
Uncomfortable Casanova

has Jacques Casanova attracted so little at-

tention in English? So far as I know there is no-

thing very serious except Havelock Ellis 's essay, and
that does not go far into the subject. Mr. S. Guy
Endore's book, though a good piece of work in its

way, is only a popular biography. Yet the Chevalier

de Seingalt was a most remarkable man, who had
some of the qualities of greatness. The Prince de

Ligne listed his name with those of Louis XV, Fred-

crick the Great, Beaumarchais, d'Alembert and Hume
as among the most interesting men he had known,
and the great sharper really belongs in that company.
When we begin reading Casanova's Memoirs, we

think him amusing but cheap. Yet we end by being

genuinely impressed by him.
He was a type who was very familiar in the America

of the boom of the twenties. In our time he might
have had the career of a Rothstein or a Nicky Arnstein
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or a Dapper Don Tourbillon, but he would have far

transcended the sphere of such men and he would have
felt for them the uneasy scorn that he felt for St.

Germain and Cagliostro. For Casanova was only half

of the underworld he lived half in darkness, half in

light. But the sound and superior part of him was

always insecure because it was based on knavery:
hence his succession of misadventures and the final

unsatisfactoriness of his life. Casanova was an uncom-
fortable man he could never make his life come

right. And it makes us uncomfortable to read about
him.

There is a sound kind of coarseness, which is not

incompatible with the finest work or the most scrupu-

lously ordered life: the coarseness of animality or of

the hand-to-hand struggle with existence, which may
nourish such work and such a life. And there is a

bad kind of coarseness which spoils everything, even

where a man is equipped with genuinely superior gifts.

The coarseness of Casanova was the bad kind. He
came out of the Venetian actors' world, and was never

sure whether his mother, a shoemaker's daughter,
had had him by a down-at-heels nobleman who had

gone on the stage and married her or by the manager
of the theater where she acted. From some heritage
of moral squalor Casanova could never emerge, and he

was ravaged by it all his life more vitally than by any
of the diseases that were his mere superficial exaspera-
tions.

But the superior qualities of such a man have con-

tinually to keep themselves sharp against the dangers
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that always confront him, the dangers that he can
never get away from because they are part of himself.

The drama of Casanova's career creates a tension

which is both exciting and trying because his highly
developed intelligence, his genius as an actor on the

stage of life, are always poised on the brink of a pit
where taste, morals, the social order, the order of the

world of the intellect, may all be lost in the slime.

Yet even when he has slipped to the bottom, he keeps
his faculties clear; and so he commands our respect.

We have had an immense amount of controversy as

to whether Casanova told the truth in connection with
this or that incident, and a good many inaccuracies

have been proved on him. But whether he falsified

the facts unconsciously or deliberately makes very
little difference. In his own way Casanova was truth-

ful; it may even be said that one of his most admirable

traits not as a man but as a writer was precisely
a fidelity to truth. He may have invented some of the

adventures in the Memoirs, but his story follows reality

for all that. Someone has said that if the Memoirs is a

novel, Casanova is the greatest novelist who ever

lived. Though he was personally extremely vain, he

certainly spares himself as little as any autobiographer
on record. It is not true, as the popular legend seems

to have it, that he represents himself as triumphing

easily over innumerable complacent women. On the

contrary, he will sometimes devote the better part of

a volume to a detailed description of some siege in

which he ignominiously failed. The ultimate aim of
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Casanova is not so much to glorify himself as to tell

us an astonishing story that illustrates how people
behave, the way in which life works out.

When other writers borrow from Casanova, they
are likely to sentimentalize or romanticize him where
Casanova's great virtue is his mcrcilessncss with ro-

mantic and sentimental conventions. I remember an

attempt at a popular play based on the Henriettc epi-
sode. Henriette in the Memoirs is a young French girl
who has run away from home in men's clothes and
whom the youthful Casanova meets in his travels.

