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Writing a Life from the Inside of a Drawing

“WHEN I ARRIVE IN a city, I climb the highest steeple or tower to have
a view of the whole before seeing the individual parts, and when I leave
Ido the same in order to fix my ideas,” Montesquieu confides to his read-
ers in his Voyage en Italie, from the late 1720s." A perfect hermeneutic
formula is thus captured in the travelling French philosopher’s bodily and
conceptual movement between the presumed whole and the experienced
detail. The Olympic panorama, the unlimited outlook from above that
proliferated in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century aesthetic culture, is a
familiar licerary topos. It occurs also in the famous opening scene of
Stendhal’s autobiography, Vie de Henry Brulard, composed by Henri-Marie
Beyle (1783-1842) during a few months in the mid-1830s and published
posthumously under his pen name Stendhal in 1890.

Stendhal’s captivating first scene takes place early one morning out-
side San Pietro in Montorio at the Janiculum Hill, “What a magnificent
view!” his alter ego Henry Brulard exclaims, surrounded by the pano-
ramic beauty of Rome (see fig. 5.1).> His thoughts, however, immediate-
ly start to wander. He recalls that Raphael’s Transfiguration was admired
for 250 years in the church behind him before it was buried, as he puts
it, in the Vatican. The reader, still on page 1, is given many hints that
Stendhal’s evocative raprure of places, times, and events differs radically
from Montesquieu’s well-ordered ascension and descension, with its per-
fect hermeneutic sequence. Stendhal identifies details in the whole, zooms
in and out, and lets personal memories and historical events conflate.
Whenever he is exposed to a panorama, his gaze turns inward; every out-
look results in introspection. The fate of Raphael’s painting leads him to
the melancholic fact that his fiftieth birthday is rapidly approaching,
This inward movement will later be reversed wheén the self-investigating
subject redirects his gaze outward, towards the world around him,

The lavish description of Rome in the opening scene leaves no doubt
that this is a text on architecture, cities, and landscapes, but it is also an
effort by Stendhal to capture his very personal and double-pseudonym
self in writing. As it turns out, his self-examination also becomes a prism
for understanding the built world around him, “Have I been a witty man?
Was I sad by nature then?” Stendhal contemplates, posing in front of his
potential readers. The possibilities opened up by his many questions,
however, are far more important than the actual answers. He continues:
“Whereupon, not knowing what to say, I began unthinkingly to admire
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Fig. 5.1 Lorenzo Suscipi,"Rome, Panorama from San Pietro in Montorio” (daguerreotype),
1841, Courtesy of sspL/MNational Media Museum. Suscipi’s view from the Janiculum Hill was
captured only six years after Stendhal praised the same view in the opening scene of Vie
de Henry Brulard.

once more the sublime sight of the ruins of Rome and of its modern
grandeur: the Coliseum facing me and beneath my feet the Farnese Palace
with the arches of Carlo Maderno’s lovely open gallery, the Corsini Palace
beneath my feet.”3 The subject asks and the world responds. His auto-
biographical inquiries into his own character become transformed into
external views of buildings, places, cityscapes, nature, history, and con-
temporary phenomena of many sorts.

The rhapsodic associations that unfold on the steps of San Pietro in
Montorio between dawn and dusk on 16 October 1855 can be read as a
mise en abyme of Stendhal’s method of remembering times past and
presenting his double-pseudonym self. The same sublime effect is evident
in the abundant drawings in his extraordinary memoir.

-
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Writing a Life from the Inside of 2 Drawing

Natural and urban fandscapes are profoundly important in the writings
of Stendhal. His fictional and non-fictional textual corpus includes un-
forgettable buildings, cities, places, and landscapes. It is a universe of
geographies and topographies as well as ropologies. These landscapes
are historically and topographically specific, explored through local dis-
tinctions in dialects, habits, psychology, and climate. Indeed, Stendhal’s
wonderful De PAmour (1822) includes a whole theory of climatic and
cultural variations.

