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This study examines the connections between Proust’s fin-de-
stecle ‘nervousness’ and his apprehensions regarding literary
form. Michael Finn shows that Proust’s anxieties both about
bodily weakness and about novel-writing were fed by a set of
intriguing psychological and medical texts, and were mirrored
in the nerve-based afflictions of other writers including Flau-
bert, Baudelaire, Nerval and the Goncourt brothers. Finn
argues that once Proust cast off his nervous concerns he was
free to poke fun at the supposed purity of the novel form.
Hysteria — as a figure and as a theme — becomes a key to the
Proustian narrative, and a certain kind of wordless, bodily
copying of gesture and event is revealed to be at the heart of a
writing technique replete with pranks undermining many of the
conventions of fiction.

Michael Finn is Professor of French at Ryerson Polytechnic
University, Toronto. He has published on Proust in a wide
variety of journals, has served in Bordeaux and Paris with the
Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs, and for some years
has written on food for Toronto Life magazine.
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In memory of my parents,
enthusiastic students of language both,
Clara Mary Elizabeth Raeburn
and Carroll Bernard Finn
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Abbreviations

Double page references are provided (parenthetically, with volume
and page number) for all quotations from A la recherche du temps perdu,
except for those taken from Proust’s manuscript sketches (esquisses).
Here the translations are my own. The first reference is to the
translation by C. K. Scott Moncrieff and Terence Kilmartin, revised
by D. J. Enright, 6 vols. (London: Chatto and Windus, 1992), and the
second to the most recent Pléiade edition, 4 vols. (Paris: Gallimard,
1987—9). I have, on occasion, modified the English translation when
it did not illustrate adequately a point I was making in my own text.
Against Saint-Beuve and Other Essays (below) does not contain all the
material that figures in Contre Sainte-Beuve. Quite a few of the
translations from the latter volume (those without the abbreviation
ASB) are therefore my own.

ASB Against Sainte-Beuve and Other Essays, trans. John Sturrock,
Penguin
BIP Bulletin d’informations proustiennes

BMP Bulletin Marcel Proust (formerly BSAME, Bulletin de la Société
des Amis de Marcel Proust)

CSB Contre Sainte- Beuve, Pléiade

Corr. Correspondance, 21 vols., Philip Kolb (ed.), Plon

Esquisse One of the sketches published in the appendices of 4 la
recherche du temps perdu, Pléiade, 1987—9, 4 vols.

o) Jean Santeuil, Pléiade
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