She is the first French girl he has known, the first

jeune fille spirituellc; and his love affair with her has a

freshness and seriousness, almost a kind of ecstasy,
that none has ever had for him before and that none is

ever to have again. He happens to have money at the

time and is able to buy her a whole wardrobe of pretty
clothes. They go to Parma together, and there they
live in style. Casanova buys a box at the opera; they
take the air in the public gardens with the royalties

till she is recognized by one of the courtiers and is

compelled to go back to her family. Casanova's ac-

count of this episode is one of the most attractive love

affairs in literature. When he and Henriette have

finally had to part, at Geneva, he finds that she has

written with her diamond on the window of their

room at the inn: 'You will forget Henriette, too/

Now the contemporary play I speak of exploited this

chSrming story and then followed it with a conven-

tional sequel made up out of the whole cloth, in which
Casanova many years later was made to come back to
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the inn to find Henricttc grown old and with a son

who turns out to be his.

But what happens in the Memoirs is quite different.

Casanova does come back to the inn, middle-aged,
down on his luck and with a depressing venereal

disease. He has forgotten about staying there with

Henriette, and he does not even recognize their room
till he notices the writing on the window :

'

Remember-

ing in a flash the moment when Henriette had written

those words thirteen years before, I felt the hair

stand up on my head Overcome, I dropped into a

chair Comparing the self I was now with the self

I had been then, I had to recognize that I was less

worthy to possess her. I still knew how to love, but

I realized I had no longer the delicacy that I had had
in those earlier days, nor the feelings which really

justify the transports of the senses, nor the same tender

ways, nor finally a certain probity which extends itself

even to one's weaknesses; but what frightened me was
to have to acknowledge that I no longer possessed the

same vigor/
Years afterwards, while he is traveling in Provence,

his coach breaks down in the middle of the night and
some people who live near the road take him in. The
mistress of the house hides her face in the hood she

has worn out-of-doors then as soon as they have

got into the house, she announces that she has

sprained her ankle and is obliged to take to her bed,
so that Casanova is only permitted to wait upon her

in her room and talk to her through the bed-curtains.

He does not find out till after he has left that the
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countess is Hcnrictte, who has by this time grown so

fat that she cannot bear to have him see her. But he
has been traveling with a tough little Venetian girl
of bisexual capabilities, and the countess carries on a

flirtation with her and finally makes her sleep with
her. This is all life has left of their romance.
The real theme of Casanova is the many things a life

may hold the many r61es a man may play and the

changes brought by time. I have never read a book
either autobiography or fiction which seems to give

you a life so completely. I know of no book which
shows so strikingly the rhythmic recurrences which
character produces in personal destiny. Casanova's

adventures are always different but always the same

thing. He arrives in some new place, he puts himself

over, he achieves brilliant social successes or performs

dashing deeds, his best qualities and gifts have full

scope, then he overplays his hand or misses his step
or something discreditable is discovered about him,
and he has to make his getaway. There was some-

thing about him, one supposes, that in the long run

made people find him intolerable. And his love affairs

have their pattern, too: when the responsibilities in-

volved in them become onerous, he marries the ladies

off if he can; if not, he gently lets the affair lapse.

The first part of the story is funny and gay it has

a Venetian carnival liveliness; the last part, although
it is told with the eighteenth-century rapidity and

dr)ftiess, is almost unbearably sad. It is probable that

Casanova was never able to bring himself to finish it.

The manuscript as we have it does not cover the whole
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of the period indicated by Casanova in his title: it

stops just as he is returning to Venice, but gets him
no farther than Trieste. He had been banished by the

