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Marcel Proust: the Man Behind the Madness 

 Marcel Proust was a novelist, most well-known for his novel In Search of Lost Time. He 

was an innovative writer, and unknowingly, a scientist. Proust believed many things about how 

the brain works and how that connects us to our senses, and then to our memories and our 

emotions. He was later proven correct by a neuroscientist named Dr. Wilder Penfield. (O’Brien)  

Proust was influenced by many people, but mostly by his own mind. He spent his later years in a 

bed contemplating the meaning of life and intuition, specifically his own, and he learned a lot 

about how our lives work and what they teach us. 

 Proust’s influences include many people. One of whom was a man named Henri Bergson 

(Lehrer 78). Bergson was a philosopher who theorized the idea of Creative Evolution. 

“Bergson’s commitment to the reality of time as a source of creative change enabled him to 

clarify many problems in psychology and biology that appeared contradictory from existing 

scientific and philosophical perspectives, and to provide a rigorous account of a creative 

evolution, the creative mind, and the nature of their relation.” (Vaughan 7) Bergson believed that 

science was not everything there is to know. “According to Bergson…the reality of our self-

consciousness [can] not be reduced or experimentally dissected” (Lehrer 78). The core of 

Bergson’s philosophy is that science can define matter, but it cannot define who we are as 

humans. Proust believed this, and it shows in his own beliefs and works of literature. Just like 

Bergson, Proust believed that “we [can] only understand ourselves through intuition” (Lehrer 



78). Proust spent many days in introspection, gleaning everything he possibly could from his 

memories and what they did to affect his personality, the core of who he was. Proust believed 

many of Bergson’s teachings, even while he denied it. His literature is a celebration of the mind, 

and as such, this shows his trust in Bergson’s teachings. 

 Another of Proust’s influences was a man named Jean Racine. (Jefferson) Jean Racine is 

the creator of the Racinian Tragedy, which consists of much suspense and a king who holds the 

power of life and death in his grasp. In his article, Jefferson states, “…the artistic and amorous 

interests are smoothly and logically presented in a narrative which contains numerous, and 

equally logical, references to Racine’s works as artistic creations of infinite depth and variety” 

(Jefferson 101). Proust drew comparisons between his life and Racine’s works, and as such, he 

looked up to Racine as a writer and used his themes in his own works. “Racine’s theater…was an 

ever-present reference and inspiration as Proust expertly and creatively found his way through 

the labyrinth of experiences and ideas amassed throughout his own lifetime, and recorded them 

for posterity” (Jefferson 105). In this article, Jefferson explains how Proust mirrors Racine and 

his themes. Many of Racine’s writings were inspirational to Proust. Proust found comfort in 

Racine’s characters and relationships and included character types from Racine’s tragedies 

because of this. 

 Proust, as a writer, has distinctive style and voice. Proust loves long sentences in his 

writing, and he gets extremely descriptive when telling the reader about the settings and 

characters of his stories. According to Jonah Lehrer, “Proust covers vast distances within the 

space of periods (one sentence is 356 words long), and often begins with the obscure description 

(the texture of a napkin or the noise of water in the pipes) and ends with an inductive meditation 

on all things” (Lehrer 76). Proust loved to describe things beautifully, though nothing short of 



extensively, but this led to Proust understanding more and more about life with every sentence, 

every individual clause. And because Proust shared his insights through his books, his readers 

can benefit from these insights and learn more about life for themselves. By beginning with 

something small and ending with something big, Proust encourages his readers think for 

themselves, and to think bigger than one normally would. Proust can find meaning in the 

smallest of things, even a napkin or a cookie. This inspires the reader to find meaning in his/her 

every day life. 

The content of Proust’s stories mirrors his own life. He believed that only by thinking and 

reflecting on his/her own circumstances could one achieve understanding about life. Because of 

several medical conditions, Proust was confined to his bed for the latter part of his life, and 

because of this, he spent many nights thinking over his life and what it meant in the grand 

scheme of things (Lehrer 75-76). Proust’s thoughts and experiences heavily affected his writing. 

In fact, while Proust was on his death bed, he had his nurse change a scene in one of his books, 

because he now understood what it felt like to die slowly (Lehrer 87). Because he had now 

experienced it for himself, Proust now felt that he could appropriately write a scene about dying. 

He told the nurse what to change and what to write, and she did so. 

An example of how Proust’s experiences affected him is the story of the Madeleine 

cookie. Upon tasting the cookie as an adult, Proust’s mind was sent back to his days spent at 

Combray as a child. He says, “ʻWhence could it have come to me, this all-powerful joy?...What 

did it mean? How could I seize it and apprehend it?ʼ” (Lehrer 79). The cookie made Proust feel 

something. It brought up a memory which he did not know he had. Proust believed that our 

memories make us who we are; they form us to be who we are. This memory of the Madeleine 

cookie shows a lot more than one might think. Our memories are stored in our minds forever. Dr. 



Wilder Penfield states, “One must conclude that there is, hidden away in the brain, a record of 

stream of consciousness” (O’Brien 296). Penfield proved Proust’s claims by a series of 

experiments in which electronic stimuli applied to the brain forced the brain to bring to memory 

certain past events. Our minds do not forget anything. Once something is stored in our memory, 

it stays there, in case it is ever needed. 

 Proust also believed that “…only the artist [is] able to describe reality as it [is] actually 

experienced” (Lehrer 77). Proust believed that even while memory is fleeting, an artist can 

describe the moment, every aspect of the moment, truly and completely. Proust was always 

changing his writings, as seen in the picture shown in Jonah Lehrer’s book on page 86. Even 

until the day he died, Proust was adding to and subtracting from his writings. Even while his 

books were on the printing press, he continued to make them better. “He believed that the novel, 

like the memories kit unfaithfully described, must unfurl naturally” (Lehrer 87). This is shown in 

the completeness of his stories. This also gives reason to why he was continually changing his 

stories and adding to them. He wrote by experience, and with each experience, his writing grew 

more mature because he did. The more Proust learned about life, the more insight he had to give 

back to the world. 

 Proust’s beliefs of memory are reflected in his writing: “I had been thinking all the time, 

while I was 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” (Proust). In 

this scene, the speaker is thinking about the process of falling asleep. He thinks about the book 

he had been reading beforehand, and through this, he has become his own subject. Proust has 

recognized parallels between the book’s characters and their experiences, and himself and his 

own experiences. He realizes that in the end, all writing is the same: a conclusion of thoughts, 



ideas, and experiences found in every day life. Not all people experience the same things, and 

not all people come to the same conclusions of those experiences, but in the end, we are all 

human, and we are able to relate to each other. Proust is able to share his insights with the world 

because of this realization. 

Lehrer concludes his chapter on Proust with this: “This is what Proust knew: the past is 

never past. As long as we are alive, our memories remain wonderfully volatile. In their mercurial 

mirror, we see ourselves” (Lehrer 95). Proust spent much of his life reflecting on his past, which 

made him who he was in the moment. Because of his extensive reflection and introspection, he 

was able to come to many conclusions. Proust became revolutionary in both science and 

literature by sharing his insights through his novels. 
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