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Radio Marcel 
with Proust, in search of lost time 
 
English version and scenario 
 
 

 
 
 
 
On 14 November, 1913, the first volume of À la recherche du temps perdu (Remembrance 
of Things Past, a.k.a. In Search of Lost Time) was published. There was so little interest 
that Marcel Proust paid for its publication himself. Nowadays, ‘À la recherche’ is 
one of the best-known works of French literature.   
 
Pat Donnez and four passionates search for the soul of Proust. What is lost time 
and what is regained time? 
 
Those four experts are:  
Franc Schuerewegen, a true Proustian in heart and soul; 
Douwe Draaisma, a psychologist who specialises in the nature and mechanisms of 
the human memory; 
Dirk De Wachter, a Proustian psychiatrist; 
and Joke Hermsen who is obsessed with lost and regained time. 
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SCENARIO 
 
Radio Marcel 
In search of lost time 
with Pat Donnez 
 
 
PRESENTER (Pat Donnez): 
 
On 14 November, 1913, the first volume of À la recherche du temps perdu (Remembrance 
of Things Past, a.k.a. In Search of Lost Time) was published. Its author was the well-
nigh unknown Marcel Proust. Because nobody saw a profit in the book, Proust 
published it himself at his own expense. Now, one hundred years later, everyone 
knows Proust, but hardly anyone has ever read him. How do you get started on 
these more than three thousand pages and one and a half million words? Author 
Maarten ’t Hart knows the answer. ‘Persist stubbornly. And preferably also be a 
little ill, so that a period of quiet rest is guaranteed.’ In anticipation of your long-
term sick-rest in bed, we shall try, in Radio Marcel, to bring you gradually into the 
mood, with the help of four Proustians: absolute Proust fans. 
 
Jingle 
Radio Marcel 
 
 
PRESENTER 
 
Franc Schuerewegen, Professor of French Literature in Antwerp and Nijmegen 
Hello, Franc. According to me, you must have been about 18 when you first started 
reading Proust. 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
 
Yes, I started just before I went to university. And I think I quite quickly became 
fascinated… also by that famous opening sentence, which I think we’ll be coming 
back to: Longtemps, je me suis couché de bonne heure. That’s got rhythm, eh? That’s 
almost rock-and-roll. So that immediately got me. But then I also have to admit – 
and others who have read the book may well have felt the same way – that you 
then get a different sort of story. Then it gets a bit insipid, then it’s about little 
Marcel who is waiting for his mummy, because mummy has to come and give him 
a goodnight kiss. And I’m not afraid to admit, here in this programme, Pat, that my 
initial impression was: ‘Is this Proust?’ That first sentence ‘Longtemps, je me suis couché 
de bonne heure’ I thought that was rock-and-roll. But after that I thought: ‘Is this it 
then?’ 
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PRESENTER 
Almost soporific. Literally! 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
Almost soporific? Not really. It is a bit insipid, a bit syrupy, about a child and his 
mother, but… 
 
PRESENTER 
Literally waiting in bed for a goodnight… 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
For mummy to come. But mummy doesn’t come. So she sends him a letter to 
which she gets no reply. In French the text says: ‘…il n’y a pas de réponse.’ There is 
no answer. The answer is that there is no answer. But then, as you know, mummy 
does come. And then the father gives permission for the mother to spend the night 
in little Marcel’s room. You see? And when you start to pick up on that sort of 
detail in what you’re reading, then you begin to realise that there is much more… 
 
PRESENTER 
There is something brewing… 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
There is something brewing. There are naturally all sorts of things behind it. It is 
layered. There are meanings you don’t immediately get on a first reading, but they 
are there. And then it becomes completely fascinating, and then you are sold. Then 
Proust has come into your life, and then Proust can change your life, to quote Alain 
de Botton’s book title. 
 