“T'he name Parma, one of the towns I most desired to visit after hay-
ing read La Chartreuse, appears compact, smooth, violet and soft, ...
because I imagined it only by this heavy syllable in the name of “Parme’
where no air is circulating, and by all T had made it absorb from the Stend-
halien sweetness and the reflection of the violets,” the protagonist of A la
recherche du temps perdu contemplates. In Marcel Proust’s novel, this
lingering on Parma as a name and an imagined place may be interpreted
as a greeting from one outstanding portrayer of places, spaces, and land-
scapes to another, Proust — a prominent member of the ever-increasing
circle of “the happy few” to whom Stendhal dedicated La Chartreuse de
Parme — obviously is emulating Stendhal’s writing, including his obses-
sion with invoking, creating, and recreating real and fictional places.
Clearly, the rare ability to make places scem real invests certain works of
literature with almost magical qualities of evidentia that blur the bound-
aries between experienced spaces, dreamt spaces, and spaces we imagine
through the pleasures of reading.

To me, one of Stendhal’s most vivid and memorable descriptions is of
a battlefield during the Battle of Waterloo, in La Chartreuse. Fabrice del
Dongo, the young hero of the novel, is present at this battle, which later
would be considered an especially meaningful event in history. Stendhal’s
exposition of this event, howevey, is utterly chaotic, almost absurd. As a
highly realistic depiction of war, it stands in stark contrast to the histori-
an’s well-ordered, bird’s-eye view of the past. In Stendhal’s narrative the
place collapses and dissolves into so many small, meaningless fragments
and misunderstandings that not even the protagonist can explain with
any precision where he had been and what he had experienced. “"What
he had seen, was it a battle?” Fabrice asks himself, ‘And if so, was it the
battle of Waterloo?’ For the first time in his life he takes pleasure in read-
ing newspapers and battle chronicles, hoping to find descriptions that
might help him recognize the places he had passed through.”s Clearly,
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this passage presents an ironic palimpsest. First, it is impossible not to
read it as a distorted parody of the historian’s desire for order and
overview. Stendhal’s memoirs also distinguish between the “impartial
historian” and the individual who cannot separate historical facts from
personal experiences. It is equally ironic that a current reader can imag-
ine this place so clearly that it seems real, although Fabrice could not
grasp it, despite being present at the battle. Stendhal thus enabled his
readers to experience the historic site of Waterloo far more vividly than
did most descriptions of places in European literature.

%

Architecture, space, and place are inexorable foundations in literature:
thematically, compositionally, structurally, associatively, and metaphor-
ically. In The Life of Henry Brulard the architectural discourse is unusu-
al, due to its emblematic juxtaposition of landscape, architecture, and
remembrance. By describing cities, buildings, public places, landscapes,
and interiors, Stendhal strives to capture his own fragile identity. The
text’s spatial and existential dimensions are even more evident in the
remarkable sketches that are included in this autobiography. Through a
synthesis of writing and drawing, a double process of remembrance and
reconstruction is unfolded. Actually, there are three parallel discourses at
work: the writing, the drawings, and the highly significant handwriting
on the drawings — as well as the captions that are included under the
sketches in modern editions. This stratified arrangement enables
Stendhal to develop the narrative from within the drawing, using it not
only to help him remember and reconstruct the past but also to create
a place of remembrance. Referring to a modest sketch (see fig. 5.2}, he
announces, “I found myself at point H, between the main road and the
Isére,”¢ This “I” is projected into the drawing, and the point “H” — H is
for Henry — functions as a viewpoint, similar to the one outside San
Pietro in Montorio in the opening scene. Here, as in many other situa-
tions, the drawing provides a pivotal point that permits the view to be
changed. Initially the author adopts an aerial point of view to look down
at his former self, situated in the drawing, virtually on a piece of paper.
Then he constructs new or lost perspectives — perhaps a vista of a land-
scape or a familiar urban or interior scene — that might enable him to
recall something that took place there.
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Wridng a Life from the Inside of a Drawing

