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Several critics and scholars have pointed out a literary relation 
between the French writer Marcel Proust and one or the outstanding 
novels by tht' Spanish author Cannen Martin Gaite, £1 Cliarto de afrlis 

(1978); but they have not examined the differences, as well as simila­
rities, nor have they considered the possible interrelation between the 
Proustian facets ofthis work. Such will be precisely my intention here. 
Although Martin Gaile acknowledged in her "Bosqucjo autobiognitico" 
that she had begun to read Proust during her summer course at the Uni­
vcrsite de Cannes in 1948 (17), and one can perceive his prescnL:e in 
at least one of her earlier works. Retahifas, I will limit my discussion 
hcre to E! cuarlo de afras. 

Already in his 1981 articlc "Carmen Martin Gaite. Refahifus. E! 
cuarlo de afra.\", y el dialogo sin fin," Manuel Duran uotcd that both 
Proust and Martin Gaite were "nuvelistas autobiognificos" who sou­
ght to recover childhood through memory and used analysis to try to 
undcrstand the past. Ev'cn though the professor from Yale bcliewd that 
the Spanish novelist had used more fantastic elements than thc French 
writer, he did not consider this differenL:c to be crucial (23lo:-39). Two 
years later in "£1 l"lwrlo de a/ra.\": Jmaginaci6n. fantasia, misterio: 
Todorov y alga mas," Duran went on to say that the narrator of this 
novel seemed to bc a "Proust 'de izquierdas', un critieo social, definidor 
de una epoca a la vcz norm y cruel" (136). Such a statement implies 
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that Martin Gaile wished to show the perspective of a person critical 
of bourgeois society in Spain under Franco mthcr than the vicw of an 
upper middle-class gentleman in France, like Proust. 

Clearly memory of the past played an essential role in the seven 
volumes of A fa recherche du temps perdu (J 913-27) and EI cuarfo 
de alras. The protagonist-narrator in each case fell disconnected from 
the past and wished to recover it. For the Proustian narrator, time was 
lost through the normal process of forgetfulness, and the aging woman 
writer in the Spanish novel had become extremely forgetful. Neither 
character believed that one could recall at will the complete image of 
a previous time. In Proust's case, such conscious efforts were able to 
retrieve only fossilized depktions of the past, which he eompured to 
old snapshots. Similarly Mattin Gaite's character spoke with disdain of 
her briefllotes concerning the past as "mariposas disecadas" (122). 

Proust's ideas on involuntary memory have been studied in detail 
and exerted a major influence upon twentieth century literature and 
thought. As he explained in his last volume Le temps retIVuve, individual 
sensations in the present-the sound of a fork striking a plate or the 
rough fGel ofa napkin-were able to bring to mind an identical sensation 
from the past as well as a myriad of other sensations associated with it 
through temporal or spatial contiguity. Likewise in Proust's tirst volume. 
the taste ofmadcJcine dipped in fca called forth for the pwtagonist that 
same sensation experienced years before, along with the memory of 
the time and place when Tante Leonie had served him that mixture. 
Since through assoeiution the initiul reeovery orthe past expanded in 
every direction, the narrator was indeed correct in asserting that all of 
Combray had corne from his cup of tea. For Prollst, this mechanism of 
involuntary memory was almost miraculous because it allowed him 10 

recover extrcmely rich segments of a temps perdu ("lost time"). 
Such a mechanism based upon abstract sensory perception did not 

function in precisely the same way in Ef cuarto de atras because the 
main character here was not affected by sensations of sound, tOllch, 
smell or tastc. Nonetheless, her memory did reuet in an involuntary 
manner. On the day in which she received a mysterious male visitor in 
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ncr apartment, went to her kitchen in search of tea and later spoke on 
the telephone to an unknown woman, specific words, ideas and objects 
in her presence allowed her also to recover in detail forgolten moments 
from her past. 

Because of a visual stimulus she perhaps came closest to Protist 
when in the kitchen she happened to sec herselfin an old mirror, which 
may have come from her grandparents' apartment in Madrid. Due to 
her negative attitude to\\:ard cleaning, seeing a rag in her hand brought 
to mind two distlnct stages from her past: 

[M]c \leo reflcjada con lin gesto esperanzado y ,mimosa en el 
espejo de marco antiguo [...J. La sonri:.;a se tific de una leve 
burla al darsc cuenta de que lleva una bayeta en la mann; <l 

deeir verdad, Ja que me esta mirando es una niila de oeho ano:'> 
y luego una ehica de diecioeho [...] rcsueita del fondo del 
espcjo [.. .]. (74) 

Through this spontaneous recollection of two of her former ways 
ofbeing. Martin Gaite's protagonist recovered several experiences that 
she had undergone wilh her family when they visited the rarents of 
her lather in Madrid. 

