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Swann's Way'

Part 1. Combray
I

For a long time, I went to bed early, Sometimes, my candle scarcely out, my
eyes would close so quickly that I did not have time to say to myself: “I'm fall-
ing asleep.” And, half an hour later, the thought that it was time to try to sleep
would wake me; I wanted to put down the book I thought I still had in my
hands and blow out my light; I had not ceased while sleeping to form reflec-
tions on what I had just read, but these reflections had taken a rather peculiar
turn; it seemed to me that I myself was what the book was talking about: a
church, a quartet, the rivalry between Frangois I and Charles V.2 This belief
lived on for a few seconds after my waking; it did not shock my reason but lay
heavy like scales on my eyes and kept them from realizing that the candlestick
was no longer lit. Then it began to grow unintelligible to me, as after metem-
psychosis do the thoughts of an earlier existence; the subject of the book
detached itself from me, I was free to apply myself to it or not; immediately I
recovered my sight and I was amazed to find a darkness around me soft and
restful for my eyes, but perhaps even more so for my mind, to which it appeared
a thing without cause, incomprehensible, a thing truly dark. I would ask myself
what time it might be; I could hear the whistling of the trains which, remote or
nearby, like the singing of a bird in a forest, plotting the distances, described to
me the extent of the deserted countryside where the traveler hastens toward
the nearest station; and the little road he is following will be engraved on his
memory by the excitement he owes to new places, to unaccustomed activities,
to the recent conversation and the farewells under the unfamiliar lamp that
follow him still through the silence of the night, to the imminent sweetness of
his return. _

I would rest my cheeks tenderly against the lovely cheeks of the pillow,
which, full and fresh, are like the cheeks of our childhood. I would strike a
match to look at my watch. Nearly midnight. This is the hour when the invalid
who has been obliged to go off on a journey and has had to sleep in an unfamil-
iar hotel, wakened by an attack, is cheered to see a ray of light under the door.
How fortunate, it’s already morning! In a moment the servants will be up, he
will be able to ring, someone will come help him. The hope of being relieved
gives him the courage to suffer. In fact he thought he heard footsteps; the
steps approach, then recede. And the ray of light that was under his door has
disappeared. It is midnight; they have just turned off the gas; the last servant
has gone and he will have to suffer the whole night through without remedy.

I would go back to sleep, and would sometimes afterward wake again for
brief moments only, long enough to hear the organic creak of the woodwork,
open my eyes and stare at the kaleidoscope of the darkness, savor in a momen-
tary glimmer of consciousness the sleep into which were plunged the furniture,
the room, that whole of which I was only a small part and whose insensibility I

1. Translated by Lydia Davis. emperor and king of Spain, fought four wars
2. Francis 1 (1496-1567), king of France, over the empire's expansion in Europe.
and Charles V (1500-1558), Holy Roman
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would soon return to share. Or else while sleeping I had effortlessly returned
to a period of my early life that had ended forever, rediscovered one of my
childish terrors such as my great-uncle pulling me by my curls, a terror dis-
pelled on the day—the dawn for me of a new era—when they were cut off. I
had forgotten that event during my sleep, I recovered its memory as soon as |
managed to wake myself up to escape the hands of my great-uncle, but as a
precautionary measure | would completely surround my head with my pillow
before returning to the world of dreams.

Sometimes, as Eve was born from one of Adam’s ribs, a woman was born
during my sleep from a cramped position of my thigh. Formed from the plea-
sure I was on the point of enjoying, she, I imagined, was the one offering it to
me. My body, which felt in hers my own warmth, would try to find itself inside
her, I would wake up. The rest of humanity seemed very remote compared with
this woman 1 had left scarcely a few moments before; my cheek was still warm
from her kiss, my body aching from the weight of hers. If, as sometimes hap-
pened, she had the features of a woman I had known in life, I would devote
myself entirely to this end: to finding her again, like those who go off on a jour-
ney to see a longed-for city with their own eyes and imagine that one can enjoy
in reality the charm of a dream. Little by little the memory of her would fade, I
had forgotten the girl of my dream.

A sleeping man holds in a circle around him the sequence of the hours, the
order of the years and worlds. He consults them instinctively as he wakes and
reads in a second the point on the earth he occupies, the time that has elapsed
before his waking; but their ranks can be mixed up, broken. If toward morning,
after a bout of insomnia, sleep overcomes him as he is reading, in a position
quite different from the one in which he usually sleeps, his raised arm alone is
enough to stop the sun and make it retreat,? and, in the first minute of his wak-
ing, he will no longer know what time it is, he will think he has only just gone to
bed. If he dozes off in a position still more displaced and divergent, after dinner
sitting in an armchair for instance, then the confusion among the disordered
worlds will be complete, the magic armchair will send him traveling at top speed
through time and space, and, at the moment of opening his eyelids, he will
believe he went to bed several months earlier in another country. But it was
enough if, in my own bed, my sleep was deep and allowed my mind to relax
entirely; then it would let go of the map of the place where 1 had fallen asleep
and, when I woke in the middle of the night, since I did not know where I was,
I did not even understand in the first moment who I was; I had only, in its
original simplicity, the sense of existence as it may quiver in the depths of an
animal; I was more destitute than a cave dweller; but then the memory—not yet
of the place where I was, but of several of those where 1 had lived and where 1
might have been—would come to me like help from on high to pull me out of
the void from which I could not have got out on my own; I crossed centuries of
civilization in one second, and the image confusedly glimpsed of oil lamps, then
of wingcollar shirts, gradually recomposed my self’s original features.

Perhaps the immobility of the things around us is imposed on them by our
certainty that they are themselves and not anything else, by the immobility of

3. If his uplifted arm prevents him from seeing the sunlight, he will think it is still night.
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our mind confronting them. However that may be, when I woke thus, my mind
restlessly attempting, without success, to discover where 1 was, everything
revolved around me in the darkness, things; countries, years. My body, too
benumbed to move, would try to locate, according to the form of its fatigue,
the position of its limbs so-as to deduce from this the direction of the wall, the
placement of the furniture, so as to reconstruct and name the dwelling in
which it found itself. Its memory, the memory of its ribs, its knees;-its shoul:
ders, offered in succession several of the rooms where it had slept, while
around it the invisible walls, changing place according to the shape of the
imagined room, spun through the shadows. And even before my mind, hesitat-
ing on the thresholds of times and shapes, had identified the house by reas-
sembling the circumstances, it—my body—would recall the kind of bed in
each one, the location of the doors, the angle at which the light came in
through the windows, the existence of a hallway, along with the thought I had
had as I fell asleep and that I had recovered upon waking. My stiffened side,
trying to guess its orientation, would imagine, for instance, that it lay facing
the wall in a big canopied bed and immeédiately 1 would say to myself: “Why, 1
went to sleep in the end even though Mama didn't come to say goodnight to
me,” I was in the country in the home of my grandfather, dead for many years;
and my body, the side on which I was resting, faithful guardians of a past' my
mind ought never to have forgotten, recalled to me the flame of the night-light
of Bohemian glass, in the shape of an urn, which hung from the ceiling by little
chains, the mantelpiece of Siena marble,* in my bedroom at Combray, at my
grandparents’ house, in faraway days which at this moment I imagined were
present without picturing them to myself exactly and which I would see more
clearly in a little while when I was fully awake.

Then the memory of a new position would reappear; the wall would slip away
in another direction: I was in my room at Mme. de Saint-Loup’s,’ in the coun-
try; good Lord! It’s ten o'clock or even later, they will have finished dinner! I
must have overslept during the nap I take every evening when I come back
from my walk with Mme. de Saint-Loup, before putting on my evening clothes.
For many years have passed since Combray, where, however late we returned,
it was the sunset’s red reflections I saw in the panes of my window. It is
another sort of life one leads at Tansonville, at Mme. de Saint-Loup’s, another
sort of pleasure I take in going out only at night, in following by moonlight
those lanes where I used to play in the sun; and the room where I fell asleep
instead of dressing for dinner—from far off I can see it, as we come back;
pierced by the flares of the lamp, a lone beacon in the night.

These revolving, confused evocations never lasted for more than a few sec-
onds; often, in my brief uncertainty about where I was, I did not distinguish the
various suppositions of which it was composed any better than we isolate, when
we see a horse run, the successive positions shown to us by a kinetoscope.® But

4. Marble from central Italy, mottled and red-  has married Robert de Saint-Loup, a nephew

dish in color. “Bohemian glass”; likely to have  of the Guermantes.
been ornately engraved. Bohemia (now part of 6. An early moving-picture machine ' that
the Czech Republic) was a major center of the  showed photographs in rapid succession, giv-

glass industry. ing the illusion of mation.