PRESENTER 
Franc, shall we briefly go to the beginning of the novel, then those people – those 
few people who haven’t read it (laughter) – will at least know what we are on about. 
It’s called Du côté de chez Swann (Swann’s Way). You read it first in French – don’t 
worry listeners, not the whole three thousand pages – and then we’ll carry on in 
translation. 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
This is that rock-and-roll sentence: 
‘Longtemps, longtemps, je me suis couché de bonne heure. Parfois, à peine ma bougie éteinte, mes 
yeux se fermaient si vite que je n’avais pas le temps de me dire: je m’endors.’  
‘For a long time I used to go to bed early. Sometimes, when I had put out my 
candle, my eyes would close so quickly that I had not even time to say “I’m going 
to sleep.” And half an hour later the thought that it was time to go to sleep would 
awaken me; I would try to put away the book which, I imagined, was still in my 
hands, and to blow out the light; I had been thinking all the time, while I was 
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asleep, of what I had just been reading, but my thoughts had run into a channel of 
their own, until I myself seemed actually to have become the subject of my book: a 
church, a quartet, the rivalry between François I and Charles V. This impression 
would persist for some moments after I was awake; it did not disturb my mind, but 
it lay like scales upon my eyes and prevented them from registering the fact that the 
candle was no longer burning.’1   
 
PRESENTER 
That was the beginning of À la recherche du temps perdu, read by Franc Schuerewegen.   
Has it ever happened that when you’ve finally really started to read, when it’s 
grabbing you by the scruff of your neck, that you’ve had moments when you’ve 
said: Pfffff… I’m stopping. 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
Actually, no. When we were talking earlier, I mentioned Roland Barthes, who was 
also a great Proustian and a great Marcellist. Barthes says somewhere – and this I 
can totally identify with – the great thing about Proust, he says, is that when you 
reread him - and we all reread him – then we never reread him exactly the same as 
the first time. You reread the book, but you always come across a passage you’d 
forgotten about, or that you didn’t really get, but that you now do get. You never 
get tired of Proust, because a Proust novel is always built up of pieces, pieces that 
slot together. It is a sort of mosaic, or a box of building bricks. And you can keep 
on rereading it pretty much any way you want to. You don’t have to read it 
chronologically. Perhaps you shouldn’t read it like that. Perhaps you shouldn’t read 
À la recherche from the first page to the last page in chronological order. 
 
PRESENTER 
Perhaps we should just let it envelope us? 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
Yes, let it envelope you. And savour it. Savour the passages the way you would 
tapas. You referred earlier to John Lennon; I’m referring to Spanish cuisine. Those 
are a pair of metaphors you can use to define Proustian aesthetics. 
 
PRESENTER 
Proust and Paris go hand in glove, Franc. Together with our Van Greet Thienen 
you visited the most Proustian places. One of them was L'église de la Madeleine, the 
Madeleine church. 
 
MUSIC 
 
Reporter 
                                                 
1
 Swann’s Way (Vol. 1 of “Remembrance of Things Past”) by Marcel Proust, translated from the French by C. 

K. Scott Moncrieff 
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Franc, we are now in L'église de la Madeleine, so we are right in the middle of the 
‘Quartier Proust’, eh. Nearby is the Boulevard Malesherbes, where he grew up. This 
is really Proust’s neighbourhood.   
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
Yes. La Madeleine is, of course, named after the Bible character Mary Magdalene, 
the sinner Mary Magdalene. But in Proust we are all familiar with the famous 
passage about the madeleine cake. And in Proust it is precisely that passage about 
the madeleine cake that brings his childhood back to life. Proust spend his 
childhood here in this Madeleine district, so it is for good reason that he chooses to 
begin the Recherche with a madeleine cake. The madeleine cake and the Madeleine 
church are connected in some way in Proust’s aesthetics. And I think that is typical 
of him. He’s a great writer who reasons in language, reasons via words. He doesn’t 
begin here with the significance, he begins with the signifier. And that signifier, that 
madeleine, that has a lot of significance. It signifies the church, the district, the 
neighbourhood where Marcel grew up. But it also signifies that cake that lies at the 
origin of the work. And all that runs together here in strata, in that typically 
Proustian superposition, an overlay of impressions, of memories and of facts. And 
that makes for great literature. 
 
