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Bird Watching

Visuality and Lesbian Desire in Marcel Proust’s
A la recherche du temps perdu™

Mieke Bal

Introduction

Marcel Proust’s modernist masterpiece, Remembrance of Things
Past (RTP), is a showcase of the male gay literary canon.? I think
lesbian theory should espouse this book, too, because, as I contend,
the book’s modernist project as well as its sexuality has been
systematically misconstrued. It is much less about the past, or
temporal otherness and the desperate attempts to grasp it, than it is
about elusiveness in the present, about contemporary otherness
and the desperate attempts to grasp it. Through the exploration of
alterity the novel elaborates a semiotics of desire thatis homoerotic,
but more specifically, lesbian. In this paper I will demonstrate that
this long novel’s subject, the narrator Marcel, is engaged in a

'This paper is based on material developed in my forthcoming book (1996) on
visuality in Proust.

2Marcel Proust (1954), A la recherche du temps perdu, Pierre Clarac & André Ferré
(eds), Gallimard — Paris; (1982), Remembrance of Things Past, tr. C.K. Scott Moncrieff
& Terence Kilmartin, Vintage Books — New York. Reference will be to the English
translation.
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search that is simultaneously philosophical, poetic, and libidinal,
and whose object is “love” where “love” is understood to be a
perfect match, the total matching of two bodies rubbing against one
another: an experience that is not based on penetration.

The philosophical model for this experience is an epistemology
of photography; the poetic model is an aesthetic of glimmering
surfaces and the limitations of exteriority; the libidinal model is
lesbianism. The subject of both search and fulfilment, however,
remains a homosexual man.

Suffering from mainstream canonization, RTP has been
overdetermined by admiring accounts that aim at “rendering”, that
is, paraphrasing, the philosophy of the text. As a consequence, the
novel is usually read in terms of its “depth”. This results not only
in readings that obscure the literary workings of the text by means
of its overt theoretical statements, but also, in readings whose
thematic as well as epistemological model is straight. This may
seem surprising; for many critics have discussed Albertine, the
narrator’s longstanding love object, in terms of the author’s homo-
sexual relationship with his assistant, thus seemingly doing justice
to a gay impulse. But— and this is my point— not to a gay poetics;
on the contrary, where the biography points to homosexuality and
the novel disguises it, the poetics might be said to be (falsely)
straight. Needless to say, the epistemic model of “depth” is inher-
ently in collusion with this straightening out of the text.

Hence, we are better off without “deep” philosophy and thematics.
Instead, and because a limited perspective is unavoidable, in this
paper the focus is on a structure that links the three areas —
epistemology, poetics, desire — whose totally inextricable inte-
gration defines RTP’s uniqueness. This structure is the relation
between subject and object of the act of looking, often referred to
as the gaze. [ will discuss the Proustian gaze as a privileged device
for the closeted representation of homosexual desire. The discus-
sion will be limited to two forms in which the gaze functions to that
effect. First, I will focus on the production of textual-visual
imagery, most notably snapshots, as tokens of a sensibility that
announces postmodern theories of gender as “masquerade”. Next,
I will examine the status of the subject of the gaze as an explorer,
or ethnographer, whose trade is otherness. Together, these two
forms provide a glimpse on the nature of lesbian desire as the most
crucial meeting place of the three major areas of RTP’s search.

Two terms are basic for my approach in this paper: flatness, or
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flatitude, and figuration. The former indicates the level on which
the world seen is articulated in the many passages where vision is
at stake; it is the area of textual visuality. The latter indicates the
way flatness is written, the way it is made generative of the novel
as narrative, as literary text. The result of these figurations can be
formulated as a series of visualizing effects, which abound in RTP.
To give a few examples: the still-life effect occurs when the
unbridgeable abyss between the remote view that fixates and
bleaches out the object and the close-up which numbs the senses
and sickens — two epistemological and aesthetic obsessions in
Proust — is overcome through the mediation of Chardin’s miracu-
lous roving attentiveness. The museum effect occurs when the
visible world that cannot be encompassed is represented as a
juxtaposition of flat images, figured according to seventeenth-
century Dutch genre painting. The juxtaposition enables the focalizer
to see different views without unifying them, and to integrate
realistic description through a refusal of its major tool, linear
perspective. The magnifying-glass effect results from attempts to
negotiate discrepancies in attention. The photographic effect
combines flattening, blowing up, isolating parts of the image, as
when Marcel looks from a distance at the band of girls on the beach,
and decides, as he phrases it in a proto-postmodern way, to “live
his novel” with Albertine because she cycles out of the glossy
image. The snapshot effect constitutes a subset of the photo-
graphic effect, and comes about when the representation takes the
form of a series of photographs. This effect is central to my
argument about lesbian desire in RTP.

The Ontology of the Snapshot

Of course, Proust’s work is literary, not visual in the material
sense. As suggested above, my analysis of visioninitis predicated
upon a distinction between (material) medium and (semiotic)
mode. The language of narrative can produce vision. Where there
is visuality, there is a viewer. The viewer within narrative may or
may not be identifiable as the narrator. This subject of vision, the
focalizer, is often used to stage the position of the outsider as
photographer. That position is a condition for the production of the
snapshot.