The autobiographer declares, first and foremost, that “a drawing has to
resemble nature!”® While his drawings often depict nature, they never
resemble nature. Stendhal unabashedly brags that his drawing skills
effortlessly capture the essential character of an object, a room, a street
scene, or a landscape, but his drawings are anything but mimertic. On
the contrary: despite their variety of subjects, the drawings are charac-
terized by a single striking feature — their abstracted, diagrammatic qual-
ities. What may seem at first to be a realistic, topographic sketch — a
landscape, a plan of a house, or an urban context — may turn out to
be a diagram that provides dimensions and determines relationships
between things: objects, persons, events, buildings, or places. This at-
tention to dimensions and relations also explains Stendhal’s fascination
with architectural scale models, discussed in his Mémoires d’un touriste
(1838), which describes being astonished by a collection of cork models
in Nimes. He claims that the abstract models enabled him to grasp the
comparative sizes of monuments in a way that real buildings never
could.” “In a landscape the human eye can form an environmental image
of an object, but from the point of view of the perception of phenome-
na, the model encouraged theoretical, relational reflection,” architectur-
al historian Renzo Dubbini observes.'

In Stendhal’s autobiography the distinctive diagrammatic displays of
landscapes and architecture have certain rare and remarkable phenome-
nological implications, “The drawing is a map,” the narrative claims,
referring to a Baroque radial city plan. This map, however, does not refer
to an existing urban location. It is a diagram of social and existential
possibilities, formulated as “roads™ of past and future prospects. The
caption names the roads on the so-called map: “Road to madness. —
Road to the art of getting oneself read. — Road to consideration: F{élix)
Faure makes himself peer of France. - Road to a fortune made through
trade or job-seeking. — A. Moment of birth.”11 A reader who is familiar
with the social distinctions in Proust’s increasingly destabilized high soci-
ety will be thrilled by this fascinating juxtaposition of picture and text
as the diagram can be read as an early form of a fundamental socio-
spatial arrangement in A la recherche du temps perdu. Stendhal’s dia-
gram anticipates the shock that Prousts elderly narrator experiences
when he finally recognizes that there is not only a connection but also a
shortcut between the road to Guermantes and the road to Méséglise.
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The “road to” formula presents different courses of life as if they existed
in the same domain, although the reader subsequently realizes that they
are based on spiritual, political, literary, and historical idiosyncrasies.
The same formula, along with the location of the moment of birth at a
point called “A,” is repeated later in a more complex and multilayered
variation (see fig. 5.4):

Road of madness. L. Road to getting oneself being read: Tasso. J.-].
Rousseau, Mozart. R. Road to public regard. -P. Road of good prefects
and councilors of State: administrators: Messrs Daru, Roederer, Francais,
Beugnot. — Road to money: Rothschild.

A. Moment of birth. =B. Roads taken at age seven, often without knowing
it. It is supremely ridiculous at the age of fifty to try to leave road R or road
P for road C. Frederick 11 hardly got himself read yet [sic] from the age of
twenty had been dreaming of road L.1*

T Fl

) i _ Fig. 5.4 A diagram of
Fhegthe WW‘ Sl "_"é“‘{‘%“; dntt social and existential
possibilities, presented

as a Baroque radial city
plan. From Stendhal, Vie
de Henry Brulard, vol. 2,
in Oeuvres Complétes,
vol. 21, 137.

A. Moment de la naissance. — B. Routes prises 4 7 ans, souvent &
notre insu. Il est souverainement absurde de vouloir & 50 ans laisser la
route B ou la route P pour la route C. Frédéric II ne s'est guére fait
lire et dés 20 ans songeait 4 la route L. — Route de la considération

olitique. — Route de l'art de se faire lire: le Tasse, J.-J. Rousseau,

ozart, — Route de la folie, — Route des bons préfets et conseillers
d’état: MM. Daru, Roederer, Frangais (de Nantes), Beugnot. — Houte
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de l'argent: Rothschild.
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Writing a Life from the Inside of 2 Drrawing

The two types of text in the drawings — the obscure handwriting and the
well-ordered caption — demonstrate Stendhal’s philosophical and polirical
wit. However, these drawings are not really maps but existential diagrams
in the form of town plans. Their spatial and urban associations illustrate
Stendhal’s process of remembrance. As diagrams, their primary aim is to
provide dimensions, to define temporal or spatial sequences, or to de-
scribe relationships between objects, persons, buildings, or places. This
logic is evident even in the drawings that closely resemble architectural
drawings. This may explain why his plans of buildings do not suggest a
real physical presence. They present relations and dimensions but have no
mimetic ambition whatsoever.