5. Charles Swann's daughter, Gilberte, who
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I had seen sometimes one, sometimes another, of the bedrooms I had inhabited
in my life, and in the end I would recall them all in the long reveries that fol-
lowed my waking: winter bedrooms in which, as soon as you are in bed, you
bury your head in a nest braided of the most disparate things: a corner of the
pillow, the top of the covers, a bit of shawl, the side of the bed and an issue of
the Débats roses,” which you end by cementing together using the birds’ tech-
nique of pressing down on it indefinitely; where in icy weather the pleasure you
enjoy is the feeling that you are separated from the outdoors (like the sea swal-
low which makes its nest deep in an underground passage in the warmth of the
earth) and where, since the fire is kept burning all night in the fireplace, you
sleep in a great cloak of warm, smoky air, shot with the glimmers from the logs
breaking into flame again, a sort of immaterial alcove, a warm cave dug out of
the heart of the room itself, a zone of heat with shifting thermal contours, aer-
ated by drafts which cool your face and come from the corners, from the parts
close to the window or far from the hearth, and which have grown cold again:
summer bedrooms where you delight in becoming one with the soft night,
where the moonlight leaning against the half-open shutters casts its enchanted
ladder to the foot of the bed, where you sleep almost in the open air, like a tit-
mouse rocked by the breeze on the tip of a ray of light; sometimes the Louis
XVI® bedroom, so cheerful that even on the first night' I had not been too
unhappy there and where the slender columns that lightly supported the ceiling
stood aside with such grace to show and reserve the place where the bed was; at
other times, the small bedroom with the very high ceiling, hollowed out in the
form of a pyramid two stories high and partly paneled in mahogany, where from
the first second I had been mentally poisoned by the unfamiliar odor of the
vetiver,’ convinced of the hostility of the violet curtains and the insolent indif-
ference of the clock chattering loudly as though I were not there; where a
strange and pitiless quadrangular cheval glass, barring obliquely one of the cor-
ners of the room, carved from deep inside the soft fullness of my usual field of
vision a site for itself which I had not expected; where my mind, struggling for
hours to dislodge itself, to stretch upward so as to assume the exact shape of the
room and succeed in filling its gigantic funnel to the very top, had suffered
many hard nights, while I lay stretched out in my bed, my eyes lifted, my ear
anxious, my nostril restive, my heart pounding, until habit had changed the
color of the curtains, silenced the clock, taught pity to the cruel oblique mirror,
concealed, if not driven out completely, the smell of the vetiver and appreciably
diminished the apparent height of the ceiling. Habit! That skillful but very slow
housekeeper who begins by letting our mind suffer for weeks in-a temporary
arrangement; but whom we are nevertheless truly happy to discover, for without
habit our mind, reduced to no more than its own resources, would be powerless
to make a lodging habitable.

Certainly I was now wide-awake, my body had veered around one last time
and the good angel of certainty had brought everything around me to a stand-
still, laid me down under my covers, in my bedroom, and put approximately

7. The evening edition of the daily newspaper  great elegance.

Le Journal des Débats. 9. The aromatic root of a tropical grass pack-
8. Furnished in late 18th-century style, named  aged as a moth repellent.

for the French king of the time and marked by
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where they belonged in the darkness my chest of drawers, my desk, my fire-
place, the window onto the street and the two doors. But even though I knew I
was not in any of the houses of which my ignorance upon waking had instantly,
if not presented me with the distinct picture, at least made me believe the pres-
ence possible, my memory had been stirred; generally I would not try to go
back to sleep right away; I would spend the greater part of the night remember-
ing our life in the old days, in Combray at my great-aunt’s house, in Balbec,' in
Paris, in Doncieéres, in Venice, elsewhere still, remembering the places, the
people I had known there; what I had seen of them, what I had been told about
them.

At Combray, every day, in the late afternoon, long before the moment when
I would have to go'to bed and stay there, without sleeping, far away from my
mother and grandmother, my bedroom again became the fixed and painful
focus of my preoccupations. They had indeed hit upon the idea, to distract me
on the evenings when they found me looking too unhappy, of giving me a
magic lantern,? which, while awaiting the dinner hour, they would set on top of
my lamp; and, after the fashion of the first architects and master glaziers of the
Gothic age, it replaced the opacity of the walls with impalpable iridescences,
supernatural multicolored apparitions, where legends were depicted as in a
wavering, momentary stained-glass window. But my sadness was only increased
by this since the mere change in lighting destroyed the familiarity which my
bedroom had acquired for me and which, except for the torment of going to
bed, had made it tolerable to me. Now I no longer recognized it and I was
uneasy there, as in a room in some hotel or “chalet” to which I had come for
the first time straight from the railway train.

Moving at the jerky pace of his horse, and filled with a hideous design, Golo?
wotuld come out of the small triangular forest that velveted the hillside with
dark green and advance jolting toward the castle of poor Geneviéve de Bra-
bant. This castle was cut off along a curved line that was actually the edge of
one of the glass ovals arranged in the frame which you slipped between the
grooves of the lantern. It was only a section of castle and it had a moorin front
of it where Genevieve stood dreaming, wearing a blue belt. The castle and the
moor were yellow, and I had not had to wait to see them to find out their color
since, before the glasses of the frame did so, the bronze sonority of the name
Brabant had shown it to me clearly. Golo would stop for a moment to listen
sadly to the patter read out loud by my great-aunt,* which he seemed to under-
stand perfectly, modifying his posture, with a meekness that did not exclude a
certain majesty, to conform to the directions of the text; then he moved off at
the same jerky pace. And nothing could stop his slow ride. If the lantern was
moved, I could make out Golo’s horse continuing to advance over the window
curtains, swelling out with their folds, descending into their fissures. The body
of Golo himself, in its essence as supernatural as that of his steed, accommo-
dated every material obstacle, every hindersome object that he encountered by

1. The narrator’s room at the fictional seaside  accuses Geneviéve de Brabant of adultery.
resort of Balbec, a setting in the later novel Brabant was a principality in what is now
Within a Budding Grove. Belgium.

2. A kind of slide projector. 4. Marcel’s great-aunt is reading the story to
3. Villain of a 5th-century legend. He falsely  him as they wait for dinner.
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taking it as his skeleton and absorbing it into himself, even the doorkneb he
immediately adapted to and floated invincibly over with his red robe or his pale
face as noble and as melancholy as ever, but revealing na disturbance at this
transvertebration.

Certainly I found some charm in these brilliant projections, which seemed to
emanate from a Merovingian® past and send out around me such ancient
reflections of history. But I cannot express the uneasiness caused in me by this
intrusion of mystery and beauty into a room I had at last filled with myself to
the point of paying no more attention to the room than to that self. The anes-
thetizing influence of habit having ceased, I would begin to have thoughts, and
feelings, and they are such sad things. That doorknob of my room, which dif-
fered for me from all other doorknobs in the world in that it seemed to openof
its own accord, without my having to turn it, so unconscious had its handling
become for me, was now serving as an astral body® for Golo. And as soon as
they rang for dinner, I hastened to run to the dining room where the big hang-
ing lamp, ignorant of Golo and Bluebeard,” and well acquainted with my family
and beef casserole, shed the same light as on every other evening; and to fall
into the arms of Mama, whom Geneviéve de Brabant’s misfortunes made all
the dearer to me, while Golo's crimes drove me to examine my own conscience
more scrupulously. .

After dinner, alas, I soon had to leave Mama, who stayed there talking with
the others, in the garden if the weather was fine, in the little drawing room to
which everyone withdrew if the weather was bad. Everyone, except my grand-
mother, who felt that “it’s a pity to shut oneself indoors in the country” and
who had endless arguments with my father on days when it rained too heavily,
because he sent me to read in my room instead of having me stay outdoors.
“That’s no way to make him strong and active,” she would say sadly, “especially
that boy, who so needs to build up his endurance and willpower.” My father
would shrug his shoulders and study the barometer, for he liked meteorology,
while my mother, making no noise so as not to disturb him, watched him with
a tender respect, but not so intently as to try to penetrate the mystery of his
superior qualities. But as for my grandmother, in all weathers, even ina down-
pour when Francoise had rushed the precious wicker armchairs indoors so that
they would not get wet, we would see her in the empty, rain-lashed garden,
pushing back her disordered gray locks so that her forehead could more freely
drink in the salubriousness of the wind and rain. She would say: “At last, one
can breathe!” and would roam the soaked paths—too symmetrically aligned for
her liking by the new gardener, who lacked all feeling for nature and whom my
father had been asking since morning if the weather would clear—with her
jerky, enthusiastic little step, regulated by the various emotions excited in her
soul by the intoxication of the storm, the power of good health, the stupidity of
my upbringing, and the symmetry of the gardens, rather than by the desire,
quite unknown to her, to spare her plum-colored skirt the spots of mud under

5. The first dynasty of French kings (ca. 500— the astral body survives the death of the physi-
751). cal body.

6. Spiritual counterpart of the physical body. 7. The legendary wife murderer, presumably
According to the doctrine of Theosophy (a  shown on another set of slides. '

spiritualist movement originating in 1875),
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which it would disappear up to a height that was always, for her maid, a source
of despair and a problem.