The external position of the focalizer, in its precision, produces
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the photographic effect of many visual descriptions in RTP. These
passages refer to, or take their model from, particular kinds of
photographs: snapshots, instantaneous arrests, random stills. They
are narrative paradoxes: turning narrative into pictures, they sub-
sequently turn a photo album back into a record of “life” while
simultaneously emphasizing the immobility caused by the medium
rather than by the object. This paradoxical character is necessary,
I contend, to produce the specific epistemological mode of vision
that I call, on the basis of the examples analyzed in this paper, the
closeted gaze.

There are great differences amongst Proust’s visual effects. For
our purpose it is important to notice the difference between the
museum effect, the juxtaposition of pictorially pretty images
which entertain an obvious interdiscursive relation to a specific
genre in painting — one based on voyeurism of domestic intimacy?
— on the one hand, and the snapshot effect of the emphatically
random and vulgar kind on the other.

Since for Proust, poetical, libidinal, and epistemological con-
siderations are one and the same, the problems of representation he
raises tend to be problems pertaining to the integration of these
three domains. For example, the reflection on the changing nature
of beings, étres de fuite, articulates the issue of ontology — what
is the other? — as one of epistemology — how can I know that?
Thus Morel, the love object of all the homosexuals in the novel, is
compared to an old medieval book full of errors, “He resembled an
old book of the Middle Ages, full of mistakes, of absurd traditions,
of obscenities” (II 1066), a comparison that suggests an epistemol-
ogy; but as a result, he is qualified as “extraordinarily composite™,
in other words, as being a series. According to Brian McHale, this
shift from epistemological to ontological uncertainty is crucially
bound up with the shift from modernism to postmodernism.* Of
course, Proust’s work is a monument of modernism, and a
postmodernist reading of it is offensive to the delicate sensibilities
of literary historians. In my reading of the novel, however, I draw
it into the postmodern direction because it is there that its gay
meanings escape from the closet. And it is precisely in the shift
from epistemology to ontology that the radical otherness becomes
the ultimate object of desire, and that Marcel as the narrative

3See Bryson (1989), specifically the picture on the book’s cover.
*McHale (1987).
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subject of the novel, remaining a queer man, turns his desire into
a lesbian one.’

The character who makes epistemology tumble into ontology
is Albertine. The entire roman d’Albertine is a quest for knowledge
about her, but this epistemological anxiety is constantly fed by
glimpses of her ontological difference: she is unknowable because,
as a woman and as a lesbian, she is doubly other. And the
representation of this ontological otherness is carried out by way
of snapshot effects. This object of obsessive jealousy is a fugitive
being because all she leaves behind is snapshots.

The ontology of the snapshot consists of the denial of depth, of
existence behind or beneath the glossy, random surface of the
accessible visual present. Albertine is the figuration of this ontol-
ogy. She is selected as a love object the moment she visually
detaches herself from the photograph of the girls on the beach,
takes off on her bicycle and thus rides off the picture, necessitating
the change of photographic aesthetic from group portrait to quick
snapshot.

Indeed, in The Prisoner, Albertine loses the former, fixed
quality of the beach photo, and becomes only a series of snapshots:

“[...] a person, scattered in space and time, s no longer a woman but
a series of events on which we can throw no light, a series of
insoluble problems” (III 99-100; emphasis added).

The shift from epistemology (“no light”) to ontology (*“is no
longer a woman”) announces postmodernism, and the phrase
“scattered in time and space” (disséminé) with its Derridian over-
tones articulates that shift.® That “woman” as “other” falls prey to
this lunacy of the snapshot is, of course, no coincidence. This
dissolution in visual, flat seriality only aggravates as Marcel tries
to counter it and “fix”” Albertine by means of “light” thrown on her,
and on paper. Thus she ends up becoming (ontology) the sheet on
which the images (epistemology) of jealousy are going to be fixed:

5'A similar approach to lesbian desire as a principle of figuration, albeit adifferent one,
is developed by Ernst van Alphen for Djuna Barnes’ Nightwood (1990).

6Derrida, “Différance”, most accessible in Writing and Difference (1980). For a
ferninist critique of the concept of dissemination, see my Reading Rembrand: (1991a), 19-
23, and “Light in Painting: Dis-seminating Art History”, 49-64 in Peter Brunetie and
David Wills (eds) (1994).
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“For [ possessed in my memory only a series of Albertines, separate
from one another, incomplete, a collection of profiles or snapshots,
and so my jealousy was restricted to a discontinuous expression, at
once fugitive and fixed [...]” (IIl 145-146).

With the word “mémoire” keeping the issue also on the level of
epistemology, ontological “fugitivity” is presented as a perversion
of the former. The final words here, “a la fois fugitive et fixée”,
define quite precisely the nature of the series of snapshots, and
explain the specific use of this poetic effect in the novel. The
importance of eroticism is crucial: the love object of this “fugitive
fixing” is one of whom the focalizing narrator is unable to fix the
sexual orientation.

This is a philosophy of looking as fixing that is quite different
from the standard theory of the gaze as control, which sometimes
comes close to a paranoid iconophobia.” Most readings of Lacan’s
theory of the gaze emphasize the confining aspect of it, although
it seems obvious that the symbolic underpinnings of the visual
imaginary also enable social intercourse through semiotic ex-
change. Itis this more cheerful, in fact, liberating aspect of the gaze
that Proust explores in other passages than this, which will be
discussed below. Here, the snapshot produces unhappiness, but
primarily for the photographer himself, who is forced into aware-
ness of an incurable existential solitude.