 
PRESENTER 
Franc Schuerewegen in Paris at the Madeleine church. Franc, could one say that the 
Paris built by Haussmann is more or less Proust’s Paris?   
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
Yes, absolutely. Le Paris de Haussmann est le Paris Proustian. You could define it that 
way. They are practically the same. Proust travelled very little. He spent a little time 
in Italy, Brittany and Normandy, but Proust is actually a real Parisian, and so Paris 
is omnipresent in the Recherche. But it is actually just a tiny piece of Paris; it is like a 
little village. 
 
PRESENTER 
A square. 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
A square. You can walk all around it in 10 minutes. And with that little square you 
can walk around in 10 minutes Proust filled 3,000 pages. No mean task. 
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PRESENTER 
Franc, everyone knows the scene with a madeleine dipped in lime-blossom tea. It is 
a key scene of that great novel. But what is that passage actually telling us? If I’ve 
got it right, he is sitting with his parents and he asks for some tea… 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
It’s in the first page of the book. You’re not exactly sure at what point it comes in 
the chronology of the story. He asks for a cup of tea, and he is given a cup of tea 
with one of those madeleine cakes. He dips the cake into the tea and then gradually 
the ‘lost time’ begins to return.   
 
PRESENTER 
That ‘lost time’, Franc - I’ll just make it clear to those who aren’t familiar with it - 
that is the lost time from his childhood, when his aged aunt Leonie used to dip 
precisely the same madeleine cakes into precisely the same sort of tea. 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
Yes, his childhood in ‘Combray’, yes. Combray stands for the place where Marcel 
used to be sent for holidays during his childhood. And that cup of tea brings it all 
flooding back to him. It is a magic potion. Marcel drinks a magic potion and that 
makes his memory very powerful and then he can remember everything. And can I 
just add this? What people usually do in studies is to make a distinction between 
voluntary and involuntary memories in Proust.   
 
PRESENTER 
The mémoire volontaire… 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
Volontaire. 
 
PRESENTER 
…and the mémoire involontaire. 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
When he dips that cake into his tea, he awakens his mémoire involontaire. And the 
book is written in a sort of mémoire involontaire. That is naturally very complex, 
because Proust is a rather perverse writer. Great authors are always a bit perverse. 
And Proust plays with language. He plays with words. And so I think that whole 
madeleine scene is much more a play on words – he’s playing with words the way 
all great writers do – rather than it is a reflection on memory. 
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PRESENTER 
Now you’re shattering all my illusions. We’ve always been told that that mémoire 
involontaire is a subconscious, lost memory of his that resurfaces simply because he 
dips his cake into his tea. 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
Yes. That is how it is described. But you have to realise that that mémoire involontaire 
was already around before Proust. There are mémoire involontaire scenes in Rousseau 
and in the Symbolists at the end of the 19th century. Mémoire involontaire is not at all 
original. What is original is the way Proust uses that madeleine cake to achieve all 
sorts of things. One of the things that few readers notice is that when the author 
introduces that madeleine cake, he writes Petite Madeleine, with a capital P and a 
capital M. Petite Madeleine. So it is clear that that Petite Madeleine is a reference to 
Proust Marcel - and so also to our Proustians and to our Marcellists – and that 
Proust hid a sort of cryptic signature in his work. Those are also layers of meaning 
that have to be considered. As we just heard earlier in the report, that madeleine is 
also a reference to the Madeleine church and to the neighbourhood where Proust 
grew up. That madeleine is shaped like a coquille Saint Jacques, a ‘shell of St James, a 
scallop: that shape is a reference to the shell in which Botticelli has Venus rise from 
the waves in his famous painting. 
 