When these garden walks of my grandmother’s took place after dinner; one
thing had the power to make her come inside again: this was—at one of the
periodic intervals when her circular itinerary brought her back, like an insect, in
front of the lights of the little drawing room where the liqueurs were set out on
the card table—if my great-aunt called out to her: “Bathilde! Come and stop
your husband from drinking cognac!” To tease her, in fact (she had brought into
my father’s family so different a mentality that everyone poked fun at her and
tormented her), since liqueurs were forbidden to my grandfather, my great-aunt
would make him drink a few drops. My poor grandmother would come in, fer-
vently beg her husband not to taste the cognac; he would become angry, drink
his mouthful despite her, and my grandmother would go off again, sad, discour-
aged, yet smiling, for she was so humble at heart and so gentle that her tender-
ness for others, and the lack of fuss she made over her own person and her
sufferings, came together in her gaze in a smile in which, unlike what one sees
in the faces of so many people, there was irony only for herself, and for all of us
a sort of kiss from her eyes, which could not see those she cherished without
caressing them passionately with her gaze. This torture which my great-aunt
inflicted on her, the spectacle of my grandmother’s vain entreaties and of her
weakness, defeated in advance, trying uselessly to take the liqueur glass away
from my grandfather, were the kinds of things which you later become so accus-
tomed to seeing that you smile as you contemplate them and take the part of the
persecutor resolutely and gaily enough to persuade yourself privately that no
persecution is involved; at that time they filled me with such horror that 1 would
have liked to hit my great-aunt. But as soon as I heard: “Bathilde, come and
stop your husband from drinking cognac!,” already a man in my cowardice, I did
what we all do, once we are grown up, when confronted with sufferings and
injustices: I did not want to see them; I went up to sob at the very top of the
house next to the schoolroom,® under the roofs, in a little room that smelled of
orris root’ and was also perfumed by a wild black-currant bush which had
sprouted outside between the stones of the wall and extended a branch of flow-
ers through the half-open window. Intended for a more specialized and more
vulgar use, this room, from which during the day you could see all the way to
the keep' of Roussainville-le-Pin, for a long time served me as a refuge, no
doubt because it was the only one I was permitted to lock, for all those occupa-
tions of mine that demanded an inviolable solitude: reading, reverie, tears, and
sensuous pleasure. Alas! I did not know that, much more than her husband'’s
little deviations from his regimen, it was my weak will, my delicate health, the
uncertainty they cast on my future that so sadly preoccupied my grandmother
in the course of those incessant perambulations, afternoon and evening, when
we would see, as it passed and then passed again, lifted slantwise toward the
sky, her beautiful face with its brown furrowed cheeks, which with age had
become almost mauve like the plowed fields in autumn, crossed, if she was

8. A room in the house dedicated to the chil- 1. The best-fortified tower of a medieval cas-
dren’s schoolwork. tle. “Vulgar use”: it was used as a toilet.
9. A powder then used as a room deodorizer.
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going out, by a veil half raised, while upon them, brought there by the cold or
some sad thought, an involuntary tear was always drying.

My sole consolation, when I went upstairs for the night, was that Mama
would come and kiss me once I was in bed. But this goodnight lasted so short
a time, she went down again so soon, that the moment when I heard her com-
ing up, then the soft sound of her garden dress of blue muslin, hung with little
cords of plaited straw, passing along the hallway with its double doors, was for
me a painful one. It heralded the moment that was to follow it, when she had
left me, when she had gone down again. So that I came to wish that this good-
night I loved so much would take place as late as possible, so as to prolong the
time of respite in which Mama had not yet come. Sometimes when, after kiss-
ing me, she opened the door to go, I wanted to call her back, to say “kiss me
one more time,” but I knew that immediately her face would look vexed,
because the concession she was making to my sadness and agitation by coming
up to kiss me, by bringing me this kiss of peace, irritated my father, who found
these rituals absurd, and she would have liked to try to induce me to lose the
need for it, the habit of it, far indeed from allowing me to acquire that of ask-
ing her, when she was already on the doorstep, for one kiss more. And to see
her vexed destroyed all the calm she had brought me a moment before, when
she had bent her loving face down over my bed and held it out to me like a
host? for a communion of peace from which my lips would draw her real pres-
ence and the power to fall asleep. But those evenings, when Mama stayed so
short a time in my room, were still sweet compared to the ones when there was
company for dinner and when, because of that, she did not come up to say
goodnight to me. That company was usually limited to M. Swann, who, apart
from a few acquaintances passing through, was almost the only person who
came to our house at Combray, sometimes for a neighborly dinner (more rarely
after that unfortunate marriage of his, because my parents did not want to
receive his wife), sometimes after dinner, unexpectedly. On those evenings
when, as we sat in front of the house under the large chestnut tree, around the
iron table, we heard at the far end of the garden, not the copious high-pitched
bell that drenched, that deafened in passing with its ferruginous,? icy, inex-
haustible noise any person in the household who set it off by coming in “with-
out ringing,” but the shy, oval, golden double tinkling of the little visitors’ bell,
everyone would immediately wonder: “A visitor—now who can that be?” but
we knew very well it could only be M. Swann; my great-aunt speaking loudly,
to set an example, in a tone of voice that she strained to make natural, said not
to whisper that way; that nothing is more disagreeable for a visitor just coming
in who is led to think that people are saying things he should not hear; and
they would send as a scout my grandmother, who was always glad to have a
pretext for taking one more walk around the garden and who would profit from
it by surreptitiously pulling up a few rose stakes on the way so as to make the
roses look a little more natural, like a mother who runs her hand through her
son’s hair to fluff it up after the barber has flattened it too much.

We would all remain hanging on the news my grandmother was going to
bring us of the enemy, as though there had been a great number of possible

2. Communion wafer. 3. Ironlike.
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assailants to choose among, and soon afterward my grandfather would say: “I
recognize Swann’s voice.” In fact one could recognize him only by his voice, it
was difficult to make out his face, his aquiline nose, his green eyes under a
high forehead framed by blond, almost red hair, cut Bressant-style,* because
we kept as little light as possible in the garden so as not to attract mosquitoes,
and I would go off, as though not going for that reason, to say that the syrups
should be brought out; my grandmother placed a great deal of importance,
considering it more amiable, on the idea that they should not seem anything
exceptional, and for visitors only. M. Swann, though much younger, was very
attached to my grandfather, who had been one of the closest friends of his
father, an excellent man but peculiar, in whom, apparently, a trifle was some-
times enough to interrupt the ardor of his feelings, to change the course of his
thinking. Several times a year I would hear my grandfather at the table telling
anecdotes, always the same ones, about the behavior of old M. Swann upon
the death of his wife, over whom he had watched day and night. My grandfather,
who had not seen him for a long time, had rushed to his side at the estate the
Swanns owned in the vicinity of Combray and, so that he would not be present
at the coffining, managed to entice him for a while, all in tears, out of the
death chamber. They walked a short way in the park, where there was a little
sunshine. Suddenly M. Swann, taking my grandfather by the arm, cried out:
“Oh, my old friend, what a joy it is to be walking here together in such fine
weather! Don't you think it's pretty, all these trees, these hawthorns! And my
pond—which you've never congratulated me on! You look as sad as an old
nightcap. Feel that little breeze? Oh, say what you like, life has something to
offer despite everything, my dear Amédée!” Suddenly the memory of his dead
wife came back to him and, no doubt feeling it would be too complicated to try
to understand how he could have yielded to an impulse of happiness at such a
time, he confined himself, in a habitual gesture of his whenever a difficult
question came into his mind, to passing his hand over his forehead, wiping his
eyes and the lenses of his lorgnon. Yet he could not be consoled for the death
of his wife, but, during the two years he survived her, would say to my grandfa-
ther: “It’s odd, I think of my poor wife often, but I can’t think of her for long at
a time.” “Often, but only a little at a time, like poor old Swann,” had become
one of my grandfather’s favorite phrases, which he uttered apropos of the most
different sorts of things. I would have thought Swann’s father was a monster, if
my grandfather, whom I considered a better judge and whose pronouncement,
forming a legal precedent for me, often allowed me later to dismiss offenses I
might have been inclined to condemn, had not exclaimed: “What! He had a
heart of gold!”

