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56 RHETORIC

At the moment of its fulfillment, this figure announces itself by its
real name:

Masque? Non. Tu es plus plein,
mensonge, tu as des veux sonores.*!

More still than the thematic statement, which can alwavs be
interpreted as a recuperation of the posited theme bevond its most
absolute negation, the shift to French indicates not only the knowl-
edge but the advent of the disruption. The promise contained in
Rilke's poetrv, which the commentators, in the eagerness of their
belief, have described in all its severe complexity, is thus placed, by
Rilke himself, within the dissolving perspective of the lie. Rilke can
only be understood if one realizes the urgency of this promise to-
gether with the equally urgent, and equallv poetic, need ofretracting
it at the very instant he seems to be on the point of offering it to us.

41, “Mask? No. You are fuller / vou lie, vou have sonorous eves.”
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3 Reading

(Proust)

GEORGES POULET HAS TAUGHT US TO CONSIDER, IN
A la recherche du temps perdu, the juxtaposition of different temporal
lavers rather than the unmediated experience of an identity, given or
recovered by an act of consciousness (involuntary memory, proleptic
projection, etc.).! The specificity of Proust’s novel would instead be
grounded in the play between a prospective and a retrospective
movement. This alternating motion resembles that of reading, or
rather that of the re-reading which the intricacy of every sentence as
well as of the narrative network as a whole constantly forces upon
us. Moreover, as Poulet describes it, the moment that marks the

passage from “life” to writing corresponds to an act of reading that

separates from the undifferentiated mass of facts and events, the
distinctive elements susceptible of entering into the composition of'a”

text. This occurs by means of a process of elision, transformation, and

accentuation that bears a close resemblance to the practice of critical
understanding. The intimate relationship between reading and criti- 7
cism has become a commonplace of contemporary, literary study, -3

What does A la recherche du temips perdu tell us about reading? I
approach the question in the most literal and, in fact, naive way
possible by reading a passage that shows us Marcel engaged in the
act of reading a novel. This procedure in fact begs the question, for
we cannot a priori be certain to gain access to whatever Proust may
have to say about reading bv wav of such a reading of a scene of
reading. The question is precisely whether a literary text is about that
which it describes, represents, or states. If, even at the infinite dis-
tance of an ideal reading, the meaning read is destined to coincide
with the meaning stated, then there would in fact be no real prob-
lem. All that would be left to do would be to allow oneself to be
brought nearer to this ideal perfection by taking Marcel for our

1. See Poulet’s essav “Proust prospectif” in Mesure de Uinstant (Paris, 1968)
and also his L'espace Proustien (Paris, 1963).
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