aa an vider sister, is but a shadow
of a pernun, It is otherwise with the
grandfather who pretends greal love
for the urandson evidently only as
part of the “art of grand-father-
hood": “The fact in, he alightly over-
did the sublime. He wan a man ol
the nineteenth cenlury who took him.
self for Yictor Hugo, ax did 5o many
others, including Victor Hugo him-
welf, ‘Ihis handsome man with the
flawing heard whe wus always wait-
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ing for the next opportunity to show
off . . ."-

Along with the show of loving
grandfather, evidently, came patriot-
iam, religion, love of classic literature
— all are presented in ths manner
of writing a religlous analysis of
bourgesin life and thought. Sartre
sayn of his grandfather: “He 5o re-
sembled Ged the Father that he was
often taken for Him , ., In Septem-
ber 1911, he sppeared in s maovie-
house in Arcachon: my mother and
1 wrere in the halcony when he arked
for light: other  gentlemen were
playing angel around him znd ery.
ing “Victory! Victory! ‘God rot up
on the stage and read the com-
muniqué from the Marne” (p.22).
© Was that the way the child — Jean-
Paul was then nine years old' — saw

him? Later on Sartre adds this Lo his ,

portrait of his grandfather: Between
the first Russian revolution and the
first warld war, fifteen years after
Mallarmés' death, when Daniel de
Fontanin was discovering Gide's
Fruits of the Earth, 2 man of the
nineteenth century was folsting upon
his grundson ideas that had been cur-
rent under Louis Phillippe . . . 1
started off with a handicap of eighty
Yyears,” (p.63) -

Thin kind of non-being which made

the child reatlessly search for an ab-
solute jn language, should make the
reader hate bourgecis life. He cer-
tainly doesn't admire it, but the dis-
" taste simply fzils to be as sherp as,
say, when the’ hourgenis Proust de-
scribes the Parisian salons and you
feel the oppressive alr of decay and
fear they are all inhabited by anti-
Dreyfusardn. Something seems to be
missing artistically. It s not that
kere a child, and in Proust an.adult,
was the subject who experienced. It
is that the descrintions are too “ob-
jective”, too diatant, am if not the
child, but the adult philosopher of

existence, was subatituting a con. .

alructed existence for a lived one.

This reviewsr believes that this ia
the cause of the ambivalencs of the
hock as a whole, and the last rec-
tion in particulay, When the book
first appsared in France the ambiva.
lfence made the reviewers ait up with
a start, Sartre's statement, “I have
changed,” neemed to them to refer,

ticket thnt 1 was mt the age of
seven . . M {p.253), When the ve-
viewers implied that he had changed
his position on commitment, Sartre
felt impelled to gzrant an interview to
Le Monde in which he not only re.
stated his old position, but guestioned
the value of any literary crestion “in
a society (hat is hungey.” Laler, in
refusing the Nobol prize, he wnee
again resteled hin cholce of sides be-
tween “soctalism™ and “cepitaliam.”

Due weight must, of course, he
given to hoth statements. Neverike-
less, it ja inconceivable that se great
& manter of language could nel haze
expressed with precision and from
the start exactly what he felt and
thought, Tt is frue that this reviewer
did net agres with the ofher review-
ers as o the change in Sartre, bul
she did, and does still see the ambi-
valence. The Words will have lo
stand on its uwn feet withoul any
props or explanatory stetement nf-
ter the fact, that i=, after the hook
(which ook len years between enn-
ception and completion) was written.
3. H. Lawrence expressed most pro-
foundly the problem we face here
when he way confronted, in his Stud-
ies in Classic American Litersture,
with the coniradiction befween lelicr
and tale; “An artist is usuclly =
damned linr, but his art, I it be art,
will telt you tha truth of his day.”

Sartre was born in 1805, The
Words teils the story of the fiest
fwelre years of hin life, but the book
does not limit itself to these years,
Various other years are brought in,

generally quite suddenly, but not con. -

tingently. Each -year beyond 1917
that in referred to hias ito special rea-
son for being. One especially ia
brought in several times. Its purpose

ix to sorve as 2 turning puint of
darkest life, the (ransition from a
bourgeols, meaningless exinlence to
ohe where the writer as arlist goes
beyond a situation, pro-jects himself,
is witneas (¢ being upro~led. The
year is 1935, The act of upreoting
ncenrred  when  Sarire was thirty
years old. Tt i first mentioned quite
early in lite hook when he described
how fie came to ideas as a child when
bunks were his anly universe: “I con-.
fused the disorder of my bookish
experiences with the random eourse
of rcal events. From (hat came the
idealism  which it ltosk me thirty
years to shake off,” (pS51). Yt js
mentioned again when Serire ex-
plains that ke never used (o speak of
his childhood =0 that “When ¥ o=
thirly, friends were surprised: *One
would think you didn’t have parents.
Gr a childhgod.” (p.239) .