For many years, even though, especially before his marriage, the younger
M. Swann often came to see them at Combray, my great-aunt and my grand-
parents did not suspect that he had entirely ceased to live in the kind of society
his family had frequented and that, under the sort of incognito which this
name Swann gave him among us, they were harboring—with the perfect inno-
cence of honest innkeepers who have under their roof, without knowing it,
some celebrated highwayman—one of the most elegant members of the Jockey

4. Crew cut in front and longer in back: a hair style popularized by the actor Jean-Baptiste Bres-
sant (1815-1886).
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Club, a favorite friend of the Comte de Paris and the Prince of Wales, one of the
men most sought after by the high society of the Faubourg Saint-Germain.’
Our ignorance of this brilliant social life that Swann led was obviously due in
part to the reserve and discretion of his character, but also to the fact that
bourgeois people in those days formed for themselves a rather Hindu notion of
society and considered it to be made up of closed castes, in which each person,
from birth, found himself placed in the station which his family occupied and
from which nothing, except the accidents of an exceptional career or .an
unhoped-for marriage, could withdraw him in order to move him into a higher
caste. M. Swann, the father, was a stockbroker; “Swann the son” would find he
belonged for his entire life to a caste in which fortunes varied, as in a tax
bracket, between such and such fixed incomes. One knew which had been his
father's associations, one therefore knew which were his own, with which
people he was “in a position” to consort. If he knew others, these were bachelor
acquaintances on whom old friends of the family, such as my relatives, would
close their eyes all the more benignly because he continued, after losing his
parents, to come faithfully to see us; but we would have been ready to wager
that these people he saw, who were unknown to us, were the sort he would not
have dared greet had he encountered them when he was with us. If you were
determined to assign Swann a social coefficient that was his alone, among the
other sons of stockbrokers in a position equal to that of his parents, this coef-
ficient would have been a little lower for him because, very simple in his man-
ner and with a long-standing “craze” for antiques and painting, he now lived
and amassed his collections in an old town house which my grandmother
dreamed of visiting, but which was situated on the quai d'Orléans,® a part of
town where my great-aunt felt it was ignominious to live. “But are you a con-
noisseur? I ask for your own sake, because you're likely to let the dealers
unload some awful daubs on you,” my great-aunt would say to him; in fact she
did not assume he had any competence and even from an intellectual point of
view had no great opinion of a man who in conversation avoided serious sub-
jects and showed a most prosaic preciseness not only when he gave us cooking
recipes, entering into the smallest details, but even when my grandmother’s
sisters talked about artistic subjects. Challenged by them to give his opinion, to
express his admiration for a painting, he would maintain an almost ungracious
silence and then, on the other hand, redeem himself if he could provide, about
the museum in which it was to be found, about the date at which it had been
painted, a pertinent piece of information. But usually he would content him-
self with trying to entertain us by telling a new story each time about something
that had just happened to him involving people selected from among those we
knew, the Combray pharmacist, our cook, our coachman. Certainly these tales
made my great-aunt laugh, but she could not distinguish clearly if this was
because of the absurd role Swann always assigned himself or because of the

5. A fashionable area of Paris on the left bank
of the Seine; many of the French aristocracy
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comte de Paris (1838-1894), was the heir

apparent to the French throne, should the
monarchy ever be restored; the Prince of
Wales became, in 1901, King Edward VII of
England.

6. A beautiful though less fashionable section
in the heart of Paris, along the Seine.
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wit he showed in telling them: “You are quite a character, Monsieur Swann!
Being the only rather vulgar person in our family, she took care to point out
to strangers, when they were talking about Swann, that, had he wanted to, he
could have lived on the boulevard Haussmann or the avenue de I'Opéra, that
he was the son of M. Swann, who must have left four or five million,” but
that this was his whim. One that she felt moreover must be so amusing to
others that in Paris, when M. Swann came on New Year’s Day to bring her
her bag of marrons glacés,® she never failed, if there was company, to say to
him: “Well, Monsieur Swann! Do you still live next door to the wine ware-
house, so as to be sure of not missing the train when you go to Lyon?"’ And
she would look out of the corner of her eye, over her lorgnon, at the other
visitors. ‘ ,

But if anyone had told my great-aunt that this same Swann, who, as the son
of old M. Swann, was perfectly “qualified” to be received by all the “best of the
bourgeoisie,” by the most respected notaries or lawyers of Paris (a hereditary
privilege he seemed to make little use of), had, as though in secret, quite a dif-
ferent life; that on leaving our house, in Paris, after telling us he was going
home to bed, he retraced his steps as soon as he had turned the corner and
went to a certain drawing room that no eye of any broker or broker’s associate
would ever contemplate, this would have seemed to my aunt as extraordinary
as might to a better-educated lady the thought of being personally on close
terms with Aristaeus' and learning that, after having a chat with her, he would
go deep into the heart of the realms of Thetis, into an empire hidden from
mortal eyes, where Virgil shows him being received with open arms; or—to be
content with an image that had more chance of occurring to her, for she had
seen it painted on our petits-fours plates at Combray—of having had as a din-
ner guest Ali Baba,? who, as soon as he knows he is alone, will enter the cave
dazzling with unsuspected treasure.

One day when he had come to see us in Paris after dinner apologizing for
being in evening clothes, Frangoise having said, after he left, that she had
learned from the coachman that he had dined “at the home of a princess,”
“Yes, a princess of the demimonde!” my aunt had responded, shrugging her
shoulders without raising her eyes from her knitting, with serene irony.

Thus, my great-aunt was cavalier in her treatment of him. Since she believed
he must be flattered by our invitations, she found it quite natural that he never
came to see us in the summertime without having in his hand a basket of
peaches or raspberries from his garden and that from each of his trips to Italy
he would bring me back photographs of masterpieces.

nations in southeastern France.
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They did not hesitate to send him off in search of it when they needed a
recipe for gribiche sauce® or pineapple salad for large dinners to which they
had not invited him, believing he did not have sufficient prestige for one to be
able to serve him up to acquaintances who were coming for the first time. If
the conversation turned to the princes of the House of France:* “people you
and I will never know, will we, and we can manage quite well without that,
can't we,” my great-aunt would say to Swann, who had, perhaps, a letter from
Twickenham® in his pocket; she had him push the piano around and turn the
pages on the evenings when my grandmother's sister sang, handling this crea-
ture, who was elsewhere so sought after, with the naive roughness of a child
who plays with a collector’s curio no more carefully than with some object of
little value. No doubt the Swann who was known at the same time to so many
clubmen was quite different from the one created by my great-aunt, when in
the evening, in the little garden at Combray, after the two hesitant rings of the
bell had sounded, she injected and invigorated with all that she knew about the
Swann family the dark and uncertain figure who emerged, followed by my
grandmother, from a background of shadows, and whom we recognized by his
voice. But even with respect to the most insignificant things in life, none of us
constitutes a material whole, identical for everyone, which a person has only to
go look up as though we were a book of specifications or a last testament; our
social personality is a creation of the minds of others. Even the very simple act
that we call “seeing a person we know” is in part an intellectual one. We fill the
physical appearance of the individual we see with all the notions we have about
him, and of the total picture that we form for ourselves, these notions certainly
occupy the greater part. In the end they swell his cheeks so perfectly, follow
the line of his nose in an adherence so exact, they do so well at nuancing the
sonority of his voice as though the latter were only a transparent envelope that
each time we see this face and hear this voice, it is these notions that we
encounter again, that we hear. No doubt, in the Swann they had formed for
themselves, my family had failed out of ignorance to include a host of details
from his life in the fashionable world that caused other people, when they were
in his presence, to see refinements rule his face and stop at his aquiline nose as
though at their natural frontier; but they had also been able to garner in this
face disaffected of its prestige, vacant and spacious, in the depths of these
depreciated eyes, the vague, sweet residue—half memory, half forgetfulness—
of the idle hours spent together after our weekly dinners, around the card table
or in the garden, during our life of good country neighborliness. The corporeal
envelope of our friend had been so well stuffed with all this, as well as with a
few memories relating to his parents, that this particular Swann had become a
complete and living being, and I have the impression of leaving one person to
go to another distinct from him, when, in my memory, I pass from the Swann
I knew later with accuracy to that first Swann—to that first Swann in whom I
rediscover the charming mistakes of my youth and who in fact resembles less

4. A seasoned mayonnaise that includes law in 1886.
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the other Swann than he resembles the other people I knew at the time, as
though one’s life were like a museum in which all the portraits from one period
have a family look about them, a single tonality—to that first Swann abounding
in leisure, fragrant with the smell of the tall chestnut tree, the baskets of rasp-
berries, and a sprig of tarragon.

