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  Proust had a collection of photographs that he inherited from his uncle Louis 

Weil, the principal model for uncle Adolphe in the novel. Like Adolphe, Louis was quite 

the ladies’ man and liked to keep photographs of the many coquettes whom he knew 

from the demi-monde and the world of theater and ballet. Proust’s father enjoyed some of 

the same sort of company and photographs. One of the most interesting photographs in 

Dr. Proust’s collection was one that he received from Marie Van Zandt, an American 

singer at the Opéra-Comique, who, in 1883, created the role of Lakmé in Léo Delibes’s 

opera. On October 23, 1881, Marie had inscribed to Proust’s father a photograph of 

herself dressed as a man. This photograph may have been in part the inspiration for the 

Elstir painting of Odette as “Miss Sacripant.” 

 In his late adolescent Proust developed a crush on Jeanne Pouquet and went to 

great lengths to obtain a photograph of her. All in vain. Photographs were then 

considered to be much more private than they have since become. Jeanne is, along with 

Marie Benardaky, one of the principal models for Gilberte. Many years later, Proust tried 

to obtain a photograph of Jeanne’s adolescent daughter, Simone, who is the definite 

model of Mlle de Saint-Loup, whom we will meet in Time Regained. Writing to Simone 

about photographs in general and her in particular, Proust recalls his fruitless attempts to 

secure her mother’s photograph. 

 “I shall think of you even without a photograph but my memory, exhausted by 

drugs, is so feeble that photographs are invaluable to me.  I keep them as reminders and 

don’t look at them too often so as not to exhaust their potency. When I was in love with 

your Mama I went to fantastic lengths in order to get her photograph from some people in 

Périgord with whom I made friends only in order to try to get hold of that photograph.” 

The photograph he had tried so hard to obtain shows him kneeling at Jeanne’s feet and 

strumming a tennis racquet as though serenading the vivacious, elusive girl. —Marcel 

Proust, Selected Letters in English 3: 1 

 See also Themes: Androgyny 

 