The diagram is a paradigm of Stendhal’s method, which aims to recall
memories by placing something in relation to something else. In these spe-
cial constellations of places, events, and persons, points indicate possible
occurrences and experiences. A simple and exquisite example is a draw-
ing of an urban square (sce fig. 5.5). Rather than referring realistically to
the real world, it describes a relationship between buildings and people
moving in space. Another diagram (see fig. 5.6) presents a more complex
urban situation, with a mountain cross-secrion and a flagpole as vertical
elements. Even a passionate love story is unveiled through coordinates in
a diagram. The older Stendhal recalls how he, as a young man desper-
ately and secretly in love with a beautiful mademoiselle, almost ran into
her {see fig. 5.7). “I was at H, I caught sight of her at K,” the caption
reads. The accompanying narrative describes his anxiety at spotting her
on the street: “I rook flight, as if the devil were bearing me off along the
line of railings F; she, I believe, was at K, and I was lucky enough not to
be spotted by her.”s As readers, we expect this description to develop
into a love story, claborated in detail. Stendhal, however, places the
beloved one at a point in a diagram, equipped only with a letter (relieved
of both her name and her physiognomy). This schematic translation of
lived experiences into formulae, numbers, and letters might seem to avoid
what we conventionally expect from literature, especially from memoirs.
The effect, however, is the exact opposite. As an anti-Proust — Proust, of
course, would have expanded fragments of this underplayed scenc into a
comprehensive narrative in time and space — Stendhal refers briefly and
precisely to the points, lines, and patterns of movement on the map. This
under-communication of the event’s literary potential causes a trremen-
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dous effect. “So much to say for anyone with the patience to describe
accurately!” the auto-biographer exclaims.*t Nevertheless, he prefers to
sketch a diagram, offering a line and two letters instead of a painstaking
description. The result is peculiar, striking, and spectacular. Stendhal’s
spatial diagrams mapped his “living spaces and acted as icons of his states
of mind and social and sexual relations,” Anthony Vidler observes.'s In
the diagram of the scene with his beloved, the drama emerges through
the tensions between the drawing, the handwritten comment, and the nar-
rative. Together, they establish a literary space in which the passionate
and elliptical love story can take place.

-
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Fig. 5.5 A relationship between buildings and people moving in space. From Stendhal, Vie de
Henry Brulard, vol. 1, In Oeuvres Complétes, vol. 20, 84.
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Rue de Bonne. — S[ain]t-Louis. — La montagne du Villard-de-Lans,
je crois. — Place de la Halle. — Arbre de la liberté. — Le Verbe
incarné, Chapelle fort petite, — Troisitme étage au midi et couchant
habité par M. Le Roy. — Chitaignes, — Pompe. — Rue Montorge. —
Jardin de Ville, — Rue Vieux-Jésuites, — Maison paternclle. — Portes
de la maison Gagnon (il me semble jurer quand je dis M. Gagnon).
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Hatel de la Préfecture, -— Grille. — Grille, — Rue Monterge. -— Terzasse
formée de quinze ou vingt marronniers superbes K'.— J'étais en H.,
je l'apergus en K.

Fig. 5.6 A complex urban situation with three-dimensicnal elements. From Stendhal, Vie de
Henry Brulard, val. 1, in Deuvres Complétes, vol. 20, 227,

Fig. 5.7 A passionate love story captured in a diagram. From Stendhal, Vie de Henry
Brulard, vol. 2, in Geuvres Complétes, vol. 21, 61.