But Albertine, ironed out ontologically, does not benefit from
this at all. If looking is a form of killing, as horror films about
voyeurism suggest,® looking away is what kills Albertine. The
minute she turns from an étre de fuite into a real fugitive, running
away from the obsessive attempts to flatten and fix her, she is killed
off by redundancy, a state the author with his genius for cultural
anticipation, represents in a superbly proto-postmodern play, by
her literal death.’

But proto-postmodernism is proto-, precisely, because it feeds
off modernism. The ontology of the snapshot needs, and is predi-

7See Martin Jay’s seminal account of iconophobia in contemporary thought, Down-
cast Eyes (1993).

8 Parveen Adams (1995).

9Thus, the earlier decision to “live” his novel with her, is here coming to a
symmetrical closure when she is killed off “in reality” but resurrected in a posthumously
received letter, and later in a misread telegram. This is one argument why it is necessary
to interpret Proust’s way as, at least, proto-postmodern, Either that, or he qualifies as a
misogynistic, sadistic monster, a view which few of his readers will want to endorse.

Bird Watching 51

cated upon, the epistemology that founds it. During Albertine’s
presence at his side, the narrator composes an album, in the vain
hope of fixing the inaccessible other. But the photograph’s flatness
has yet another feature, and that one hinders the very attempt which
makes the narrator cultivate it: it encourages deceit, role playing,
masks; what is fixed is, precisely, the exterior, the appearance,
which only hides more effectively the being of which, in the case
of Albertine, one is justified in assuming does not exist outside of
the album. If the serial picture taking assists the subject in an
epistemological trick, the fixing of an image on paper has a bearing
on the object as well, and hence, the endeavour cannot but fail:

“And before she pulled herself together and spoke to me, there was
an instant during which Albertine did not move, smiled into the
empty air, with the same air of feigned spontaneity and secret
pleasure as if she were posing for somebody to take her photograph,
or even seeking to assume before the camera a more dashing pose
[...]” (11 146).

The ontology is grafted upon the epistemology because what is
at stake is not, or not primarily, the fugitive being herself. The
series of snapshots functions to reveal, not the other’s essence but
the relationship between subject and other. That is why it matters
that this is a narrative text, and thus, needs to be considered in that
way. The relationship between the subject of perception, interpre-
tation, desire, and knowledge on the one hand, and the object
whose sole function is to elude grasp on the other, is transient,
tenuous, changing, and ultimately, elusive.

Taken seriously, the series of snapshots poses, and proposes to
acknowledge, the limit of epistemic discretion when the object is
another human being. In other words, it partakes of a methodologi-
cal exploration of ethnography in which the other’s being cannot
be assessed without knowledge, yet knowledge infringes upon
being. Albertine is the embodiment of this problem, and therefore,
itis crucial that she be gay, a woman, and literally fugitive. Neither
the subject of this novel — nor, of course, its author — is lesbian,
but the search, the desire, and the epistemology are modeled upon
lesbianism.

Albertine, then, represents one side of the novel’s ambitious
exploration of love that gives the biblical euphemism of “know-
ing” other people a decidedly new turn. The symmetrical counter-
part of Albertine-as-other is the self-same object of desire, turned

i
i
8
i
o
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subject by narrative structure, as I have argued elsewhere. On the
other side of the novel’s experiments with photography, in particu-
lar the exploration of the epistemology of the snapshot, stands the
narrator’s best friend, ego model, closeted homosexual and clos-
eted love object, Robert de Saint-Loup.

Robert’s ontological status is like Albertine’s: surface over
depth, albeit a surface not characterized by photographic fixation
but by fugitive mobility. Visions of him yield not a photograph
album but a contact sheet of rapidly taken photos of movement.

Photography in its specific guise of the serial snapshot provides
the narrator with a uniquely suitable and efficient mode of repre-
senting this important character; of revealing the secrets with
which he is invested, whilst keeping them. Saint-Loup is the most
“photographic” character of RTP, in three distinct ways. Firstly, he
is the most photogenic one, of a luminous beauty, hence he is the
ideal object of “art” photography. Descriptions of his beauty are
manifold, and challenge the narrator’s need to keep both his own
and Robert’s homosexuality a secret. Secondly, he is also the
“official” photographer: he is the one who takes the famous
photograph of the dying grandmother, who wished to leave her
grandson a visual memory of her. Among a great number of
narrative and poetic functionsithas, that “photo session” ' narratively
enables the revelation of Robert’s homosexuality, as gossip has it
that developing the photo in the dark room was a pretext for him
to make love to the liftboy in the Balbec hotel. But, thirdly and
more importantly, he is constantly being “photographed” in his
movement. One such photo session constitutes the mise en abyme
of the poetics and politics of the snapshot in RTP."

Robert is a Muybridge character, a seagull of the kind Etienne-
Jules Marey was constantly recording in its flight in his epistemic
endeavour to understand movement. The attempt to fix movement
qua movement is, of course, as old as visual representation, and the
studies by late nineteenth-century photographers, while leading up
to cinema, stand in the tradition of Greek vase paintings. But in

10 The term refers, of course, to Lacan’s theory of the gaze, esp. as interpreted by Kaja
Silverman, “Fassbinder and Lacan”, in Male Subjectivity at the Margins (1992), Different
but congenial views of the photographic gaze as related to gender according to Lacan, are
Parveen Adams, “The Three (Dis)graces” and Elisabeth Bronfen, “Death: the Navel of the
Image”, both in Mieke Bal and Inge E. Boer (eds), The Point of Theory (1994).