Yet one day when my grandmother had gone to ask a favor from a lady she
had known at the Sacré-Coeur’ (and with whom, because of our notion of the
castes, she had not wished to remain in close contact despite a reciprocal con-
geniality), this lady, the Marquise de Villeparisis of the famous de Bouillon
family, had said to her: “I believe you know M. Swann very well; he is a great
friend of my nephew and niece, the des Laumes.”® My grandmother had
returned from her visit full of enthusiasm for the house, which overlooked
some gardens and in which Mme. de Villeparisis had advised her to rent a flat,
and also for a waistcoat maker and his daughter, who kept a shop in the court-
yard where she had gone to ask them to put a stitch in her skirt, which she had
torn in the stairwell. My grandmother had found these people wonderful, she
declared that the girl was a gem and the waistcoat maker was most distin-
guished, the finest man she had ever seen. Because for her, distinction was
something absolutely independent of social position. She went into ecstasies
over an answer the waistcoat maker had given her, saying to Mama: “Sévigné’
couldn’t have said it any better!” and, in contrast, of a nephew of Mme. de
Villeparisis whom she had met at the house: “Oh, my dear daughter, how com-
mon he is!”

Now the remark about Swann had had the effect, not of raising him in my
great-aunt’s estimation, but of lowering Mme. de Villeparisis. It seemed that
the respect which, on my grandmother’s faith, we accorded Mme. de Villepari-
sis created a duty on her part to do nothing that would make her less worthy, a
duty in which she had failed by learning of Swann’s existence, by permitting
relatives of hers to associate with him. “What! She knows Swann? A person
you claim is a relation of the Maréchal de MacMahon?"' My family’s opinion
regarding Swann’s associations seemed confirmed later by his marriage to a
woman of the worst social station, practically a cocotte, whom, what was more,
he never attempted to introduce, continuing to come to our house alone,
though less and less, but from whom they believed they could judge—assuming
it was there that he had found her—the social circle, unknown to them, that
he habitually frequented.

But one time, my grandfather read in a newspaper that M. Swann was one of
the most faithful guests at the Sunday lunches given by the Duc de X. . .,
whose father and uncle had been the most prominent statesmen in the reign of
Louis-Philippe.? Now, my grandfather was interested in all the little facts that
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could help him enter imaginatively into the private lives of men like Molé, the
Duc Pasquier, the Duc de Broglie.? He was delighted to learn that Swann asso-
ciated with people who had known them. My great-aunt, however, interpreted
this news in a sense unfavorable to Swann: anyone who chose his associations
outside the caste into which he had been born, outside his social “class,” suf-
fered in her eyes a regrettable lowering of his social position. It seemed to her
that he gave up forthwith the fruit of all the good relations with well-placed
people so honorably preserved and stored away for their children by foresight-
ful families (my great-aunt had even stopped seeing the son of a lawyer we
knew because he had married royalty and was therefore in her opinion demoted
from the respected rank of lawyer’s son to that of one of those adventurers,
former valets or stableboys, on whom they say that queens sometimes bestowed
their favors). She disapproved of my grandfather’s plan to question Swann, the
next evening he was to come to dinner, about these friends of his we had dis-
covered. At the same time my grandmother’s two sisters, old maids who shared
her nobility of character, but not her sort of mind, declared that they could not
understand what pleasure their brother-in-law could find in talking about such
foolishness. They were women of lofty aspirations, who for that very reason
were incapable of taking an interest in what is known as tittle-tattle, even if it
had some historic interest, and more generally in anything that was not directly
connected to an aesthetic or moral subject. The disinterestedness of their
minds was such, with respect to all that, closely or distantly, seemed connected
with worldly matters, that their sense of hearing—having finally understood its
temporary uselessness when the conversation at dinner assumed a tone that
was frivolous or merely pedestrian without these two old spinsters being able to
lead it back to the subjects dear to them—would suspend the functioning of its
receptive organs and allow them to begin to atrophy. If my grandfather needed
to attract the two sisters’ attention at such times, he had to resort to those
bodily signals used by alienists with certain lunatics suffering from distraction:
striking a glass repeatedly with the blade of a knife while speaking to them
sharply and looking them suddenly in the eye, violent methods which these
psychiatrists often bring with them into their ordinary relations with healthy
people, either from professional habit or because they believe everyone is a
little crazy.

They were more interested when, the day before Swann was to come to din-
ner, and had personally sent them a case of Asti wine, my aunt, holding a copy
of the Figaro* in which next to the title of a painting in an exhibition of Corot,’
these words appeared: “From the collection of M. Charles Swann,” said: “Did
you see this? Swann is ‘front page news’ in the Figaro.” “But I've always told
you he had a great deal of taste,” said my grandmother. “Of course you would!
Anything so long as your opinion is not the same as ours,” answered my great-

3. Achille-Charles-Léon-Victor, duc de Broglie  three were active during the reign of Louis-
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aunt, who, knowing that my grandmother was never of the same opinion as
she, and not being quite sure that she herself was the one we always declared
was right, wanted to extract from us a general condemnation of my grand-
mother’s convictions against which she was trying to force us into solidarity
with her own. But we remained silent. When my grandmother’s sisters
expressed their intention of speaking to Swann about this mention in the
Figaro, my great-aunt advised them against it. Whenever she saw in others an
advantage, however small, that she did not have, she persuaded herself that it
was not an advantage but a detriment and she pitied them so as not to have to
envy them. “I believe you would not be pleasing him at all; I am quite sure I
would find it very unpleasant to see my name printed boldly like that in the
newspaper, and I would not be at all gratified if someone spoke to me about it.”
But she did not persist in trying to convince my grandmother’s sisters; for they
in their horror of vulgarity had made such a fine art of concealing a personal
allusion beneath ingenious circumlocutions that it often went unnoticed even
by the person to whom it was addressed. As for my mother, she thought only of
trying to persuade my father to agree to talk to Swann not about his wife but
about his daughter, whom he adored and because of whom it was said he had
finally entered into this marriage. “You might just say a word to him; just ask
how she is: It must be so hard for him.” But my father would become annoyed:
“No, no; you have the most absurd ideas. It would be ridiculous.”