Stendhal uses the visual-poetological metaphor of a {resco to describe the
act of remembrance and the reconstruction of time lost. He compares the
fragmented story of his life to “large fragments of frescos on a wall, long
since forgotten and suddenly appearing, and next to these well preserved
fragments there are, as I've several times said, large gaps where only the
brick-work of the wall is to be seen.”*¢ This fresco metaphor is given a
twist as he tries to remember a certain place but says: “Iere is the serting
for the scene which I can sec as clearly as if 1 had left it a week ago, though
not its physiognomy.”*7 Physiognomy, a favoured nineteenth-century
literary-urban mode of reflection, becomes a metaphor for the features
he cannot recall. As a spatial notion, physiognomy refers to what is not
immediately accessible but must be conjured. In composing his autobi-
ography, Stendhal relied equally on drawing and writing to reclaim the
physical features of a site where something took place. As with architects,
his drawings helped him think. They offered an autonomous field for re-
flection that enabled him to grasp and formulate particular insights.®
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Writing a Life frem the Inside of a Drawing

As conscientious parts of his process of remembrance, the drawings
not only served a literary purpose but also became literature. Hence, any
attempt to privilege the wrirten memoirs over the images would be denied
by the very existence of the story in the drawings, an existence with its
own reality that encourages reflections, perspectives, and reminiscences.
Stendhal occasionally identifies more closely with his drawings than with
the reality they represent. Thus, the drawings cannot be regarded merely as
a scaffold that supports the process of remembrance, to be removed when
the memories have been identified and captured as text.'? Stendhal uses
both drawing and writing as an intertwined enterprise to uncover frag-
ments of his past,

This dynamic unfolds in complex and lovely ways throughout The
Life of Henry Brulard. For example, a plan of a Grenoble neighbourhood
depicts streets with names, a church, a schoolyard, and a school with
rooms for chemistry, mathematics, Latin, and so on (see fig. 5.8}, This
geographic description is contrasted abruptly with a caption that refers
to point C: “On the first floor, second classroom, where I won first prize
ahead of seven or eight pupils admitted one month later to the Ecole
Polytechnique.”2e Situating his memory at this point, in this room, the
autobiographer develops the story within the drawing. In fact, the
diagram is the story; amazingly, it becomes narrative. The same logic is
evident in a drawing that conflates a topographical sketch of a tract of
land and a topological diagram of significant places in the landscape.
The caprion recommends: “See M. de Bourcet’s map of the Dauphiné (it
was in the drawing-room on the terrace to the left).” Here, the author of
a work-in-progress uses the drawing to remind himself of something that
may turn out to be important. Stendhal’s drawing points to another
drawing, an existing map to which he may return later to clarify memo-
ries and events. Likewise, in a beautiful drawing of a landscape painting
{see fig. 5.9) — a picture of a picture — the text refers to point A as “Tall
trees such as 1 like them.” ="

Plans, maps, and diagrams are normally assumed to be factual forms
of representation. In Stendhal’s drawings, distinctions between objective
and subjective realities collapse as personal experiences frequently tise
from conventional spatial projections. A highly detailed plan shows a
closet in which linen was stored with “some sort of respect.” A hand-
written caption next to a staircase reads: “Window giving poor light,
opening onto the staircase, but very big and very handsome,” disclosing
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Collige de Grenoble, — Pont de Claix, — Neiges éternelles ou de huit
mois de 'année au moins. — Montagnes d'Echirolles, — Comboire, —
Vue magnifique. — Remparts de la ville en 1795. — Rue du Gouverne-
ment. L3, la Journée des tuiles. — Eglise du Collége. — Musée actuel.
— Grande cour du Collége. — Bosse, — Salle de dessin. — Salle de latin
au second ou troisidme. Vue délicieuse, — Mme de Valserre, — Hbtel
des Adrets démoli vers 1804 et rebiiti, — Rue Neuve, le faubourg
S[ain]t-Germain de Grenoble. — Ma tante Chalvet, — S[ain]te Claire
avant 1802, — Rue Pertuisidre. — Maison Cheminade. — D. Rez-de-
chausatée, salle de la chimie professée par M. Trousset. — Beyle, —
B, — Au res-de-chaussée, premitre salle des mathématiques. —
C. Au premier, seconde salle ot j'ai remporté le premier prix sur sept
ou huit 8ldves admis un mois aprés a I'feole polytechnique.