U Mise en abyme, a term from narratology originally borrowed from André Gide,
refers to passages or elements that represent in a nutshell the entire work they are part of,

or at least a relevant aspect of it. The term has been extensively theorized by Lucien
Diillenbach (1977), discussed in Bal (1991b).
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RTP, this complex narrative-pictorial trick is endowed with heavy
philosophical, poetic, and libidinal investment, so as to come to
signify the unbearable lightness of being.

Speed characterizes this Proustian character, speed is the sign
of him, and it is the sign which signals the difference between
writing as snapshot and cinematic writing. This character of speed
is a fugitive being, but, as I have said, not in the same way as
Albertine is fugitive. The difference between them is gendered, as
is to be expected. But in a complex way, in this gendered homo-
sexual universe, the classical opposition between (male) subject
and (female) object, which is such a defining feature of the history
of Western art, doesn’t turn out the way one would expect.

Albertine is characterized by a certain passivity, an adaptation
to the narrator’s wishes so systematic that she entirely loses her
consistency as a character. One remembers the repeated changes of
plan to which the narrator subjects her the day she intended to go
to the matinée at the Verdurin’s where, the narrator discovers to his
dismay, Mlle Vinteuil -— the feared evil spirit, since she is overtly
gay — is supposed to come. He forces Albertine to go elsewhere,
only to discover that another “dangerous” woman, Léa, is to go
there, so he sends his maid Frangoise to fetch Albertine and take
her home. This is pure insanity; but Albertine, lacking autonomy
as a character, a paper doll at the service of the narrative, complies
and does exactly as she is told. In the face of the narrator’s
desperate attempt to know her through fixing her, stencilling her
on paper, Albertine — who has no “being” of her own — lets him
try. The resulting snapshots reveal, all the more painfully, the
impossibility, in principle, of “fixing” her. This inaccessibility of
Albertine is represented as, not a representation of, lesbianism. In
Proust there is no lesbian gaze, no “lesbian as visionary™.

Robert, in contrast, escapes fixing in a different way, more
actively, and in an even more thoroughly visual way. As at the
beginning of their acquaintance, the narrator characterizes Robert
by quickness of movement, a trait that will pursue the character all
through the novel, as his determining, identifying sign.'* This trait,
however, develops into much more than the initial label or arrow,
index of identity. It is filled with narrative meaning, psychological
characterization, physical features, and, for the narrator, support
onto which he can build his plot.

12 §eg the chapter on characterization in my Narrarology (1986), 79-92; also, Shlomith
Rimmon-Kenan (1981).
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Ethnography as Voyeurism

As is well known, the long novel is punctuated by a series of
scenes of voyeurism, emphasizing by the rhythmic return of that
“primal scene” the crucial importance of this particular visual
libidinal epistemology. It is less well known that the series consists
of four, not three, cases, and that two of these are lesbian, the other
two queer scenes. The lesbian scenes precede the queer ones, and
set the epistemological conditions for the other two; I contend that
they also determine the libidinal and poetic conditions for the queer
scenes, which in turn define the narrator’s identity and sense of
self.

The series begins with the spying on an infantile “sadistic”
scene between Miss Vinteuil and her female lover, typically
centered on a photograph; it moves on to the vision, in an oblique
mirror, of Albertine and Andrée dancing with their breasts pressed
against one another; then, there is the literalization of the closet at
the Hotel de Guermantes when Marcel accidentally spies on the
homosexual encounter between Charlus and Jupien, and ends with
the “adult” sadomasochistic scene during the war.

These four scenes together form a series of “ethnographic”
experiences whose primary project is epistemological; they reveal
“the other” to the watching subject, who presents his act of looking
as a voyage of discovery. But in a profoundly biblical association,
the attempt to know the other, the very core of ethnography, is
libidinal as much as it is poetic. Like the light that is fixed on paper
in photography, knowledge as “seeing the light” enables writing
but only if the “fixing”, the identification of subject and object as
a perfect match, also happens.

The first scene occurs early on, when Marcel is still a child
dreaming of unexpected encounters with girls, and when the
writing skirts overt description of masturbation associated with
ethnography as well as with framing.!* The scene begins with a

3 The passage begins with an allusion to the masturbation scene in the “cabinet
sentant 1’iris™; “[...] appealing to it as to the sole confidant of my earliest desires when, at
the top of our house in Combray, in the little room that smelt of orris-root, I could see
nothing but its tower framed in the half-open window as, with the heroic misgivings of a
traveller setting out on a voyage of exploration or of a desperate wretch hesitating on the
verge of self-destruction, faint with emotion, I explored, across the bounds of my own
experience, an untrodden path which for all T knew was deadly — until the moment when
a natural trail like that of a snail smeared the leaves of the flowering currant that drooped
around me.” (I 172) The French is more precise in its allusions to the masturbation fantasy
and its connection to writing (“trace de colimagon”; I 158).
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fairy-tale set-up, with the young hero falling asleep, the magic
mirror in the shape of the pond, and the vision of the voyeuristic
object, Miss Vinteuil, appearing as if magically; the magic is of a
libidinal nature defined by the masturbatory fantasy that precedes
it. The “technical” framing is modelled upon voyeurism:

“The window was partly open; the lamp was lighted; I could watch
her every movement without her being able to see me; but if I had
moved away I would have made a rustling sound among the bushes,
she would have heard me, and she might have thought that T'had been
hiding there in order to spy upon her.” (I 174)

Of course, spying upon her is exactly what he is aboutto do. The
focalizer’s gaze zooms in: if Miss Vinteuil is represented as if on
a photograph, within this picture another picture becomes the
figure of libidinal epistemology: “At the far end of Mlle Vinteuil’s
sitting-room, on the mantelpiece, stood a small photograph of her
father [...]"” (I 175). It is the profanation of that photo by Miss
Vinteuil and her lesbian lover that constitutes the object of voyeur-
ism. This primal scene will later become the point of reference for
the narrator’s idea of sadism as well as the motor of his obsessive
jealousy. According to this logic, jealousy will be a painful visual
pleasure. Miss Vinteuil’s lover formulates this unwittingly when
she says, not knowing they are being watched: “And what if they
are? [watching] All the better that they should see us.”'