But the only one of us for whom Swann’s arrival became the object of a pain-
ful preoccupation was I. This was because on the evenings when strangers, or
merely M. Swann, were present, Mama did not come up to my room. I had
dinner before everyone else and afterward I came and sat at the table, until
eight o'clock when it was understood that I had to go upstairs; the precious and
fragile kiss that Mama usually entrusted to me in my bed when I was going to
sleep I would have to convey from the dining room to my bedroom and protect
during the whole time I undressed, so that its sweetness would not shatter, so
that its volatile essence would not disperse and evaporate, and on precisely
those evenings when I needed to receive it with more care, I had to take it, I
had to snatch it brusquely, publicly, without even having the time and the free-
dom of mind necessary to bring to what I was doing the attention of those
individuals controlled by some mania, who do their utmost not to think of any-
thing else while they are shutting a door, so as to be able, when the morbid
uncertainty returns to them, to confront it victoriously with the memory of the
moment when they did shut the door. We were all in the garden when the two
hesitant rings of the little bell sounded. We knew it was Swann; even so we all
looked at one another questioningly and my grandmother was sent on recon-
naissance. “Remember to thank him intelligibly for the wine, you know how
delicious it is and the case is enormous,” my grandfather exhorted his two
sisters-in-law. “Don’t start whispering,” said my great-aunt. “How comfortable
would you feel arriving at a house where everyone is speaking so quietly!” “Ah!
Here's M. Swann. Let’s ask him if he thinks the weather will be good tomor-
row,” said my father. My mother thought that one word from her would wipe
out all the pain that we in our family might have caused Swann since his mar-
riage. She found an opportunity to take him aside. But I followed her; I could
not bring myself to part from her by even one step while thinking that very
soon I would have to leave her in the dining room and that I would have to go
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up to my room without having the consolation I had on the other evenings,
that she would come kiss me. “Now, M. Swann,” she said to him, “do tell me
about your daughter; I'm sure she already has a taste for beautiful things like
her papa.” “Here, come and sit with the rest of us on the veranda,” said my
grandfather, coming up to them. My mother was obliged to stop, but she
derived from this very constraint one more delicate thought, like good poets
forced by the tyranny of rhyme to find their most beautiful lines: “We can talk
about her again when we're by ourselves,” she said softly to Swann. “Only a
mother is capable of understanding you. I'm sure her own mother would agree
with me.” We all sat down around the iron table. I would have preferred not to
think about the hours of anguish 1 was going to endure that evening alone in
my room without being able to go to sleep; I tried to persuade myself they were
not at all important, since I would have forgotten them by tomorrow morning,
and to fix my mind on ideas of the future that should have led me as though
across a bridge beyond the imminent abyss that frightened me so. But my
mind, strained by my preoccupation, convex like the glance which I shot at my
mother, would not allow itself to be penetrated by any foreign impressions.
Thoughts certainly entered it, but only on condition that they left outside every
element of beauty or simply of playfulness that could have moved or distracted
me. Just as a patient, by means of an anesthetic, can watch with complete
lucidity the operation being performed on him, but without feeling anything, I
could recite to myself some lines that I loved or observe the efforts my grand-
father made to talk to Swann about the Duc d’Audiffret-Pasquier,® without the
former making me feel any emotion, the latter any hilarity. Those efforts were
fruitless. Scarcely had my grandfather asked Swann a question relating to that
orator than one of my grandmother’s sisters, in whose ears the question was
resonating like a profound but untimely silence that should be broken for the
sake of politeness, would address the other: “Just imagine, Céline,” I've met a
young Swedish governess who has been telling me about cooperatives in the
Scandinavian countries; the details are most interesting. We really must have
her here for dinner one evening.” “Certainly!” answered her sister Flora, “but 1
haven’t been wasting my time either. At M. Vinteuil’s I met a learned old man
who knows Maubant® very well, and Maubant has explained to him in the
greatest detail how he creates his parts. It's most interesting. He’s a neighbor
of M. Vinteuil’s, I had no idea; and he’s very nice.” “M. Vinteuil isn't the only
one who has nice neighbors,” exclaimed my aunt Céline in a voice amplified by
her shyness and given an artificial tone by her premeditation, while casting at
Swann what she called a meaningful look. At the same time my aunt Flora,
who had understood that this phrase was Céline’s way of thanking Swann for
the Asti, was also looking at Swann with an expression that combined con-
gratulation and irony, either simply to emphasize her sister’s witticism, or
because she envied Swann for having inspired it, or because she could not help
making fun of him since she thought he was being put on the spot. “I think we
can manage to persuade the old gentleman to come for dinner,” continued
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Flora; “when you get him started on Maubant or Mme. Materna,’ he talks for
hours without stopping.” “That must be delightful,” sighed my grandfather, in
whose mind, unfortunately, nature had as completely failed to include the pos-
sibility of taking a passionate interest in Swedish cooperatives or the creation
of Maubant's parts as it had forgotten to furnish those of my grandmother’s
sisters with the little grain of salt one must add oneself, in order to find some
savor in it, to a story about the private life of Molé or the Comte de Paris.
“Now, then,” said Swann to my grandfather, “what I'm going to say has more to
do than it might appear with what you were asking me, because in certain
respects things haven’t changed enormously. This morning I was rereading
something in Saint-Simon' that would have amused you. It's in the volume
about his mission to Spain; it’s not one of the best, hardly more than a journal,
but at least it's a marvelously well written one, which already makes it rather
fundamentally different from the deadly boring journals we think we have to
read every morning and evening.” “I don't agree, there are days when reading
the papers seems to me very pleasant indeed . . .” my aunt Flora interrupted, to
show that she had read the sentence about Swann’s Corot in Le Figaro. “When
they talk about things or people that interest us!” said my aunt Céline, going
one better. “I don’t deny it,” answered Swann with surprise. “What I fault the
newspapers for is that day after day they draw our attention to insignificant
things whereas only three or four times in our lives do we read a book in which
there is something really essential. Since we tear the band off the newspaper so
feverishly every morning, they ought to change things and put into the newspa-
per, oh, I don’t know, perhaps ... Pascal’s Pensées!* (He isolated this word
with an ironic emphasis so as not to seem pedantic.) “And then, in the gilt-
edged volume that we open only once in ten years,” he added, showing the
disdain for worldly matters affected by certain worldly men, “we would read
that the Queen of Greece has gone to Cannes or that the Princesse de Léon
has given a costume ball. This way, the proper proportions would be reestab-
lished.” But, feeling sorry he had gone so far as to speak even lightly of serious
things: “What a lofty conversation we're having,” he said ironically; “I don’t
know why we're climbing to such ‘heights’ "—and turning to my grandfather:
“Well, Saint-Simon describes how Maulévrier® had the audacity to offer to
shake hands with Saint-Simon’s sons. You know, this is the same Maulévrier of
whom he says: ‘Never did I see in that thick bottle anything but ill-humor, vul-
garity, and foolishness.” “Thick or not, I know some bottles in which there is
something quite different,” said Flora vivaciously, determined that she too
should thank Swann, because the gift of Asti was addressed to both of them.
Céline laughed. Swann, disconcerted, went on: “I cannot say whether it was
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ignorance or a trap,’ wrote Saint-Simon. ‘He tried to shake hands with my chil-
dren. I noticed it in time to prevent him.” My grandfather was already in ecsta-
sies over “ignorance or a trap,” but Mlle. Céline, in whom the name of
Saint-Simon—a literary man—had prevented the complete anesthesia of her
auditory faculties, was already growing indignant: “What? You admire that?
Well, that's a fine thing! But what can it mean; isn't one man as good as the
next® What difference does it make whether he’s a duke or a coachman, if he's
intelligent and good-hearted? Your Saint-Simon had a fine way of raising his
children, if he didn't teach them to offer their hands to all decent people. Why,
it's quite abominable. And you dare to quote that?” And my grandfather, terri-
bly upset and sensing how impossible it would be, in the face of this obstruc-
tion, to try to get Swann to tell the stories that would have-amused him, said
quietly to Mama: “Now remind me of the line you taught me that comforts me
so much at times like this. Oh, yes! ‘What virtues, Lord, Thou makest us
abhor!* Oh, how good that is!”

[ did not take my eyes off my mother, I knew that when we were at the table,
they would not let me stay during the entire dinner and that, in order not to
annoy my father, Mama would not let me kiss her several times in front of the
guests as though we were in my room. And so [ promised myself that in the din-
ing room, as they were beginning dinner and I felt the hour approaching, I would
do everything I could do alone in advance of this kiss which would be so brief
and furtive, choose with my eyes the place on her cheek that I would kiss, pre-
pare my thoughts so as to be able, by means of this mental beginning of the kiss,
to devote the whole of the minute Mama would grant me to feeling her cheek
against my lips, as a painter who can obtain only short sittings prepares his pal-
ette and, guided by his notes, does in advance from memory everything for which
he could if necessary manage without the presence of the model. But now before
the dinner bell rang my grandfather had the unwitting brutality to say: “The boy
looks tired, he ought to go up to bed. We're dining late tonight anyway.” And my
father, who was not as scrupulous as my grandmother and my mother about
honoring treaties, said: “Yes, go on now, up to bed with you.” I tried to kiss
Mama, at that moment we heard the dinner bell. “No, really, leave your mother
alone, you've already said goodnight to each other as it is, these demonstrations
are ridiculous. Go on now, upstairs!” And I had to leave without my viaticum;® |
had to climb each step of the staircase, as the popular expression has it, “against
my heart,” climbing against my heart which wanted to go back to my mother
because she had not, by kissing me, given it license to go with me. That detested
staircase which I always entered with such gloom exhaled an odor of varnish that
had in some sense absorbed, fixated, the particular sort of sorrow 1 felt every eve-
ning and made it perhaps even crueler to my sensibility because, when it took that
olfactory form, my intelligence could no longer share in it. When we are asleep and
a raging toothache is as yet perceived by us only in the form of a girl whom we
attempt two hundred times to pull out of the water or a line by Moliére” that we

4. Adaptation of a line from Pompey's Death 6. The literal translation of a common phrase
(I11.4), a tragedy by the French classical dra- meaning “reluctantly” (French).

matist Pierre Corneille (1606—1684). 7. Jean-Baptiste Poquelin Moliere (1622-
5. The communion wafer and wine given to  1673), French classical dramatist.