Fig. 5.8 A plan of a neighbourhood, with a specific ¢hildhood memary that turns the diagram
into a narrative. From Stendhal, Vie de Henry Brulard, vol. 2 , in Oeuvres Complétes, vol. 21, 20.
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Paysage de M. Le Roy, — Ciel. — Verdure, — Admirable verdure, —
Jeunes filles retroussant leurs jupes ou jeunes déesses, — Eau, —
A, Grands arbres tels que je les aime.
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Fig. 5.9 A drawing of a landscape painting. From Stendhal, Vie de Henry Brutard, vol. I,
in Oeuvres Complétes, vol. 20, 239.

a memory that invokes the virtual presence of a subject who is sensually
experiencing the dimensions of a reom and its light conditions. In a map,
the text accompanying point R describes a significant place in the ellipti-
cal style that is so characteristic of Stendhal: “Country house which
played a very big part in my childhood, which I revisited in 1828, sold to
a general.”== A highly dramatic event is presented as a simple crass-
section, where point H (Henry} represents moi: “H. Me. Point from
which I'saw the black carriage pass bearing the remains of the M[aréch]al
de Vaux, and what’s worse, point from which I heard the guns go off
two feet away from me.”= Despite his strict father’s strong dislike of the
theatre, his beloved maternal grandfather occasionally brought him along,.
During a performance of El Cid, the lead actor was almost blinded dur-
ing a fencing scene, and StendhaPs drawing provides a comical and rouch-
ing perception of the incident from a child’s perspective (see fig. 5.10).
Point H denotes “Henri B, not yet six years old,” while point A marks
where “The Cid injures himself.” A map sketch (see fig. 5.771) contains
much information that one must assume is trustworthy. Point D, how-
ever, refers to a completely subjective experience: “Horribly muddy lane

106

A A & o

et
ﬁ_‘-A‘”..}“:"’
& .

sy A

Scéne. — A. LA le Cid se blesse. — H. Henri Bleyle] gé de moins de
8ixX ans.

Infame salle de spectacle de Grenoble laguelle m'inspira la vénération

la plus tendre. J'en nimais méme la mauvaise odeur vers 1794, [17]95

et [17)96. Cet amour alla jusqu'a la fureur du temps de Mlle Kubly.

Fig. 5.10 A childhood recollection of an incident in a theatre during a staging of Le
Cid. From Stendhal, Vie de Henry Brulard, vel. 1, in Oeuvres Complétes, vol. 20, 67.

known as Les Boiteuses,” reads the caption, illustrating Roland Barthes’
later distinction between studium and punctum in photography.>¢ A
child’s memory of mud is a detail, a point that may seem trifling but that
is sufficiently meaningful to stand out from the whole. This is what
enables Stendhal to think in and through drawing. His particular inte-
gration of drawing, handwriting, and transcribed captions enables the
images and text together to become literature.

&

This relationship between drawing and text is radicalized in a map-like
topological diagram that includes a section of a mountain, a plan of a villa,
an urban fragment, a park, a garden with a bench, and room interiors
(see fig. 5.12). With Stendhal’s characteristic dry sense of humour, it even
includes an aesthetic judgment on his grandfather’s interior preferences.
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Fontanieu; nous y avions des prairies. — La Gresses. — Vizille, —
Drae, — Nord. — Echirolles ®. Coteaux délicieux. — Eglise, — Pont de
Claix, — Varces. — Ile. — Claix. — Rondeau. — Furonidres. Hameau.