In so far as the narrator affirms himself the profound influence
of this vision on the rest of his life, this scene sets the stage for
Marcel’s self-discovery through the other. In other words, to
achieve the integration of ethnography and identification, it is his
heteropathic identification!* which enables him to become a les-
bian.

The second scene of voyeuristic ethnography is often referred
to as the “danse contre seins”, the “dance against breasts”, at the
casino at Incarville. Again, the effect of the scene is postponed, as
it takes Marcel several weeks to fully digest the implications of the
sight. Again, the scene is a set-up in an emphatically implausible
way, an anti-realism that emphasizes its “philosophical” impor-

W The translation is here, as in many other places, censoring away the explicit
sexuality. The French has: “Quand méme on nous verrait, ce n’enest que meilleur” (1161),
meaning “it [the love-making] would only get better because of it.”

15 A form of identification which, rather than absorbing the other within the self,
makes the self “go out” to “become” the other. See Silverman (1992).
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tance. He declines the invitation of the “gang of girls” to join them
atthe casino, but later, he accidentally wanders into the casino with
his friend, Doctor Cottard: the young apprentice and the older
scientist. As we will see, it is of crucial importance that he be
accompanied by another man, and that that man be an expert. The
girls comment that there are no men available to dance with, and
begin to dance together; Marcel watches them through a mirror
obliquely.

As I mentioned earlier, Marcel selects Albertine to “live his
novel” because of the way she is situated in the flat image of the
band of girls. The fact that she is part of that band, hence, that she
has a girl’s life to which he has no access, is just as important as
the opposite fact, namely that she cycles out of the image, detaches
herself from that collectivity. Just as in the scenes on the beach,
where Marcel, the outsider, “photographs” the band of girls whose
bonding within a world of their own both arouses and distresses
him, here, the girls are presented as living rigorously outside of the
world of the men. On the other hand, the talk between the two men,
typical men’s talk about women, produces a strong sense of
homosocial bonding between the older and the younger man. This
bonding shapes the event; it establishes the social distance that,
superimposed upon the visual distance, enables the classical evalu-
ating discourse of power that betokens male dominance. But it is
precisely through that discourse that things turn sour.

Cottard, the medical expert, is visually handicapped; he has
forgotten his glasses. “Are they pretty at least? I can’t make out
their features,” he says, establishing the blindness necessary for his
expertise. “ ‘There now, look,” he went on, pointing to Albertine
and Andrée who were waltzing slowly, tightly clasped together,
‘I've left my glasses behind and I can’t see very well, but they are
certainly having an orgasm.'® It’s not sufficiently known that
women have it through their breasts. And theirs, as you see, are
touching completely.”” (I1 823-4)

The doctor’s epistemological competence is opposed to his
visual incompetence: he cannot see the women’s exterior features,
but he nevertheless claims that he can know the interior of their
bodies. However, the knowledge of their interior is based more on

16T have modified the translation here, which is decisively censuring: “Elles sont au
comble de la jouissance” can only refer to an actual orgasm, whereas the translation “they
are ... keenly aroused” is clearly minimalizing the sexuality while making the narrative
more realistic than the text warrants.
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the exterior than even a superficial judgement on their looks would
be; hence the insistence on the doctor’s visual incapacity. “Cer-
tainly” functions as an epistemic shifter. “It’s not sufficiently
known” introduces the medical cliché for whose utterance the
doctor’s presence is required in the first place. On a different level,
the one where the visual prothesis is lacking, “It’s not sufficiently
known” implies the verdict that generates jealousy. In jealousy one
never knows enough.

Whether the medical knowledge is actually true or false doesn’t
matter; what matters is its definition as general and as exterior. The
master ethnographer, the one who “knows”, doesn’t see properly,
hence, he can only judge from the outside. But without the doctor
Marcel would not have seen anything at all. On the one hand, there
is medical discourse as the “discourse of the Other”, on the other,
the failure of vision which necessitates indirect language as the
basis of aknowledge thatcan only be insufficient: the scene instills
the failure-to-know which establishes the challenge that Marcel’s
voyeurism of discovery attempts to overcome. Ethnography’s
project is a doubly impossible knowledge: the interior knowledge
of the other, and specific, interpretative understanding through
general theoretical knowledge. In RTP, this aporia takes the shape
of the conflict between distant and close-up views.

The consequences of this incident are extreme. Established in
a voyeuristic position, the two men are able to construct together
a knowledge sufficient to lock up the ethnographic object. The
scene generates The Prisoner, the long novel where Albertine is
effectively held captive by Marcel’s obsessive jealousy, generated
by the failure-to-know. It matters that the failure is the product of
the homosocial collaboration between the two men who constitute
the women as others. And whereas the other two scenes of voyeur-
ism have male homosexuality as their object, the two earlier ones
continue their effect, like a “slow poison” as Marcel describes it,
determining the failure to know, the mangue-a-savoir which re-
sults from visual aporia.