PRESENTER 
Venus, yes… 
 
Franc Schuerewegen 
Venus rising from the sea. There are many layers of meaning superimposed on 
each other and you have to pick them up simultaneously while you’re reading. You 
can’t just reduce them to mémoire involontaire the way bad literature teachers do, 
because then you would actually be missing the point. 
 
MUSIC 
 
Joke Hermsen, philosopher, reading from À la recherche du temps perdu. 
 
‘When a man is asleep, he has in a circle round him the chain of the hours, the 
sequence of the years, the order of the heavenly host. Instinctively, when he 
awakes, he looks to these, and in an instant reads off his own position on the 
earth’s surface and the amount of time that has elapsed during his slumbers; but 
this ordered procession is apt to grow confused, and to break its ranks. Suppose 
that, towards morning, after a night of insomnia, sleep descends upon him while he 
is reading, in quite a different position from that in which he normally goes to 
sleep, he has only to lift his arm to arrest the sun and turn it back in its course, and, 
at the moment of waking, he will have no idea of the time, but will conclude that 
he has just gone to bed. Or suppose that he gets drowsy in some even more 
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abnormal position; sitting in an armchair, say, after dinner: then the world will fall 
topsy-turvy from its orbit, the magic chair will carry him at full speed through time 
and space, and when he opens his eyes again he will imagine that he went to sleep 
months earlier and in some far distant country.’2  
 
Jingle 
Radio Marcel 
 
PRESENTER 
I’m sitting now with the philosopher Joke Hermsen. Alain de Botton, who is a real  
Proustian, says that the title À la recherche du temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time) really 
gets to the heart of the book, because this whole long novel is primarily an 
investigation of the way time slips between our fingers, and also of the way we are 
constantly wasting time. 
 
Joke Hermsen  
Yes. But I see it differently. It takes us to a time where death is not waiting at the 
end of the chronological line.   
 
PRESENTER 
So what is? 
 
Joke Hermsen  
Well… (laughs) another time, a time that moves independently of the time on the 
clock.  That is repeated several times in the last two volumes. And that is what you 
have to try to understand, and which you will understand if you read with Bergson 
or with Deleuze. It is not the linear time we have invented for ourselves. It is a time 
that actually transcends that time.   
 
PRESENTER 
That is raised above it? 
 
Joke Hermsen  
Yes, that is raised above it and is therefore timeless. It is the time of the 
imagination. Maybe, it is also the time of the soul. Who can say? I wouldn’t know. 
But you can think about it. Whatever the case, it is not that one chunk of time, that 
chuck of clock time that we get allotted in the form of a measure in our lives and at 
the end of which the grim reaper is waiting. It is not that time. 
 
PRESENTER 
Proust doesn’t seem to give a damn about that time, eh? You often don’t even 
know what time of day it is, when, how… 

                                                 
2
 Swann’s Way (Vol. 1 of “Remembrance of Things Past”) by Marcel Proust, translated from the French by C. 

K. Scott Moncrieff 
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Joke Hermsen  
An hour - an hour of clock time - doesn’t exist for Proust. That is our rational 
invention, to order our world. But an hour can crawl by, or it can fly by. To you 
and to me and to all the listeners at home an hour is something completely 
different. 
 
PRESENTER 
So it’s in the realm of the imagination, in fact?  
 
Joke Hermsen  
Yes, it’s pure imagination. It’s the time you give to imagination, to intuition, to the 
soul, to the subconscious, to all that we have forgotten in our lives… and to all that 
we have perhaps collectively forgotten. 
 
PRESENTER 
So perhaps we should all become a bit Proustian? 
 
Joke Hermsen  
Oh, yes! 
 
MUSIC 
Dirk De Wachter, psychiatrist, reading from À la Recherche du Temps 
Perdu. 
 