— Maison de mon pire. — Montagne trés haute. — Grenoble. — Bac de
Seyssina, — La Tronche, — Ilo. — Montée de S[ain)t-Martin [le
Vinoux]. — Rocher de la Buissorate, — C. Citadelle. — A, Pont ge
bois. — B, Pont de pierre. — D). Chemin horriblement fangeux dit
des Bqnw:es. — F. Chemin Méné, — Pour aller & Claix, ¢'est-d-dire &
Furoniéres, nous prenions le chemin Méné par O F, ls Cours {appelé le
Course), le pont ot le chemin R et R’; quelquelois le chemin E du
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Montagne de Sassenage. — Gorges droites *. — A, Premiére montagne.
— B. Seconde montagne, — C. Coucher du soleil en décembre. —
D. Coueher d’¢té en juin. — Jardin de ville planté par le c[onnéta]ble
de Lesdiguidres, je erois. — Tour de Rabot. — Jardin DPérier. —
Nouvelle bétisse Périer. — Bastille, — S[ain]te-Marie-d’en-Taut.
L. Cabinet d'été de mon grand-pére. Livres de mon oncle, — Terrasse
a quarante pieds de haut, — Nord. — Chambre de mon oncle. —
M. Cahinet en losanges de chitaignier avee forme d’architecture de
mauvais goit, 4 la Bernin. — N. Cabinet o s'établit Poncet, —
(. Bane de menuisier @ e6té duquel je passais ma vie. — Auberge et
petit jardin de Pirodon. — Le pauvre Mantion.

4 1, Martineawn: ouvertes.

Fig. 5.11 A memory of mud recalled in a map sketch. From Stendhal, Vie de Henry
Brutard, vol. |, in Oeuvres Complétes, vol. 20, 230.

Fig.5.12 Sunsets in December and June from a lost landscape in the author's childhoed.

From Stendhal, Vie de Henry Brulard, vol. |, in Oeuvres Complétes, vol. 20, 249,




Writing a Life from the Inside of a Drawing

Pointing to the letter M, the caption reads: “Cabinet paneled in chestut
wood reminding one of rasteless architecture A la Bernini.” By capturing
the sky as well as his uncle’s bookshelf, this drawing presents the same
multifaceted dynamic as the initial scene outside San Pietro in Montorio.
In a split second - and from inside an image — the focus changes in time
and space,

At the top of the drawing, the two suns in orbit above the cross-
section of the mountain is what makes this diagram so breathtaking.
Points C and D indicate the positions of the sun in December and June,
while a connecting line marks the sun’s change in altitude, However, it is
not the different positions of the sun throughout the seasons that is being
depicted but the sunset in December and June, seen from Stendhal’s child-
hood village. This destabilizes the distinction between objective reality
and subjective experience. As is well known, the sun never actually “sets,”
but from any subjective point on earth, the sun appears to disappear
below a point on the horizon. This very point may be marked objective-
ly, and Stendhal does so. The aesthetic effect of light colouring the evening
sky and accentuating the horizon - the phenomenon we call sunset — is
captured boldly as points in a diagram, somehow materializing the imma-
terial. The diagram shows two sunsets over a mountain, a house, a bench,
and a collection of books as Stendhal remembers them. It is the relation-
ship between them that Stendhal turns into literature.

Architectural drawings are normally about space, not time; they are
static rather than dynamic. This convention is shattered by the fact that
time actually passes in Stendhal’s drawing. Temporality is marked not by
the seasonal movement of the sun but by a series of previously experi-
enced sunsets. His unusual use of diagrams to capture memories of sun-
sets results in strong poetic effects with the same literary qualities as the
narrative in his writing, The diagrammatic features in Stendhal’s drawings
and his generous use of letters and mathematical formulae could lead a
reader to believe thar Stendhal is quantifying and rationalizing his expe-
riences, The spatial and textual sensuality of these drawings, however,
enables borh quantities and qualities to arise from the lost landscapes of
his childhood. This interrelation of textual and visual narrative embodies
a particular mode of reflection. Existential, experiential, and physical
landscapes are captured paradoxically in diagrams that are as real as is the
view from San Pietro in Montorio.
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