The Narration of Relation
Of the other two scenes of voyeurism I can only briefly present

the introductory set-up, or framing. These framings demonstrate
the integration of vision and narrative announced at the beginning
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of this paper, as they uniquely represent neither the subject nor the
object of the gaze, but the process which produces the relation
between the two, a process that is dynamic and changing —hence,
narrative is needed — as well as conducive to a resulting knowl-
edge/pleasure best described as matching (although the French
word collage suits even better). The paradigm set up by the first
two scenes links visuality and lesbianism together as a model for
the homosexual scenes.

The third scene of the series is the most famous one, when
Marcel “by chance” watches the homosexual encounter between
Charlus and Jupien, thus realizing the “true nature” of Charlus and
inaugurating the long reflections on the subject of “inversion”. In
preparation for the revelations of Sodome et Gomorrhe, vision is
setup to serve as the means of access, the door to the closet. Whilst
waiting for an excessively long time for the return of the Duke and
Duchess of Guermantes from whom he intends to ask a favour,
Marcel occupies a position from which, he feels, he can effectively
watch for the return of the couple. From his “innocent” position he
will “by chance” be able to watch the revealing encounter between
Charlus and Jupien who, thus, unawares, come out of the closet for
Marcel.

From his station, the narrator, here also acting as the focalizer
produces two twinned descriptions. The first one yields a series of
successive “art” photographs which, together, form an imaginary
museum of Dutch genre paintings. It consists of the focalizer’s act
of framing, of cutting out a portion of the spectacle of the world."
The view-taking is compared to painting, and the verb “framing”
shows that the semiotic of photography is at stake: “framing silent
gestures in a series of rectangles placed under glass by the closing
of the windows, with an exhibition of a hundred Dutch paintings
hung in a row” (II 59). The kitchen maid is day-dreaming; the girl
is having her hair done by an old woman who looks like a witch,
effectively evoking the atmosphere of such paintings.

But there are moments where, rather than a thoughtful exhibi-
tion, the number of views suggests a random collection of snap-
shots, and not very successful ones at that: “nothing but blocks of
buildings of low elevation, facing in every conceivable direction,
which, without blocking the view, prolonged the distance with
their oblique planes™ (II 595).

17“Digcouper son tableau dans le spectacle du monde”, Descombes (1987), 237.
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The specific relevance of these visual effects for Proust’s
closeted representation of homosexuality becomes evident a little
later. When, in the afternoon, the hero resumes his watch, the
description of views taken from a distance alternates with those,
detailed as if through a telephoto lense, of the orchid and the
humming bird. In between, at medium range, there are the snap-
shots of Charlus and Jupien making gestures after gestures. This is
the first explicit description of homosexual interaction. Marcel’s
position as a voyeur, watching without being seen, is a crucial
component of the scene. Moreover, as the narrator emphasizes in
his metaphoric representation, Marcel is posing as an ethnogra-
pher. These descriptions recall the serial shots made by the Ameri-
can photographer Muybridge or by the French scientist Marey, in
order to “write” movement. And as a symmetrical reversal of the
learned conversation between Marcel and Cottard, here, Charlus
and Jupien talk about Marcel in the most denigrating terms.

As an introduction to the fourth of the series of these scenes of
voyeurism and ethnography, where in a gay s-m brothel Marcel
spies on Charlus and learns the ultimate truth about the latter’s
perversion, he first sees a figure leave the hotel whom he does not
recognize, then does recognize without naming him: Robert de
Saint-Loup. Robert’s quickness serves to identify him, but it
fulfills a number of other functions at the same time. Here is the
very Muybridgean description:

“[...] when, at a distance of fifteen yards, {...] I saw an officer come
out and walk rapidly away.

Something, however, struck me: not his face, which I did not see
[...] but the extraordinary disproportion between the number of
different points which his body successively occupied and the very
small number of seconds within which he made good this departure
which had almost the air of a sortie from a besieged town. [...] This
military man with the ability to occupy so many different positions
in space in such a short time disappeared [...]” (III 838).

“quand je vis sortirrapidement [...] trop loin pour que dans 1’ obscurité
profonde je pusse le distinguer, un officier.

Quelque chose pourtant me frappa qui n’était pas sa figure, que
je ne voyais pas [...] mais la disproportion extraordinaire entre le
nombre de points différents par ol passa son corps et le petitnombre
de secondes pendant lesquelles cette sortie, qui avait]’airde lasortie
tentée par en assiégé, s’exécuta, [...] le militaire capable d” occuper
en si peu de temps tant de positions différentes dans I’espace avait
disparu [...]” (11T 810).
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Eadweard Muybridge, from:
Human and Animal Locomotion
(1887) Plate 347 “Wrestling, Graeco-Roman”,

Again, the French is closer to not just representing but also
iconically signifying the effect of speed than the English; the pace
is rendered by the initial position of what is ultimately at stake:
“quand je vis sortir rapidement”: all is said. The relation between
subject (“je””), vision (“vis”), movement (“sortir”) and speed
(“rapidement”), held together in the French, is dispersed and
stretched out in the English, in arhythmically slow, albeitnarratively
adequate sentence.