‘Ma seule consolation, quand je montais me coucher, était que maman viendrait m’embrasser 
quand je serais dans mon lit.’  
‘My sole consolation when I went upstairs for the night was that Mama would 
come in and kiss me after I was in bed. But this good night lasted for so short a 
time: she went down again so soon that the moment in which I heard her climb the 
stairs, and then caught the sound of her garden dress of blue muslin, from which 
hung little tassels of plaited straw, rustling along the double-doored corridor, was 
for me a moment of the keenest sorrow. So much did I love that good night that I 
reached the stage of hoping that it would come as late as possible, so as to prolong 
the time of respite during which Mama would not yet have appeared. Sometimes 
when, after kissing me, she opened the door to go, I longed to call her back, to say 
to her “Kiss me just once again,” but I knew that then she would at once look 
displeased, for the concession which she made to my wretchedness and agitation in 
coming up to me with this kiss of peace always annoyed my father, who thought 
such ceremonies absurd, and she would have liked to try to induce me to outgrow 
the need, the custom of having her there at all, which was a very different thing 
from letting the custom grow up of my asking her for an additional kiss when she 
was already crossing the threshold. And to see her look displeased destroyed all the 
sense of tranquillity she had brought me a moment before, when she bent her 
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loving face down over my bed, and held it out to me like a Host, for an act of 
Communion in which my lips might drink deeply the sense of her real presence, 
and with it the power to sleep.’3   
 
PRESENTER 
Psychiatrist Dirk De Wachter. Hello, Dirk, you were just reading ‘a goodnight kiss’, 
that’s what it boils down to.  
 
Dirk De Wachter 
Yes, but it’s a bit longer. A long kiss. 
 
PRESENTER 
Yes... but his relationship with his mother, was that actually healthy? 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
Oh, what is healthy? I actually try never to judge that sort of literary figure too 
much from a psychiatric viewpoint. People sometimes ask me that, for instance, 
about a person like Pessoa. What was his syndrome? But I say I don’t want to do 
that. I think you should let artists be artists and not try to psychoanalyse them too 
much. But it is quite clear that his bond with her was very intimate, and what we 
would nowadays call symbiotic. 
 
PRESENTER 
There is a letter he wrote in 1903, if I may quote it? ‘Ma chère petite Maman…’ I’ll 
translate a bit for you.  
 
Dirk De Wachter 
1903? He was 32 by then. 
 
PRESENTER 
32, yes. ‘My dearest little Mama, I’m writing you this letter, while it’s impossible for 
me to sleep, to say that I am thinking of you...’. And he closes with: ‘A thousand 
tender kisses, Marcel.’ And ‘I think that I shall sleep very well now.’ 32 years old. 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
Yes, indeed, indeed.  Yes, of course… But it is sweet. 
 
PRESENTER 
Yeeesss. 
 
Dirk De Wachter 

                                                 
3
 Swann’s Way (Vol. 1 of “Remembrance of Things Past”) by Marcel Proust, translated from the French by C. 

K. Scott Moncrieff 
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The great literary figures are, of course, all very fragile and very sensitive and very... 
er... pathological people. But my contention that there is no such thing as normality 
and that there is no difference between patients and non-patients is actually fully 
proven here. 
 
Laughter 
 
PRESENTER 
Dirk, as a psychiatrist, what do you think of something as phenomenal in Proust as 
the memory and the way the memory works? And just by way of parenthesis: 
memory, whether it be the word, or the concept, or the situation appears in the 
Recherche 1,200 times. 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
Ah huh. 
 
PRESENTER 
What do you think of that, as a psychiatrist? What is memory? 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
What is memory? 
 
PRESENTER 
How complex is it? 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
Well, er… memory is a construct. Scientifically speaking, memory is a construct of 
the now. Our brain is not a hard disk on which things are stored; the brain is a 
constantly changing interpretative instrument. Hence that wonderful book by Julian 
Barnes, The Sense of an Ending, in which he so brilliantly describes the confusion of 
that memory. Very nicely done. 
 