Although the protagonist of El cliario de afras also had another 
memory experience v,'hen sbe looked at a mirror in her bedroom and 
recalled being an aetres:,> at the time of her university studies in Sa­
lamanca (176), a ~ccond piece of furniture in the kitchen played an 
even larger role in the novel with regard to the past This aparador 
("sideboard"), which had belonged to her mother's father and trave­
led with him when he moved, had been located in the dining room of 
an old house in Caceres, which that family called el cum"to de arras. 
But more importantly it was later found in "the room in the back" of 
the house of the ncxt ,l;eneration in Salamanca, where the prOlagonist 
read and played as a child before the Civil War. For her this space of 
disorder and freedom became closely associated with the very nature 
of involuntary memory. Her remarks about it arc notably reminiscent 
of Proust's idcas because they suggest the futility of conscious effort: 
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"los recuerdos que pueden damos alguna sorprcsa viven agazapados 
en eJ cuarto de atras, siempre salen de alii. y s610 cuanda quieren, no 
sirve hostigarlos" (91). 

As suggested above, Proust generally treated involuntary memory in 
a more abstract way and focused his aHention upon isolated sensations 
rather than upon familiar objects or specific pieces of fumiture that had 
a sentimental value. For this rcason, the bedroom furniture of Tante 
Leonie, which the Proustian protagonist inherited, offers an interesling 
parallel and point of contrast. Without thinking, he gave it to [J brothel 
that he frequented in his yomh, but he then ceased 10 go there when 
he saw the furniture imbued with his aunt's piety being martyred by 
the prostitutes' sinful practice (I: 567-69). By eliminating such family 
heirlooms from his text, Proust was not tempted to usc them in bis no­
vel, like Martin Gaite and several other writers. induding the Argentine 
Manuel Mujica Lainez (Los idolos), 

Nonetheless, the very title of the Spanish novel El cuarto de atro5 
and the conneetiou that Martin Gaite made between it and involuntary 
memory seelns to be ofProustian origin because there wa~ also a "roonl 
in the back" in (he Recherche, It was not a location where the prot~lg:onist 

of "Combray" read or played, and in fact he rarely entered the small 
room construe(ed behind Tante Leonie's house. It was reserved for the 
rest and relaxation of OneIe Adolphe and was later closed off when he 
be-:ame estranged from the family. Just the same, this back room had 
an intimate link with the childbood memories of the Prollstian prota­
gonist. During a time in \vhich he felt separ<Jted from his e:-:perienees 
in Cambray because he could no longer recall them at will and before 
he had any clear understanding of the process of involuntary memory, 
he magie<JlIy recovered that forgotten spaee when he happened to enter 
one of the water closets of the Champs-Elysees and perceived the same 
musty smell that hod characterized that room (1: 483, 485). Thus it 
appears that the chronologically first involuntary mem01y experience 
in the ReL'hen'he inspired Martin Gaite to consider her own room in the 
back and how this idea could be used in a novel involving spontaneolls 
memory. However, she more fully dC'v'eJoped \',hat had been a simple 
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albeit essential incident in Proust's novel Jnd made it the centerpiece 
ofhcf own. 

Not surprisingly a few other scholars have noted a similarity 
between the initial pages of Proust's work, which arc known as "Cam­
bray L" and the first chapwl" ofE! cHarlo de alras "EI hombre descalzo.'­
Along with her comments on the richness of the past recovered in both 
EI cuarfo de atros and the Recherche, as well as on certain differences 
between these works, Anne Paule, in her recent book Personnages en 
quete de leur identite dans! 'oeuvre romanesquc du Carmen Marrin 
Gaife, recalled thai Jean Alsina had considered the first sentence and 
even all of chapter I of El cuarfo de alrds to be a homage to Proust's 
introduction. Although this idea is merely suggested and is not ex­
plained in Alsina's "Approches d'une autobiographic feminine: Ef 
cuarto de alras" (333), J would observe that both narrators stated in 
their first sentence the sleep habits that thcy began in childhood. As 
we all knol,\', Proust initiatcd his work by saying, "LolIglcmps, je me 
suis couch~ dc bonne heure" ("For a long time I went to bed early") 
(I: 3), even though both he and his narrator obviously.' changed this 
habit later and slept during the day so that they could write at night. 
To show similarity and contrast Martin Gaitl; included a phra:-:e, which. 
as in Proust's casc, employs an adverb of time and the prcsellt perfect 
tense: "siempre he dormido asi" (9). Also her narrafOr explained in 
detail the position and technique thal she used for falling asleep. For 
Proust's narrator. dozing off was at times ycry easy, but on occasion 
he woke up almost immediately. In the beginning pages of "Combray 
I" he deserihed falling asleep and waking up several timcs. Despite 
her elaborate procedure for entering slumber, Martin Gaite'5 character 
was unable to do so until the end of chapter I. Nunetheless, similar to 
Proust's narrator, she deseribed various bedrooms in which she had 
slept and appeared [Q be of a different age in each case. Furthermore 
during the course of their long digressions, both narrators frequently 
returned to the suhject of sleep. 