This is one of the instances that underlie my attempt to integrate
visual and narrative analysis. In a “straight” narrative — both
heterosexual in mode and unilinear in plot development — this
translation would be perfectly adequate. Here, it obscures the
subtle, tenuous affiliation between the narration of what cannot be
seen and seeing what cannot be narrated, what I have termed

elsewhere “the gaze in the closet”.'® That hopelessly sense-based
“je vis” is what Muybridge and Marey, each with different goals,
tried to fix in the image itself: the passage of time in a subjective
perception whose centre is void, without the unreliable help of the
senses.!” The denial of recognition on the basis of the face foregrounds
the epistemological value of the snapshot as such, as movement,
conceived of as the occupation of points in space, and determines
the individual uniqueness of the character. The strange, and es-
tranging, description significantly binds this passage to the ethno-
graphic position and the snapshot mode of the earlier scenes of
voyeurism.

8 8ee Bal (1995) for a more extensive elaboration of these ideas.
¥ See Ann Banfield (1990).
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The description identifies Robert as a regular at the rather
louche place, Jupien’s hotel, where the hero-ethnographer finishes
his travels of discovery. Robert “is one of them” (“il en est”) as
well, although at the moment this description in the mode of the
contact sheet of snapshots is made, the narrator does not yet know
“of which” he is a member — a spy novel, a horror story? But he
is soon to find out: Robert is not only a member of the cursed and
elected “race” of inverts, but also, more specifically, of the mas-
ochists whose ultimate joy, according to the narrator’s description,
is to be fixed on a flat surface, ironed out by beatings. The final and
climactic pleasure, then, is represented in terms reminiscent of the
two pairs of breasts flattened against one another in the Casino of
Incarville.

The psychological explanation of Robert’s characteristic quick-
ness, rather “logical” after all, is suggested a bit before the passage,
in a typically modernist epistemic attempt which wavers and
disperses: “the fear of being seen, the wish to conceal that fear, the
feverishness which is generated by self-dissatisfaction and bore-
dom” (III 717); “la crainte d’étre vu, le désir de ne pas sembler
avoir cette crainte, la fébrilité qui nait du mécontentement de soi
et de ’ennui” (III 698), and later on, another reason is added, a
narrative-metaphysical one: the brevity of Saint-Loup’s life. The
above revelation is the last Marcel will see of him, as if it makes
him redundant. Just like Albertine, he can be killed off once the
epistemology is worked out. This fact only adds a dimension to the
fugitive nature of the character; paradoxically, in terms of the
normative narratology of the Anglosaxon tradition where “round”
characters are the superior others of “flat” characters, it “thickens”
him.

As usual in this deceptive novel, in the above passage the
description has a clear diegetic function, deceiving the reader with
a psychological realism that is itself as flat as a snapshot. It allows
the narrative to suggest the participation of this handsome and
distinguished aristocrat in the homosexual sado-masochism of
which Jupien’s hotel is the theatre, while confirming the obscurity
of this curfewed night which, by contrast, will shed definitive light
on the sexuality that is being “ethnographed”. In addition, this
obscurity helps to inscribe the complex intertextual relations
between this episode and a number of literary genres of which it
constitutes a catalogue: the realistic novel, since the obscurity is
the result of the curfew due to the war situation; the spy novel, the
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mystery novel, the novel of sentimental education, and even, at the
limit, the “strange” novel — between realistic and fantastic — of
which Maupassant’s Horla is the paradigm. In other words, as a
catalogue of literary genres the passage offers not only a visual
contact sheet of snapshots in rapid succession, but also the linguis-
tic equivalent, a “contact sheet” of different genres superimposed
on one another.

Ecstacy of the Senses

It is now possible to understand the connection between visual
narration and lesbian desire that I have been hinting at throughout
this paper. Much more elaborate in its preparatory stages than the
previous scenes of voyeurism, the last one definitely questions the
subject of the gaze: his attempt to “cover” the object is virtually
successful here, so that in the act of looking, taking the inhabitants
of the closet out in the open, he will lock himself in. The rubbing
flesh of the lesbian scene atthe casino, where Albertine and Andrée
dance together in a closeness that further feeds Marcel’s jealousy
while sharpening his desire, remains the model that cannot be
emulated, for as much as he regrets it, Marcel is not “really” a
lesbian. But the final scene of voyeurism comes as close to it as he
will ever manage.

The description of the military man is part of that preparation,
and the principled detailing of the snapshot in almost geometrical
terms underscores its importance. For, toward the end of the
concluding volume of the novel, this scene constitutes an impor-
tant step in the pursuit of the Writing of Time, goal and end of this
work.

That this end, in the double sense, is staged in a closet and,
importantly, doesn’thave the hero come out, is, of course, relevant
to the nature of the knowledge and the mode of knowledge
production the scene demonstrates. The nature of the gaze in-
volved, and the function of the serial snapshot to represent that
gaze, deserve closer attention in this respect. I contend that the
novel’s most basic exploration is this erotico-epistemological
experiment: the serial snapshot, producing a contact sheet that
allows the inside of the closet to become a knowable spectacle
conveyed by a closeted gaze, accessible only for whoever is able
and willing to handle such knowledge. In the tradition of the




64 Mieke Bal

metaphor of the camera obscura, instrument, after all, of inverted
vision, of ideological distortion, and of exteriorization,* the closet
occupies the same paradoxical position of allowing vision without
having anything “inside” to show. This image suits the text per-
fectly: behind the surface of photographic light-writing there is
neither depth, as Albertine’s case demonstrates, nor interiority, as
Robert’s does.