PRESENTER 
Indeed. 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
But Proust switches off that rational memory. And he sinks into a kind of 
insomnia, into a deeper, sensory memory, into a sort of intuition. To where there’s 
that élan vital, that vital creative force that Bergson mentions. What he is actually 
doing is describing the unconscious mind – in his own way, and totally 
independently of Freud. And despite the Freud-bashing we have today, that is still a 
discovery we can’t negate. 
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PRESENTER 
That mémoire involontaire? 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
Yes. And that naturally brings us almost self-evidently to that madeleine cake 
dipped in lime-blossom tea that evokes a whole world.   
 
PRESENTER 
Yes, yes. 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
I may be a Proustian, but above all I’m a Madeleinist. 
 
Laughter 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
That sort of experience is very familiar to me. 
 
Laughter 
 
I could mention several of them. 
 
PRESENTER 
Tell us. 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
One very Madeleinistic experience is the drinking of Châteauneuf du Pape. 
 
PRESENTER 
The wine, eh? 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
Yes, the wine Châteauneuf du Pape. It’s the wine of my youth. The wine I drank 
with my old uncle, the priest. My uncle had a large wine cellar, that’s the way things 
were in those good old days. And after my solemn communion – that was the age 
at which one started one’s wine education – my uncle said to me: From now on, it’s 
wine. And that wine was Châteauneuf du Pape. And he really used to savour it. He 
was a very hearty, epicurean character and, being a priest, he always used to say: 
Cest comme le petit Jésus qui pisse sur ma langue. It’s like baby Jesus pissing on my 
tongue. 
 
Laughter 
 
PRESENTER 
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Jesus who represents sacredness. 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
I have a very fine wine cellar myself now. And I have to say that it contains a lot of 
Châteauneuf du Pape. And that is always an experience. It takes me back to that 
old presbytery in Borsbeek, with its huge garden, and big dining room with maids 
and so on. All very Proustian, it really was. 
 
PRESENTER 
And with Jesus pissing on your tongue. 
 
Dirk De Wachter 
Absolutely, yes. 
 
MUSIC 
 
Douwe Draaisma, psychologist, reading from À la Recherche du Temps 
Perdu. 
 
‘I feel that there is much to be said for the Celtic belief that the souls of those 
whom we have lost are held captive in some inferior being, in an animal, in a plant, 
in some inanimate object, and so effectively lost to us until the day (which to many 
never comes) when we happen to pass by the tree or to obtain possession of the 
object which forms their prison. Then they start and tremble, they call us by our 
name, and as soon as we have recognised their voice the spell is broken. We have 
delivered them: they have overcome death and return to share our life. 
And so it is with our own past. It is a labour in vain to attempt to recapture it: all 
the efforts of our intellect must prove futile. The past is hidden somewhere outside 
the realm, beyond the reach of intellect, in some material object (in the sensation 
which that material object will give us) which we do not suspect. And as for that 
object, it depends on chance whether we come upon it or not before we ourselves 
must die.’4   
 
PRESENTER 
Du côté de chez Swann (Swann’s Way). I’m sitting now with the memory man, the 
memory professor, if I may call him that, Douwe Draaisma. Douwe Draaisma, if 
I’ve understood it correctly, we barely have any past without some chance element 
that triggers memories.  
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Douwe Draaisma  
That is true in some cases. You can wake up in the morning thinking you haven’t 
dreamt. You have no memory at all of any dream. But then later in the day you 
meet someone and suddenly you realise: I dreamt about him. 
 
PRESENTER 
But is that true? 
 
Douwe Draaisma 
Yes, I think it is. Because a lot of dreams are stored away, but whether or not they 
are reactivated that day is totally dependent on chance. That is possible. But 3 to 5 
days later it is too late. So we are talking about dreams from the previous night. It 
might be a name you notice, or something you see, but suddenly you realise: I did 
dream. So there is a lot more stored away in than we can consciously recall. 
 
PRESENTER 
But the one person is clearly better at recalling things than the other. 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
Yes, and as far as that is concerned, Proust is a magician, because for him tiny 
sensory stimuli are enough to trigger very early memories. But in a certain sense, we 
are all Proustians in that way. If it interests you and if you are prepared to make an 
effort, you can try tasting things you tasted in your youth. And even though you 
haven’t tasted them for 40 years, it is perfectly possible that they’ll trigger memories 
and that you too will have such experiences. 
 