the dying in Catholic rites.
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repeat to ourselves incessantly, it is a great relief to wake up so that our intelli-
gence can divest the idea of raging toothache of its disguise of heroism or
cadence. It was the opposite of this relief that | experienced when my sorrow at
going up to my room entered me in a manner infinitely swifter, almost instanta-
neous, at once insidious and abrupt, through the inhalation—far more toxic than
the intellectual penetration—of the smell of varnish peculiar to that staircase.
Once in my room, I had to stop up all the exits; close the shutters, dig my own
grave by undoing my covers, put on the shroud of my nightshirt. But before bury-
ing myself in the iron bed which they had added to the room because 1 was too
hot in the summer under the rep curtains of the big bed, I had a fit of rebellious-
ness, | wanted to attempt the ruse of a condemned man. I wrote to my mother
begging her to come upstairs for something serious that I could not tell her in my
letter. My fear was that Frangoise, my aunt’s cook who was charged with looking
after me when I was at Combray, would refuse to convey my note. I suspected
that, for her, delivering a message to my mother when there was company would
seem as impossible as for a porter to hand a letter to an actor while he was
onstage. With respect to things that could or could not be done she possessed a
code at once imperious, extensive, subtle, and intransigent about distinctions
that were impalpable or otiose (which made it resemble those ancient laws
which, alongside such fierce prescriptions as the massacre of children at the
breast, forbid one with an exaggerated delicacy to boil a kid in its mother’s milk,
or to eat the sinew from an animal’s thigh).® This code, to judge from her sudden
obstinacy when she did not wish to do certain errands that we gave her, seemed
to have anticipated social complexities and worldly refinements that nothing in
Frangoise’s associations or her life as a village domestic could have suggested to
her; and we had to say to ourselves that in her there was a very old French past,
noble and ill understood, as in those manufacturing towns where elegant old
houses testify that there was once a court life, and where the employees of a fac-
tory for chemical products work surrounded by delicate sculptures representing
the miracle of Saint Théophile or the four sons of Aymon.® In this particular
case, the article of the code which made it unlikely that except in case of fire
Francoise would go bother Mama in the presence of M. Swann for so small a
personage as myself simply betokened the respect she professed not only for the
family—as for the dead, for priests, and for kings—but also for the visitor to
whom one was offering one’s hospitality, a respect that would perhaps have
touched me in a book but that always irritated me on her lips, because of the
solemn and tender tones she adopted in speaking of it, and especially so this
evening when the sacred character she conferred on the dinner might have the
effect of making her refuse to disturb its ceremonial. But to give myself a better
chance, I did not hesitate to lie and tell her that it was not in the least I who had
wanted to write to Mama, but that it was Mama who, as she said goodnight to
me, had exhorted me not to forget to send her an answer concerning something
she had asked me to look for; and she would certainly be very annoyed if this
note was not delivered to her. [ think Francoise did not believe me, for, like those

8. References to the strict dietary laws of who together rode the magic horse Bayard.
Deuteronomy 14.21 and Genesis 31.32, “Théophile”: a cleric who was saved from dam-
respectively. nation by the Virgin Mary after he repented
9, The four sons of Aymon, heroic knights  for having signed a pact with the devil.
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primitive men whose senses were so much more powerful than ours, she could
immediately discern, from signs imperceptible to us, any truth that we wanted to
hide from her; she looked at the envelope for five minutes as if the examination
of the paper and the appearance of the writing would inform her about the
nature of the contents or tell her which article of her code she ought to apply.
Then she went out with an air of resignation that seemed to signify: “If it isn’t a
misfortune for parents to have a child like that!” She came back after a moment
to tell me that they were still only at the ice stage, that it was impossible for the
butler to deliver the letter right away in front of everyone, but that, when the
mouth-rinsing bowls' were put round, they would find a way to hand it to Mama.
Instantly my anxiety subsided; it was now no longer, as it had been only a
moment ago, until tomorrow that I had left my mother, since my little note, no
doubt annoying her (and doubly because this stratagem would make me ridicu-
lous in Swann's eyes), would at least allow me, invisible and enraptured, to enter
the same room as she, would whisper about me in her ear; since that forbidden,
hostile dining room, where, just a moment before, the ice itself—the “granité™—
and the rinsing bowls seemed to me to contain pleasures noxious and mortally
sad because Mama was enjoying them far away from me, was opening itself to
me and, like a fruit that has turned sweet and bursts its skin, was about to propel,
to project, all the way to my intoxicated heart, Mama’s attention as she read my
lines. Now I was no longer separated from her; the barriers were down, an exqui-
site thread joined us. And that was not all: Mama would probably come!

I thought Swann would surely have laughed at the anguish I had just suffered
if he had read my letter and guessed its purpose; yet, on the contrary, as I
learned later, a similar anguish® was the torment of long years of his life and no
one, perhaps, could have understood me as well as he; in his case, the anguish
that comes from feeling that the person you love is in a place of amusement
where you are not, where you cannot join her, came to him through love, to
which it is in some sense predestined, by which it will be hoarded, appropriated;
but when, as in my case, this anguish enters us before love has made its appear-
ance in our life, it drifts as it waits for it, vague and free, without a particular
assignment, at the service of one feeling one day, of another the next, some-
times of filial tenderness or affection for a friend. And the joy with which I
served my first apprenticeship when Francoise came back to tell me my letter
would be delivered Swann too had known well, that deceptive joy given to us by
some friend, some relative of the woman we love when, arriving at the house or
theater where she is, for some dance, gala evening, or premiere at which he is
going to see her, this friend notices us wandering outside, desperately awaiting
some opportunity to communicate with her. He recognizes us, speaks to us
familiarly, asks us what we are doing there. And when we invent the story that
we have something urgent to say to his relative or friend, he assures us that
nothing could be simpler, leads us into the hall, and promises to send her to us
in five minutes. How we love him, as at that moment I loved Frangoise—the
well-intentioned intermediary who with a single word has just made tolerable,
human, and almost propitious the unimaginable, infernal festivity into the thick

1. Bowls with warm water for rinsing were  course or after dinner,
passed around at the end of the meal. 3. Le., his unhappy love for Odette de Crécy,
2. A sherbetlike ice served as a separate described later in Swann in Love.
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of which we had been imagining that hostile, perverse, and exquisite vortices of
pleasure were carrying away from us and inspiring with derisive laughter the
woman we love! If we are to judge by him, the relative who has come up to us
and is himself also one of the initiates in the cruel mysteries, the other guests
at the party cannot have anything very demoniacal about them. Those inacces-
sible and excruciating hours during which she was about to enjoy unknown
pleasures—now, through an unexpected breach, we are entering them; now;,
one of the moments which, in succession, would have composed those hours,
a moment as real as the others, perhaps even more important to us, because our
mistress is more involved in it, we can picture to ourselves, we possess it, we are
taking part in it, we have created it, almost: the moment in which he will tell her
we are here, downstairs. And no doubt the other moments of the party would
not have been essentially very different from this one, would not have had any-
thing more delectable about them that should make us suffer so, since the kind
friend has said to us: “Why, she'll be delighted to come down! It'll be much
nicer for her to chat with you than to be bored up there.” Alas! Swann had
learned by experience that the good intentions of a third person have no power
over a woman who is annoyed to find herself pursued even into a party by some-
one she does not love. Often, the friend comes back down alone.

My mother did not come, and with no consideration for my pride (which was
invested in her not denying the story that she was supposed to have asked me
to let her know the results of some search) asked Francgoise to say these words
to me: “There is no answer,” words I have so often since then heard the door-
men in grand hotels or the footmen in bawdy houses bring back to some poor
girl who exclaims in surprise: “What, he said nothing? Why, that’s impossible!
Did you really give him my note? All right, I'll go on waiting.” And—just as she
invariably assures him she does not need the extra gas jet which the doorman
wants to light for her, and remains there, hearing nothing further but the few
remarks about the weather exchanged by the doorman and a lackey whom he
sends off suddenly, when he notices the time, to put a customer’s drink on
ice—having declined Frangoise’s offer to make me some tea or to stay with me,
I let her return to the servant’s hall, 1 went to bed and closed my eyes, trying
not to hear the voices of my family, who were having their coffee in the garden.
But after a few seconds, I became aware that, by writing that note to Mama, by
approaching, at the risk of angering her, so close to her that I thought I could
touch the moment when I would see her again, I had shut off from myself the
possibility of falling asleep without seeing her again, and the beating of my
heart grew more painful each minute because I was increasing my agitation by
telling myself to be calm, to accept my misfortune. Suddenly my anxiety sub-
sided, a happiness invaded me as when a powerful medicine begins to take
effect and our pain vanishes: I had just formed the resolution not to continue
trying to fall asleep without seeing Mama again, to kiss her at all costs even
though it was with the certainty of being on bad terms with her for a long time
after, when she came up to bed. The calm that came with the end of my dis-
tress filled me with an extraordinary joy, quite as much as did my expectation,
my thirst for and my fear of danger. I opened the window noiselessly and sat
down on the foot of my bed; I hardly moved so that I would not be heard from
below. Outdoors, too, things seemed frozen in silent attention so as not to dis-
turb the moonlight which, duplicating and distancing each thing by extending
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its shadow before it, denser and more concrete than itself, had at once thinned
and enlarged the landscape like a map that had been folded and was now
opened out. What needed to move, some foliage of the chestnut tree, moved.
But its quivering, minute, complete, executed even in its slightest nuances and
ultimate refinements, did not spill over onto the rest, did not merge with it,
remained circumscribed. Exposed against this silence, which absorbed nothing
of them, the most distant noises, those that must have come from gardens that
lay at the other end of town, could be perceived detailed with such “finish” that
they seemed to owe this effect of remoteness only to their pianissimo, like
those muted motifs so well executed by the orchestra of the Conservatoire?
that, although you do not lose a single note, you nonetheless think you are
hearing them far away from the concert hall and all the old subscribers—my
grandmother's sisters too, when Swann had 'given them his seats—strained
their ears as if they were listening to the distant advances of an army on the
march that had not yet turned the corner of the rue de Trévise.’