The crucial reavon, for making a
verifable philosophical category of
the year was thot it is the year

. Sartre wrote Nausea;

“At the age’of thirly, 1 cx.
ceted the mantorstroke of writ-
ing in Nausca — guile sincerely,
belicve me — about the bitfer yn-
Justified existence of my fellow-
men aud of exotterating my own.
T was Roquentin; 1 used him to
show, without complacency, the
{exture of my life. At the same
time, I waz I, the oleet, chronic-
ler of Hell, a glzes and slcel:
phofomicroscope pecring at 1y
protoplaamic juices, Later I gally
demonnirated that man s impos-

‘- eible. . . . Dogmatic (hough X
vran, I doubled cverything except -
that T was the elect of doubt”
(pp.251-2)

Now this i1 the pericd also, al-

THE SON

He-who-tame-forth ‘was
it turned out
a man —.

Moves among us from reom to voom of our life
in boots, in jeans, in a cloak of flame

pulled out of his pocket along with

old candywrappers, where it had lain

not to the change from the bourgeols
ehild to “Marxist”, but from writer
to one who values lterature very
nearly for its own sake. “For the last
ten years or so,” wrole Sarlre, ‘T've
heen 3 man who's been waking up,
cured of a long, bitter-sweet madness,
and who can’t ietkov:rhithe lélct. a
man who can’t think of his old ways .
withont laughing and who doesn't almoat unseen in common light.
know what to do with himself, I'ye

again hecome the traveler without a Denlse Levertov
26 ‘ S8PRING 1945
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transferred from panta {0 pants,
folded small as a curl of dust,
from thke heginning —

unfurled now,
The fine flame




though Bartre does not mention this
when he relurned from his stay in
Berlin. Just as he and Simone de
Reauvoir had gone for vacatinn in
ftaly — and gone “without seruple”
— hecause Muusolini had eut railway
prices 70 per cent to attract tourists
te the Fascist Exhibition, so he pro-
eeeded to Hitler Germany to study at
the French Inatitute, It wasn't that
he swmpathized in any way whatever
with fascism, Quite the contrary. He
connidered himself of the Lelt and
wan saddened during his stay in Ger-
many when Dolifuss crushed the
Austrien socialist revolt. As Mme. de
Beauveoir puls it quile frankly in her
memoirs: “We would not set our
own shoulders to the whee! of history,
but we wanted to heliave that it was
turning in the right direction; other-
wise we would have had too many
problems to rethink” (The Prime of
Life, p.146)

So, instead, Sarire “went on with
the story of Roquentin™ and the study
of FKusnerl's philosophy in whose
phenomenolngical siyle Sartre was
then writing, *The Transcendence of
the Ego.™ Evidently they were either
unconcerned or unaware of the fact
that the philosopher whom they so
admired was barved from the library
of his university since he was o Jew
* and thus was not permitted acceas
by his most fanous pupil, Martin
Heldegger who was then Rector of
the University and an active Nazi.
Now, Sartre waa snrely not an anti-
Semite: ke was apelitical, totally so.
The shaking off of what his grand-
father impesed on him when he was a
child — bourgeo.s idealism, writing at
destiny's calling, which Sarire refers
to as his *“imposture,” books as a
substitute for Jife no-well as the esth-
arsis of literzry creation that he ex-
perienced when he was on his own,
which he felt first when he reached
the age of :thirty and wrote Nausea,
all this and more made him famous

&s writer. But it is not this which _

. established him as very neatly the
spokesmnan for a generation. That on-

Iy came with the Resistance and di- .

reelly aftar liberation when he be-
eame “‘committed.” This ia the *con-
version” that is crucial. It is true that
that perlod in not within the prov-
ince of The Words, but not a single
marker in sel up for it while many
are set up for the year 1935, The
Words does not give us the slightest

sense of inner crisle; it doesn't give -

us that wan, and this fan’t beczuse
Sartre has changed again, Sarire
makes no effort of any kind to give
us the quality of that inner crinis
because there was no “converaion.”
Sartre remains — Jean-Paul, The “I”
that changed, the quality the ecritica
aaw as n reversal on the question of
political action, is but n continuation
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of apnlitical pollica. The renistance
was broad enonglt in ita compoaition
and Intense cnough in ita netion, In
itw enfurced sense of urgency that
no philesophical clash of the various
politician  tendencies cmerged. The
minile the war was ever, however.
and the varled tendencies clashed,
that minute Sartre’s inherent cvasive-
ness reappeaged.