With Albertine and Robert at the center of desire in RTP, how
can I claim that the desire this novel puts forward is lesbian rather
than queer? This question needs to be addressed by connecting the
motions of desire to the “flatitude” of the imagery. The flattened
breasts of the two dancing lesbians echo the numerous passages
where Marcel evokes the ultimate pleasure of love-making with
Albertine in terms of lying against her, skin on skin. Nowhere in
this long and love-obsessed text is penetration mentioned.

No passage provides a clearer insight in the fundamental
literary, epistemological and libidinal lesbianism of this novel, as
that where, much earlier on in the novel, Marcel is about to kiss
Albertine for the first time. He reflects on the drawbacks of the
human organs for sensual pleasure. The description of the kiss
constitutes a showpiece of modernist writing, as the subject’s
movement towards the object, Albertine’s cheek, is the occasion
for a multiplied series of sense perceptions. But the reflection that
precedes it is a showpiece for RTP’s ideals in the domains it
addresses. In it, the narrator discusses the impossible ideal of
“knowledge through the lips” (“une connaissance par les [evres™).
Let me therefore conclude by quoting this strange passage:

“I believed that there was such athing as knowledge acquired by the
lips; [...] man, a creature obviously less rudimentary than the sea-
urchin or even the whale, nevertheless lacks a certain number of
essential organs, and notably possesses none that will serve for
kissing. Por this absent organ he substitutes his lips, and thereby
arrives perhaps at a slightly more satisfying result than if he were
reduced to caressing the beloved with a horny tusk. But a pair of lips,
designed to convey to the palate the taste of whatever whets their
appetite, must be content, without understanding their mistake or
admitting their disappointment, with roaming over the surface and
with coming to a halt at the barrier of the impenetrable but irresist-
ible cheek” (II: 377-8).2

W See W.I.T. Mitchell (1985), esp. the last chapter; and, for the aspect of exteriori-
zation, Svetlana Alpers (1985).
n«“Je me disais cela parce que je croyais qu’il est une connaissance par les 2vres; je
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It is not surprising that the ultimate pleasure is epistemological
in nature. The self-irony in the absurd comparison with a sea-
urchin and with a whale, hardly conceals the serious investment:
the two animal species he specifies here, each stand for one of the
two realms of vision, the small and the big, the close-up and the
distant views, which obstruct the narrator’s visual epistemology all
along because of the irreducible gap between them. The “horny
tusk” combines the hardness of the urchin’s thorns with the
greatness of the whale. But the tusk resembles most of all that
instrument of penetration that men use for their incomplete and
disappointing pleasure that pushes them to seek fulfilmentin other
forms — in flat, rubbing flesh. The tusk represents those aspects
of thatinstrument that are totally negative in terms of the narrator’s
quest: hard, insensitive, blind, big, and hurting. If only the skin
were not a barrier, the “roaming” kiss would do.

There are no eyes that can see in close-up beyond the skin. But
the interior pleasure that doctor Cottard “sees” within the bodies
of the two dancing girls, brought about by their flattened breasts,
constitutes the perfect image of the ideal the narrator pursues all
along. When Charlus tries to overcome the drawbacks of the “tusk”
by being flattened by beatings, the skin is no longer a barrier. The
only way to understand this bizarre masochism beyond the vulgar-
ity of the event in the plot, and to link it to the larger and more
radical pursuit of this novel, is to see it as the closest emulation of
those two pairs of breasts. The superficiality of the snapshot, then,
is the unexpected representation of a homosexual practice seen by
an anxious outsider whose keenest desire is in-sight.

me disais que j’allais connaitre le goiit de cette rose charnelle, parce que je n’avais pas
songé que I"homme, créature évidemment moins rudimentaire que 1’oursin ou méme la
baleine, manque cependant encored’un certain nombre d’ organes essentiels, et notamment
n’en posséde aucun qui serve au baiser. A cet organe absent il supplée par les 1&vres, et
parli arrive-t-il peut-8tre 3 un résultat un peu plus satisfaisant que s°il était réduita caresser
la bien-aimée avec une défense de corne. Mais les l&vres, faites pour amener au palais la
saveur de ce qui les tente, doivent se contenter, sans comprendre leur erreur et sans avouer
leur déception, de vaguer 2 la surface et de se heurter & Ia cl6ture de la joue impénétrable
et désirée. [...] car dans cette zone désolée ol elles ne peuvent trouver leur nourriture, elles
sont seules, le regard, puis I’odorat les ont abandonnées depuis longtemps™ (I1364/11659-
660).
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“They Must Be Real Men.”

Homosocial and Homosexual Relations
in Howard Hawks’ “Rio Bravo”
and Andy Warhol’s “Lonesome Cowboys”

Peter Verstraten

1. Introduction

After Andy Warhol died in 1987, Glenn O’Brien wrote in a
commemorative article: “Andy was an expert on frontiers. Lone-
some Cowboys said ‘Go East, young man!””! This quote, not
further explained in the article, is highly suggestive in its reference
to frontiers, which, in the case of Warhol’s Western, does not only
recall the well-known American frontier between wilderness and
civilization,? but also a frontier between homosocial and homo-
sexual relations. As has been argued by others,’ in homosocial
relations close contacts between men come to suggest homosexu-
ality, but at the same time this suggestion must be expelled.

1 O’Brien (1987), 64, O’Brien’s quote intertextually varies the set phrase: “Go West,
young man!” It characterizes Warhol's Western ironically as an anti-Western.

2 See Cawelti (1976), 193-194. This frontier between wilderness and civilization
characterizes Westerns.

3 See Sedgwick (1985) and Van Alphen (1995).
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