The notion of the value of an artistic work is often only reached
in posterity. Even more so when the creation takes several years
to complete. But every story is different. Just look at Jean de La
Fontaine (1621-1695) and Marcel Proust (1871-1922), major figures
in French and universal literature, who met with different fates in
terms of public appreciation of their masterpieces. The ‘Fables, in
the case of La Fontaine, and 'In Search of Lost Time,’ by Proust.
Jean de La Fontaine was born in Chateau-Thierry, in the Champagne
region, son of a water and forest ranger. His father delegated the
position to him in 1652, after Jean had studied theology and law. He
married at the age of 14, under paternal pressure, which resulted in a
son and unhappiness. His dedication to literature led him to seek the
patronage of Nicolas Fouquet, finance minister and patron of artists,
and, later, of the Duchesses of Bouillon and Orleans. After writing the
novel ‘The Loves of Cupid and Psyche,’ he began, in 1668, to publish
his 'Fables,’ in language intelligible to children but aimed at adults.
Dedicated to the son of King Louis XIV, and strongly inspired by
the Ancient Greek tradition of Aesop, to whom the creation of the
genre is attributed, La Fontaine's Fables are populated by animals
with human characteristics. Written simply and engagingly, they all
had a moral reading and were quick to win over readers, as well as
achieving peer recognition. This gained the writer his admission to
the French Academy, in 1683, even though he was already close to
Moliére and Racine. The first collection, ‘Selected Fables,’ consisted
of 124 fables brought together in six books. By 1694, a year before his
death, the work was complete, containing 239 fables in 12 volumes.
Marcel Proust's recognition turned out to be slower and more
torturous, as the last three of the seven volumes of ‘In Search of Lost
Time' were only published posthumously. Raisedin the heart of arich
family, son of Adrien Proust, afamous professor of medicine, Marcel
frequented the bohemian salons of Parisian high society from an
early age. After carrying out his military service, he studied at the
Ecole Libre de Sciences Politiques and the Sorbonne, where he was
strongly influenced by the philosopher Henry Bergson (1859-1941).
His trip to Venice, in 1900, was another formative period, and there
he devoted himself to the study of aesthetics.
Back in Paris, as he wrote tales of everyday life for publication in
journals, and after translating the work of English art critic John
Ruskin (1819-1900), he wrote ‘Jean Santeuil,’ the great unfinished
novel. After the death of his parents, Marcel's already weak physical
condition began to deteriorate and he start living in seclusion,
devoting himself exclusively to writing. In 1913, at his own expense,
he published'Swann’s Way,' the first volume of the saga ‘In Search of
Lost Time, which he had started writingin 1909. The work is a fresco
of French society during the Ill Republic (1870-1940), a regime born
of the political turmoil resulting from the Franco-Prussian War, and
the social changes that took place during that time, with the decline
of the aristocracy and the rise of the bourgeois middle class.
Gallimard Editions reconsidered their initial refusal of Proust's work
and accepted the second volume, ‘In the Shadow of Young Girls in
Flower,’ for which he received the prestigious Goncourt Prize in 1919.
A homosexual and defender of liberal values, the writer did not live to
witness the publication, in 1927, of the entire 3,200 pages of his epic
work, peopled by more than two thousand characters.
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Jean de La Fontaine e Marcel Proust

A nocdo do valor de uma obra artistica €, com frequéncia, apenas alcancada
na posteridade. Mais ainda quando a cria¢ao s6 se concretiza ao fim de varios
anos. Mas nem todas as histéria sdo iguais. Que o digam Jean de La Fontaine
(1621-1695) e Marcel Proust (1871-1922), vultos maiores das letras francesas
e universais, que conheceram distintas sortes na apreciacao publica das suas
obras-primas. As Fdbulas, no caso de La Fontaine, e Em Busca do Tempo
Perdido, de Proust.

Jean La Fontaine nasceu em Chateau-Thierry, na provincia de Champagne, filho
de um inspetor de dguas e florestas. Cargo que o pai lhe delegou em 1652, apds
Jean ter estudado teologia e direito. Casa-se aos 14 anos, por pressdo paterna,
daf resultando um filho e infelicidade. A dedicacdo as letras leva-o a buscar
o patrocinio de Nicolas Fouquet, ministro das financas e mecenas de artistas,
e, mais tarde, das duquesas de Bouillon e de Orleans. Depois de escrever
o romance Os amores de Psique e Cupido, comega, em 1668, a publicar as suas
Fdbulas, de linguagem inteligivel pelas criancas mas apontadas aos adultos.
Dedicadas ao filho do rei Luis XIV, e fortemente inspiradas na tradicdo de
Esopo, da Grécia Antiga, a quem é atribuida a criacao do género, as fabulas de
La Fontaine sdo protagonizadas por animais com tragos humanos de caracter.
De escrita simples e sedutora, todas tinham uma leitura moral e rapidamente
conquistaram leitores e 0 reconhecimento dos pares. Tal valeu ao escritor
a admissao na Academia Francesa, em 1683, embora ja fosse préoximo de
Moliére e de Racine. A primeira coletanea, Fdbulas Escolhidas, era composta por
124 fabulas, reunidas em seis livros. Em 1694, um ano antes da sua morte, a obra
¢é fechada, contendo 239 fabulas, em 12 volumes.

Mais lento e tortuoso se revelou o reconhecimento de Marcel Proust, pois os
dltimos trés dos sete volumes de Em Busca do Tempo Perdido apenas foram
publicados postumamente. Criado no seio de uma familia rica e filho de Adrien
Proust, famoso professor de medicina, Marcel cedo frequentou os boémios
saldes da alta sociedade parisiense. Apds cumprir servico militar, estudou
na Ecole Libre de Sciences Politiques e na Sorbonne, onde foi fortemente
influenciado pelo filésofo Henry Bergson (1859-1941). Outro momento formador
revelou-se aviagem a Veneza, em 1900, onde se dedicou ao estudo da estética.

De volta a Paris, enquanto publicava relatos da vida mundana nos jornais,
e ja depois de traduzir a obra do critico de arte inglés John Ruskin (1819-1900),
escreveu Jean Santeuil, grande novela deixadainacabada. Apés a morte dos pais,
Marcel viu a ja débil condigao fisica deteriorar-se e passou a viver em reclusao,
dedicando-se em exclusivo a escrita.

Em 1913, publica a expensas préprias No caminho de Swann, primeiro volume
da saga Em Busca do Tempo Perdido, que comecara a escrever em 1909.
A obra é um fresco sobre a sociedade francesa durante alll Reptiblica (1870-1940),
regime nascido da convulsdo politica resultante da Guerra Franco-Prussiana,
e as mudangas sociais entdo ocorridas, com o declinio da aristocracia e a
ascensdo da classe média burguesa.

As edicbes Gallimard reconsideraram a recusa inicial do trabalho de Proust
e aceitaram o segundo volume, A sombra das raparigas em flor, pelo qual recebeu,
em 1919, o prestigiado prémio Goncourt. Homossexual e defensor de valores liberais,
0 escritor ja ndo assistiu em vida ao culminar, em 1927, da publicacdo integral das
3.200 paginas de uma obra épica, com mais de duas mil personagens.
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