This evasion was nol inerely one
ahout taking sides between “others”,
the varied tendencies within Marxism.
The evasion, the flight from contra-
diction was a flight lute hir own
exjstentialist philozophy and its con-
cept of individual freedam an against
the Marx's concept of humanity's
freedom. Note, please, 1 said Marx's
net Marxiat; I did so because Sartre
is often double-tongued on the nues-
tion. A guick look at a major phil-
orphical cesay in the period sfter
Liheration will show what 1 mean.
The essay, Materinlistn and Revolu-
tion,** addresses itself to the youth,
and it is casy to recopnize Surire
among the youth who “remain on the
threshold of communism without dar-

ing cither to enfer or to Ko away™

(p.358) The cssay was written in
1946, and transiated into many len-

- puages. In the United States it wan

Fiest printed in 1947 in Dwight Mac.
Donald’s famous Left magazine, Poli-
tics, §n o special issue wholly devoled
to French existentialiam. Tn 1855 it

_was published as parl of tha book

Liternry and Philosophical Essays.
By now it has become part of a four-
volume anthology, Philosophy iri the
Twentieth Century. '

Devoted to exorcizing the matezial-
ist “myth” from the philosophy of
revolution, Materialism and Revolu-
tion appears to argue angainst Com-
munists and Trotskyists, but Iz, i
fact, & direct attack on Kerl Mars.
Thus Sarlre writes: “Let us make no

mistake; there s no shnultencous

transcendence ..of _materialism _und
idealivm here . . . (405} In & foot-
note he refers to the faet that Mux
thought otherwise, but, iustead of
quoting kim, Sartre cquotes Con-
munist interprefations of Mers, Hed
he quoted Marx, Sartre could nat, of
course, have made the point (hat,
without existzntialism, the human
clement gets swallowed up in “da-
{ectical materialiom.” BMarx went {o
great fength in his Ecoromlc-Phit-
osophic Mauuseripts, 1844, to ohow
why he does not consider Communism

*4The varsion vsed here is the one
that appears in Philosophy in the
Twentieth Century, edited by Williem
Barrett and Henry D. Afken (ERan-
dom House, N.Y,., 1982}, Vol 1IL, Part
Four, “Phenomenclogy rud Exiaten-
tinlinm.” Pagen cited are in this vols
nme,

sttha goxt of human development, the
form of human sociely;” why he in-
sistn, inntead, on designating his phil-
osophy an n “thoroughgoing Natural-
jsm or Humanism" which distin-
gulshes #eeif from Lotk Tdenfi-m and
Materialirm: "it iz, al the same time,
the truth uniling them both.” Sartre’s
criticism of Communists, on the other
hand, went hand in hand with hin re.
iteration that the Communist Parly
wax “ihe only revolutionary party.”
{429 Again: “We shall call revo-
Tutionary the parly or the persen in
the party whose acis intentionally
prepare such a revolution . . . In the
saine way, we cannot cafl the Amer-
iesnt Negroes revolutionaries, though
their interesis may coincide wilh
those of the party which ia working
for the revolution” (p.408) Having
been criticized for not having gquoted
Marx, Sarlre appended - the [ollowing

“ET TU, IN TiME"

01d one

w/ young

& recording
EROGTICA
Loveloched
w/o keys

& 33 1/3 rm
Rhythm
o

LUV,

Engineering masterpicce
Perfect reproduction
Rivaling reolity
EROTICA

& o' man

.w/ grandaughter

& erection. -

The goal
Of the poet
Is to perfect
Humanitas, old man,
Bt Tu, -

“In time,

Nicholas P, Smith




note o the 1955 cdition of Material-
ism and Revolution:

A 1 have been unfairly re-
proached with not guoting Marx
in this article, T ghould like to
point out that my criticisma sre
not directed against him, but
against Marxist scholasticiam of
1949, Or. if you prefer, against
Marx through Neo-Stalinist
Marxism.” (p.387)

The truth, however, is that Sarire
couldn’t have referred to “Marxist
scholasticlsm of 1949" since the essay
was written in 1946. (“Materialisme
¢t revolution” Les Temps Modernes,
Vol. 1 9, 18, June, July 1946) Nor
could the article have been directed
“through Neo-Stalinist Marxiam™
which was first born with Stalin's
death in 1953, Tndeed, in the article
itself Sarire gquoles Stalln a5 an
authority on Marxism. Sartre was
then such a millenium away from
thinking abont *“Neo-Stalinist Marx-
ism™ that his chief target way
— Frederick Engels! Thus: “It is,
once again, Marx’s point of view in
1844, that is, until the unfortunate
meeting with Engels.” (p.423n}