PRESENTER 
Are there techniques? 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
Yes, there are techniques. Look... When you leave home in your twenties, in most 
cases you are also saying goodbye to a whole series of dishes you will never cook 
for yourself. And for that reason may never taste again. Well, if you open a 
cookbook and prepare those dishes 50 years later – in my case, the trigger was rye 
bread with sugar on it – then the whole mood and atmosphere of the last time you 
ate them will come flooding back. 
 
PRESENTER 
But that is exactly what Proust actually called ‘false memory’. It is the unconscious, 
involuntary memories that are interesting. 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
Yes, and he is right, because they are the most powerful memories. If you try to 
recall memories, then what you get is usually a pale imitation of those very random 
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memories that can suddenly hit you. But you have to be sensitive to them. And you 
have to be patient, because even for Proust it took a great deal of effort to trigger 
such an experience. 
 
PRESENTER 
So it doesn’t happen on its own? 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
It doesn’t happen on its own. In summaries of Proust it always says: He took a bite 
of a madeleine and, oh, all those childhood memories came flooding back. 
 
Laughter 
 
But when you read him, you can feel his torment. Because he can feel that there is 
something there, but it won’t come. He takes another sip, he takes another bite, but 
that actually has the opposite effect; the memory fades away again. He thinks: If I 
take another sip, the cue will be gone, the prompt will have vanished. And so he 
has to concentrate. He has to block his ears. He has to take another little bite very 
carefully, very slowly, and then very gradually the feeling returns, the atmosphere, 
and then the memory that goes with it. 
 
PRESENTER 
He is buried in Père Lachaise. Have you ever been there? 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
I’ve been to Père Lachaise, but I didn’t look him up. 
 
PRESENTER 
Oh, that’s not very good of you, eh? 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
No, no. 
 
PRESENTER 
We’re going to do it for you. Franc Schuerewegen, who is a real Proustian, went 
there with our Van Greet Thienen and strolled around that huge cemetery Père 
Lachaise. 
 
MUSIC 
 
Reporter 
Franc, we are looking for the grave of Marcel Proust. When were you last in Père 
Lachaise? 
 



16 

 

Franc Schuereweghen 
The last time I was here I was still a young doctoral student. I was doing my 
doctorate on Balzac and I wanted to see Balzac’s grave. The great French author 
Balzac. And I remember that, just like today, I had to search for ages, because this 
cemetery is naturally immense. I realise now Greet that we are in the wrong 
division. We have to be in the 79th division and this is the 57th. I think we have to 
go over there, towards that wall. 
 
[Franc Schuereweghen asks a passer-by for directions to the 57th division] 
 
Reporter 
In search of Marcel Proust. It’s big, isn’t it? 
 
Franc Schuereweghen 
[Franc lets out a yell.] 
 
Reporter 
Franc, you’ve found it. 
 
Franc Schuereweghen 
Yes, that was a yell of.... 
 
Reporter 
Recognition. 
 
Franc Schuereweghen 
Yes, a sort of eureka.  It’s small, isn’t it? 
 
Reporter 
Yes. 
How was he described by his contemporaries at the end of his life? 
 
Franc Schuereweghen 
By then Proust’s contemporaries saw him as a relic. As a ship that had run aground 
on the beach of the 20th century, when he actually really belonged to the 19th 
century. And that misunderstanding persisted well into the 20th century. Until the 
1950s or 60s, Proust was regarded as an author who didn’t really belong in the 20th 
century, an author who fitted much better alongside Flaubert and Balzac, and who 
by some strange quirk of history was writing things that belonged in the 19th 
century in the 20th century. But Proust is a 20th century writer. Proust may even be 
the 20th century’s first great writer. Proust is Balzac, but also Joyce. Proust is Zola, 
but also Kafka. Proust is Flaubert, but also Musil. That is all present in that work at 
the same time. And that is what makes it so great, so powerful and so... I’d say, 
throat-grabbing, if I can say that in a cemetery. 
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PRESENTER 
That was Franc Schuerewegen in the Père Lachaise cemetery in Paris. Proust is not 
a relic of the 19th century; he is slap-bang in the middle of the 20th century. Is that 
correct, Douwe Draaisma? 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
I think so. Introspection is timeless, and he was a master of it. 
 