Inquisition and was allowed to return to his native

city only at the price of acting as a spy for them. It

was the most humiliating episode in his life; and he
has remarked by the way several times that he is not
sure he will have the courage to go through with his

original project of writing his life up to the year 1797.
He may also have been guilty of a Freudian oversight
in dropping out two chapters near the end. They were

missing in the Brockhaus manuscript, but were found
later by Arthur Symons at Dux; and they turn out to

contain the dismal climax of Casanova's adventure

with two girls upon whom he had been trying to work

by an old and well-tried technique of his. He had dis-

covered that you could go a long way with girls if you
took them to masquerades in pairs; but on this oc-

casion the girls did not fall, and Casanova before the

evening was over got mercilessly razzed by the

masqucraders.
Yet in his final asylum at Dux, where his patron

left him alone for long periods and where he was con-

stantly bedeyiled by the servants, where he sometimes

contemplated suicide, he did get down most of the

story; and it is one of the most remarkable presenta-
tions in literature of a man's individual life as it seems

to him in the living. All the appetites are there

fine dinners, attractive women, amusements; and the

exhilaration of travel, of fighting for one's personal

pride, of the winning of wealth and consideration, of
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winning one's personal liberty. There is in Casanova's
account of his escape from the Leads prison in Venice,
whether he fabricated the story or not, something
more than a mere talc of adventure : he has made of it a

thrilling expression of the hatred of the human spirit
for jails, of the will to be free that breaks away in con-

tempt of the remonstrances of reason (in the person of

the appalled old count who refuses to join the others

and keeps telling them why they cannot succeed).
There is even the appetite of the intellect: the great

raconteur loved the conversation of men like d
f

Alem-
bert and Voltaire; and the master gambler was an
amateur mathematician. And when one can have no
more brilliant dinners and make love to no more

women, when one has no longer appreciative com-

panions to listen to one's stories and can no longer
travel and try one's luck one can at least summon
one's intellectual resources, work at problems, write

one's memoirs; one can still test one's nerve and

strength by setting down an account of life as one

has found it, with all its anticlimax and scandal, one's

own impossible character and all. The writing of the

Memoirs represented a real victory of the mind and the

spirit. Scoundrels like Casanova do not usually put
themselves on record, and when they do they are

usually at pains to profess the morality of respectable

people. There is a certain amount of this, as we shall

see in a moment, in Casanova's autobiography, too;

butfwhen all Casanova's obeisances to the established

authorities have been made, life itself in his story
turns out to be an outlaw like him. He confesses in his
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preface that he considers it a creditable deed to fleece a

fool; and in reading him, we get to a point where we
ourselves almost feel impatience when Casanova's pro-

spective victims fail to succumb to his confidence

games. He said that he feared the Memoirs were 'par

trop cynique ever to be published. And he was appar-

ently partly right: the original manuscript still lies

locked up in Brockhaus's vaults in Leipzig, and no
one knows what the editors may have omitted.

The Memoirs, then, required the courage of an in-

dividual point of view and they required a capacity
for feeling. Has any novelist or poet ever rendered

better than Casanova the passing glory of the personal
life? the gaiety, the spontaneity, the generosity of

youth: the ups and downs of middle age when our

character begins to get us and we are forced to come
to terms with it; the dreadful blanks of later years,
when what is gone is gone. All that a life of this kind

can contain Casanova put into his story. And how
much of the world ! the eighteenth century as you
get it in no other book; society from top to bottom;

Europe from England to Russia; a more brilliant

variety of characters than you can find in any eight-

eenth-century novel.

But the interests of such a man are limited. Casa-

nova knew better than anyone how the world and
how one's personal vicissitudes went. But he had

very little imagination for the larger life of society.

He saw the corruption of the old regime in France and

commented on it after the Revolution, but he had
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never been among those who wanted to see the old

r6gime go. On the contrary like a Rothstein he
was content with the world as he found it. Though
the Inquisition had nearly done for him, he never
ceased to treat it with respect and was willing in his

last bad days to turn informer and report to these

censors though rather inefficiently, it appears
on naked models in the Venetian art-schools and in-

decent and ungodly books in the libraries. Though he
had at other times called himself a

4

philosopher' and
in his speculative writings had vaguely foreshadowed

Darwinism, he had never criticized Church or State.

He accepted all the current worldly values the

hierarchies, institutions, dominations. He never ques-

tioned, never protested, defended his honor according
to the code, but never brought up in connection with

anything the principle of a larger issue. Casanova's

originality was largely confined to a sort of personal

effrontery which, having persisted all through his life

in spite of his repeated attempts to reform it, had
ended by acquiring in his Memoirs a certain intellectual

dignity when he had found finally that all his strug-

gles to make himself a place in society were vain and

that this was the only companion that was left him
in his solitude at Dux.
A man of superior intelligence as he knew himself

to be, he had always aimed at the good things of the

world as the rich and powerful judged good things.