What should be obvious in that the

contradietion In Sartre is not between
philosophy #nd action. The gulf is
hetwaeen two opposing philosophies:
Sartreun existentinlism and its corol-
Tary, the myth invented by it of the
Communist -Party being *“the only
revolutionary party;*** and Marx's
Humanisin which sees no need for
bourgeois or Communist idealism
manifested in a party of the elite, “a
party to lead”

My point in showing the discrep-
anzies between what-Sartre wrote in
1946 and how he explained it in 1955
was hot_to expose the factual errors.
This reviewer does not induvige in

what is so dear to the heart and .

thought of Sartre, the question of
“bad faith.” The problem in not that

**8Jann Duvignaud has attempted to
analyze “the intellectual clasy™ in his
country from the time of Diderot and
VYoltaire to the Communist fellaw
travelers today, stating that the
French intellizenisiz “never seemed
to be very particular about the choice
of its representativest . . . Such dele.
gation of power te a2 man or a group
regarded as the incarnation of Reason
pretty clearly exemplifies "the ‘en-
lightened-ruier complex’ that afllicta
the intelligentsia of this country.”
But the complex is not national, and
our state capitalist age has, on &
world scale, “produced” intellectuals
who seem more ndept at re-writing
hintory, than at writing it. (See Revi-
sioniam, cdited by Leopold Labeds,
Praeger, N.Y., p31d)
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simple. Were the ambivatence of The
Words due to *bad faith", it would
be easy to tackle. There Is no “bad
faith in The Words. Its deficlency, as
that of Materinlism and Revolution,
is a great deal mere organic. Whaut s
characteristic of the autohiegraphy,
as of the other writings, is port of
the very organism of Jean-Paul Sar-
tre, child, adult, philosopher, novelist,
dramalist, canayist, chronicier, editor.
It haa mothing whatever to do with
the nge of the subject he wriles
sbout, or of the historic period he
analyzes. Sartre does, for instance,
invoke other years than the 1905-1817
of his first twelve yeara, When he
wishes to, he makes the years “incl-
dental” to the story live or poignant-
1y as any of the child’s experisnces,
whether told as the child [elt them,
or a3 the litlerateur wills lo see them
through idsalngieal or other tenves.,
The results are whot they are and
zre irrevocable.

We can, of course, continue to hope
that, in future volumea Sorire will

 deal differently with the years he

mentioned but just passed over in

the auloblography, whether Lhons are
part of the peried when fascism env
gulfed Furope, or hone of Resintance
and Liberation, and we would then be
made witnesa dao the Inner criais
which tranaformed Sartre, made him
the rpokestaan of Uie posl-war gener-
ation, &nd nol only in France, Every-
thing is poassible in life. But whal is
of the cxsence fn what N. H. Law-
venee calls “art apeech” in the nense
of inevitability of one ending and not
another. Like fate in the great Greek
tragedies, this feeling of Ineritability,
all conscquences go hang, is the uni-
fying force of the disparale elerments
and contingent events. 1t ia this which
in missing from The Words, Tha un-
deccurrent of polilicnl and personal
frustration has no counterpoint. The
result is that the work seems une
finished. Precisely because it was not
the actian, or Yack of it, hut tha un-
derlylng philosophy that wan ihe di-
visive clement, Sartre the master
dramatist couldnt “complete” the
autobiographical story. He thus rob-
bed The Words of its would-have-
hecon greatness,

LISTENING TO CARUSO RECORDS’

The old wax goes round, and out of it

The old voice mennders, itgelf waxen,

Uncarny still, after a hundred listenings.

In the background the shaky Neapolitan

Eight-piece orchestra wines “] Pagliacci”

Down to the 1ast archaie chords and I nurze
. My usual doubts, I have my fantasies:

Suppose Edison’s recording Rorn, in 1809,

Had ignored the obvious music in the room

.And, poking its mnzzle gkyward, had drunk in
Selectedt natural sounds: a falcon’s cry, ‘
Wind over dolomite, vicissitudes of rain—

Who would have been the wiser? It was

The legend they devoured, not the voice.

1 prefer to think Caruso stayed indoors,

Fingered his irophics, sang sometimes, but never
Worked for Victor. Another thought 1 had

Was that any sly promoter, in those fabled
Days, could have engineered things so that

One of his cousing got preserved on wax
When the veal tenor went sour in his tracks.

Allan Block