Clearly both aUlhors chose to use the discussion of slumber 10 

create a context tor their not entirely realist tex.ts that follt)\l,·. It is in 



105 

this atmosphere that the present and the past; the real, Ihe dreamt and 
the imaginary; the conscious and the subconscious; and what is cer­
tain and uncertain easily blend. Abo in the free flowing style that both 
writas used in their initial pages, they could easily introduce some 
of the principal themes of their works. \.... hich are in fact remarkably 
similar but would be joined by others later: childhood, love, reading, 
writing, memory, insomnia, rooms, travel, day and night. The only major 
Proustian subject that might appear to be absent from the beginning of 
the Spanish novel is illness. However, the abysmal memory of Martin 
Ga ite 's protagonist-- who cannot even recall the name of a man who 
may have been more than a casual lover-suggests the beginning a 
mental infirmity that we used to call senility and is now associated 
wilh Alzheimer's. Even though this condition is very different from 
the asthma of Proust and his character, its devastating effects upon 
memory indirectly alludes to the French ituthor, who is considered to 
be the twentieth century literary master of memory. 

As for the ~ubjeCl of writing ofa novel, which was a major one for 
Proust, we find it explicitly introduced in £1 cuarto de alrds even earlier 
than in the Recherche. Martin Gaite's character recalled in chapter I how 
~he had promised Todorov to \.... ritc a fantastic novel (19). In contrast, 
it was much later in "Combray" where the protagonist-narrator spoke 
of his desire to become a writer and of the difficulties that he had ex­
perienced in finding a subject (I: 170). 

It is well known how Marcel Proust used the story of his prota­
gonist's literary vocation to draw together all of the seven volumes 
of the Recherche. Despite his fervent wish to become a writer and to 
complete it great literary work, the Proust ian protagonist was distracted 
by social ambitions and his love for Albenine. As he approached old 
age, he carne to doubt his litemry talent, but when he experienced the 
miracle of involuntary memory several times at the house of the Prin­
cesse de (juermantes, he realized that this phenomenon itllowed him 
to recover in rich detail his own past and that his life could be subject 
of his entire work. 

In El cuarto de afr(j,,,- we also fmd the story ofa novel to be written, 
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but Martin Gaite reconfigured with great originality Ihe various clemen!s. 
of this story. In spite of her protagonist's decision to write the fantastic 
novel, as well as a book about love in the time of Franco, these two 
projects had grown cold and were abandoned. It was primarily through 
her conversations with her mysterious male guest that she was able to 
reignite her fervor for these projects. Some critics and scholars have 
suggested that this man may be the devil, but I believe that he can 
more accurately be labeled the "ideal interlocutor," whom Martin Gaile 
discussed in such works as £1 L'llento de mmca acahar (135-40). As 
her woman writer spoke and the man asked questions, their words and 
ideas stimulated her recollections, and she underwent her own type of 
involuntary memory. Unlike t\.1anuel Duran, I do not believe that this 
process was more magical in £1 cuarfo de afrds than in the Recherche, 
even though the guest at one point gave thc woman a mysterious pill to 
help her recall the past (106-08). As suggested above, Proust's narrator 
spoke of the miracle of memory and compared the marvelousness of 
his memory experiences to what genies \'lerc able to accomplish in One 
Thousand and One ;,",,'ights (4: 447). 

Instead ofattributing a fantastic quality to memory, Carmen Martin 
Gaite shifted the magical clement to Proust's other vast subject: the 
writing o1'a novel. During the conversation and spontaneous recovery 
of the past, the Spanish writer felt the desire to transcribe to paper whal 
she had just said or thought, hut she never did so because ofthe man who 
not only stimulated the ideas but who also impeded by his presence the 
recording of them. Nonetheless, the pile 0n the desk of written sheets 
of paper, which the W0man did not remember even having started to 
write, continued to grow. Finally, a strong gust of wind from outside 
made the sheets fly in every direction, but the male guest later placed 
them in the proper order because the writer found the complete stack the 
nex[ morning. As the initial words of the text indicate, this is precisely 
the manusl:fipt of the novel that the readers arc about to finish. 

In this way. quite similar to Proust (whose narrator near the end 
of the text decided to tell how he came to write his work), but with 
the magic of a fantastic novel, Martin Gaitc induces her readers first 
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to return mentally to the beginning (ff the text and then to scc it as a 
completed whole. Because oftbe Spanish writcr's almost unbelicvably 
poor memory, neither she nor her readers can be certain if the guest 
appeared only in a dream--and she wrote thc entire novcl when she 
unconsciously got up at nigbt--or iUhe man was actually with her but 
magically transcribed her word~ and thoughts to create the manus­
cript. Just the same, we can observe htWi Carmen Martin Gaite, who 
was very familiar with Proust's Recherche, took advantage of three of 
its principal subjects sleep, recovery of the past and tbe novel to be 
written-reconfigured them for her own purposes and created her own 
original work: £{ Cllorto de atros. 
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