What he really wanted, to be sure, was something
different from what they wanted. He does not seem

to have cared about social position or financial se-
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curity for their own sakcs: what he enjoyed was the

adventure of playing a rdle, creating a situation;

whereas the powerful and the rich only wanted to

follow their routine. But his drama was usually con-

ceived in terms of their values. It was the cheap side

of him, the lackey in him, which did not look beyond
the habits of his masters.

And this is a part of the explanation of the fact that

Casanova has attracted comparatively so little serious

attention. In English of course it is his scandalous

reputation which has made him practically taboo
so that he has remained largely unknown to the Eng-
lish-reading public save for volumes of erotic excerpts
in libraries of classic pornography. But in general it

may be said that what is good in Casanova makes seri-

ous readers too uneasy and what is inferior disgusts
them too much for him to become an accepted classic.

There are a whole host of people on the Continent

studying Casanova; but Casanovists seem almost in

the category of stamp and coin collectors and people
who devote their lives to looking for buried Spanish
treasure. They are mostly preoccupied with verifying
dates and tracking down identities. Casanova, fasci-

nating though he is, does not lead to anything bigger
than himself.

Compare him with Rousseau, for example. Rous-
seau was a much less attractive man, and his Confessions

are infinitely less readable than Casanova's Memoirs.

At his best, to my taste at any rate, he is still pretty
flavorless and Swiss. Yet the Geneva clockmaker's

son in a situation not unlike Casanova's he, too,



UNCOMFORTABLE CASANOVA 193

had been a vagabond, a thief, a hanger-on of the great,
had suffered as a battered-about apprentice and a
servant in rich men's houses made an issue of his

maladjustment. Casanova could show considerable

strength of character in compelling the great to treat

him as an equal as when he forced Count Branicki
to fight a duel and afterwards became his friend; but it

never seems to have occurred to the actor's son to say,
after he had come one of his croppers masquerading as

a man of quality: 'I am better at being a great lord

than you people are yourselves for I have the per-

sonality and the imagination and the brains to create

such a gorgeous great lord as your silly conventional

society never dreamed of hence I am superior to

you and hence do not need to compete with you!'
Whereas Rousseau finally came to the conclusion that

the times must be out of joint when Rousseau found

himself out of place. From the moment of his sudden

revelation, on the way to see Diderot at Vinccnnes,
that man was by nature good and that it was institu-

tions alone which had corrupted him, that all his own
miseries had been due, not to his aberrations and short-

comings, but to the sins of the society that had bred

him from this moment he stuck to his point at the

price of resigning from society, of exiling himself

even from those circles in which the other eighteenth-

century philosophers had found so agreeable a wel-

come and so sympathetic a hearing.

You may say that it was Rousseau's neurotic char-

acter which prevented him from getting on with

people and that he took it out in scolding society;
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and you may say that Casanova was at least as near

to an accurate account of the situation when he at-

tributed his own misfortunes to his faults. But the

fact was that Rousseau had been led to a general truth

by his individual case and, in spite of his ignominious
adventures, had the courage and dignity of one who
knew it. He belonged to the class of thinkers who,
in opposing the prevalent philosophy of their time,

find that they have behind them a great pressure of

unformulated general feeling and who themselves

prevail as the spokesmen of the age that follows theirs.

Casanova once came with a lady of quality to pay a

visit to Rousseau in his retirement. The callers found
him lacking in affability and failed to get very much
out of him, though Casanova admitted that Rousseau
had talked intelligently. Madame d'Urf6 thought
him boorish, and they laughed about him after they
had left.

Casanova, ignoring his many humiliations, was still

trying to crash the gate at a time when Rousseau, for

all his clumsiness, had got hold of the lever of the

Revolution.