PRESENTER 
In 1905 he was admitted for six weeks into Paul Soulier’s sanatorium. He had a 
sleeping disorder and was suffering from neurasthenia, nervous exhaustion. How 
did Soulier treat him? 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
Sleep disorders are actually a blessing in disguise for writers, because it is people 
with sleep disorders who usually remember their dreams. If you have undisturbed 
sleep, you will also dream, of course. But if you have a sleep disorder, then the 
phases of your sleep... the phases in which you are trying to fall asleep take longer, 
and so the window of sleep in which you dream is also often longer. 
 
PRESENTER 
So you should make sure you sleep badly; that way you’ll be naturally creative? 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
Well, if you’re a bit closer to being conscious, it does help you to remember your 
dreams better. And in Proust’s case, he also remained introspective while he was 
falling asleep. He wrote a very nice passage about what we psychologists call 
‘hypnagogic images’. When you are dropping off, when you are getting drowsy, you 
see increasingly bizarre, and usually very brief, images. And you feel as if you are 
sinking through a layer. You realise that you are really dropping off and that if you 
sink a little deeper, you will be gone; you’ll have lost consciousness. But Proust was 
one of those people who keep their wits about them and remain aware while they 
are falling asleep. They are introspective, they observe what is happening to them. 
Which often also ends the process, because then you become too aware and too 
conscious. 
 
PRESENTER 
You are doing a sort of balancing act between sleeping and waking? 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
Yes, exactly. And it is precisely in that border zone that Proust made many of his 
observations. 
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PRESENTER 
Such a person wouldn’t live very long? It must drive you crazy.   
 
Douwe Draaisma  
Well, sleep disorders mustn’t go on too long, because then you develop what we 
call a sleep deficit. 
 
PRESENTER 
A sleep deficit? 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
Yes, a sleep deficit, a sleep debt. That deficit has to be made up the next night, 
otherwise, it gets even bigger. When people suffer from something like sleep 
apnoea, for instance, that deficit gets so big that it starts to adversely affect their 
daytime life. I don’t think that was the case for Proust. But I do think that he had 
such difficulty in sleeping that his window of observation was larger than usual. 
 
PRESENTER 
Proust and Ravel lived almost equally as long as each other and during exactly the 
same time period. They were both mummy’s boys, queers, dandies night owls, 
salongoers... Ravel’s Bolero also had something to do with time. Tell us about it, 
Douwe Draaisma. 
 
Douwe Draaisma  
Yes, for psychologists that Bolero is a very nice illustration of a well-known temporal 
illusion. If you set a metronome at a particular speed and then increase its volume, 
it sounds as if that metronome is speeding up. Almost everybody experiences that 
illusion. You hear tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick (said increasingly louder) and it seems to 
be accelerating. And Ravel’s Bolero is actually a great demonstration of this. He 
begins quietly and slowly. And at the end you think he is going faster and harder. 
But the only thing that has changed is that the music has gone from soft to hard. It 
has NOT gone from slow to fast. 
 
MUSIC – Bolero Ravel. 
 
PRESENTER 
You can listen to Radio Marcel again on Klara.be 
Maybe we have awakened your interest and sent you delving into Proust, or maybe 
we have turned you off Proust for good. But from all those thousands of pages of 
literature and from our programme, remember this good advice: in future spend a 
little more time lounging around and doing nothing, because those are moments of 
true freedom. It is holiday time, enjoy, enjoy, enjoy...  