I knew that the situation I was now placing myself in was the one that could
provoke the gravest consequences of all for me, coming from my parents,
much graver in truth than a stranger would have supposed, the sort he would
have believed could be produced only by truly shameful misdeeds. But in my
upbringing, the order of misdeeds was not the same as in that of other chil-
dren, and I had become accustomed to placing before all the rest (because
there were probably no others from which I needed to be more carefully pro-
tected) those whose common characteristic I now understand was that you
lapse into them by yielding to a nervous impulse. But at the time no one
uttered these words, no one revealed this cause, which might have made me
believe I was excusable for succumbing to them or even perhaps incapable of
resisting them. But I recognized them clearly from the anguish that preceded
them as well as from the rigor of the punishment that followed them; and 1
knew that the one I had just committed was in the same family as others for
which I had been severely punished, though infinitely graver. When I went and
placed myself in my mother’s path at the moment she was going up to bed, and
when she saw that I had stayed up to say goodnight to her again in the hallway,
they would not let me continue to live at home, they would send me away to
school the next day, that much was certain. Well! Even if I had had to throw
myself out of the window five minutes later, I still preferred this. What I
wanted now was Mama, to say goodnight to her, I had gone too far along the
road that led to the fulfillment of that desire to be able to turn back now.

I heard the footsteps of my family, who were seeing Swann out; and when the
bell on the gate told me he had left, I went to the window. Mama was asking my
father if he had thought the lobster was good and if M. Swann had had more
coffee-and-pistachio ice. “I found it quite ordinary,” said my mother; “I think
next time we'll have to try another flavor.” “I can’t tell you how changed I find
Swann,” said my great-aunt, “he has aged so!” My great-aunt was so used to
seeing Swann always as the same adolescent that she was surprised to find him
suddenly not as young as the age she continued to attribute to him. And my
family was also beginning to feel that in him this aging was abnormal, exces-

4. 'The national music conservatory (academy) in Paris.
5. A street in Combray.
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sive, shameful, and more deserved by the unmarried, by all those for whom it
seems that the great day that has no tomorrow is longer than for others, because
for them 'it is empty and the moments in it add up from morning on without
then being divided among children. "I think he has no end of worries with that
wretched wife of his who is living with a certain Monsieur de Charlus,* as all of
Combray knows. It's the talk of the town.” My mother pointed out that in spite
of this he had been looking much less sad for some time now. “He also doesn’t
make that gesture of his as often, so like his father, of wiping his eyes and run-
ning his hand across his forehead. I myself think that in his heart of hearts he
no longer loves that woman.” “Why, naturally he doesn’t love her anymore,”
answered my grandfather. “I received a letter from him about it a long time ago,
by now, a letter with which I hastened not to comply and which leaves no doubt
about his feelings, at least his feelings of love, for his wife. Well now! You see,
you didn’t thank him for the Asti,” added my grandfather, turning to his two
sisters-in-law. “What? We didn’t thank him? I think, just between you and me,
that I put it quite delicately,” answered my aunt Flora. “Yes, you managed it
very well: quite admirable,” said my aunt Céline. “But you were very good too.”
“Yes, I was rather proud of my remark about kind neighbors.” “What? Is that
what you call thanking him?” exclaimed my grandfather. “I certainly heard that,
but devil take me if I thought it was directed at' Swann. You can be sure he
never noticed.” “But see here; Swann isn’t stupid, I'm sure he appreciated it.
After all, I couldn’t tell him how many bottles there were and what the wine
cost!” My father and 'mother were left alone there, and sat down for a moment;
then my father said: “Well, shall we go up to bed?” “If you like, my dear, even
though I'm not the least bit sleepy; yet it couldn’t be that perfectly harmless
coffee ice that’s keeping me so wide-awake; but I can see a light in the servants’
hall, and since poor Frang¢oise has waited up for me, I'll go and ask her to
unhook my bodice while you're getting undressed.” And my mother opened the
latticed door that led from the vestibule to the staircase. Soon, I heard her com-
ing upstairs to close her window. I went without a sound into the hallway; my
heart was beating so hard I had trouble walking, but at least it was no longer
pounding from anxiety, but from terror and joy. I saw the light cast in the stair-
well by Mama’s candle. Then I saw Mama herself; I threw myself forward. In
the first second, she looked at me with astonishment, not understanding what
could have happened. Then an expression of anger came over her face, she did
not say a single word to me, and indeed for much less than this they would go
several days without speaking to me. If Mama had said one word to me, it
would have been an admission that they could talk to me again and in any case
it would perhaps have seemed to me even more terrible; as a sign that, given the
gravity of the punishment that was going to be prepared for me, silence, and
estrangement, would have been childish. A word would have been like the calm
with which you answer a servant when you have just decided to dismiss him;
the kiss you give a son you are sending off to enlist, whereas you would have
refused it if you were simply going to be annoyed with him for a few days. But
she heard my father coming up from the dressing room where he had gone to
undress and, to avoid the scene he would make over me, she said to me in a

6. The brother of the duc de Guermantes.
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voice choked with anger: “Run, run, so at least your father won't see you wait-
ing like this as if you were out of your mind!" But I repeated to her: “Come say
goodnight to me,” terrified as I saw the gleam from my father’s candle already
rising up the wall, but also using his approach as a means of blackmail and hop-
ing that Mama, to avoid my father’s finding me there still if she continued to
refuse, would say: “Go back to your room, I'll come.” It was too late, my father
was there in front of us. Involuntarily, though no one heard, I murmured these
words: “I'm done for!” ,

It was not so. My father was constantly refusing me permission for things that
had been authorized in the more generous covenants granted by my mother ‘and
grandmother because he did not bother about “principles” and for him there
was no “rule of law.”” For a completely contingent reason, or even for no reason
at all, he would at the last minute deny me a certain walk that was so custom-
ary, so consecrated that to deprive me of it was a violation, or, as he had done
once again this evening, long before the ritual hour he would say to me: “Go on
now, up to bed, no arguments!” But also, because he had no principles (in: my
grandmother’s sense), he was not strictly speaking intransigent. He looked at
me for a moment with an expression of surprise and annoyance, then as soon as
Mama had explained to him with a few embarrassed words what had happened,
he said to her: “Go along with him, then. You were just saying you didn’t feel
very sleepy, stay in his room for a little while, I don’t need anything.” “But my
dear,” answered my mother timidly, “whether I'm sleepy or not doesn’t change
anything, we can't let the child get into the habit . . .” “But it isn't a quéstion of
habit,” said my father, shrugging his shoulders, “you can see the boy is upset, he
seems very sad; look, we're not executioners! You'll end by making him ill, and
that won't do us much good! There are two beds in his room; go tell Frangoise
to prepare the big one for you and sleep there with him tonight. Now then,
goodnight, I'm not as high-strung as the two of you, I'm going to bed.”

It was impossible to thank my father; he would have been irritated by what
he called mawkishness. I stood there not daring to move; he was still there in
front of us, tall in his white nightshirt, under the pink and violet Indian cash-
mere shawl that he tied around his head now that he had attacks of neuralgia,
with the gesture of Abraham in the engraving after Benozzo Gozzoli® that M.
Swann had given me, as he told Sarah she must leave Issac’s side. This was
many years ago. The staircase wall on which I saw the rising glimmer of his
candle has long since ceased to exist. In me, too, many things have been
destroyed that I thought were bound to last forever and new ones have formed
that have given birth to new sorrows and joys which I could not have foreseen
then, just as the old ones have become difficult for me to understand. It was a
very long time ago, too, that my father ceased to be able to say to Mama: “Go
with the boy.” The possibility of such hours will never be reborn for me. But for
a little while now, I have begun to hear again very clearly, if I take care to lis-
ten, the sobs that I was strong enough to contain in front of my father and that
broke out only when I found myself alone again with Mama. They have never

7. Natural law, supposed to govern interna- the rules, becomes the unpredictable tyrant.
tional and public relations. Marcel sees his rela- 8. Florentine painter (1420—1497) whose
tionship with his mother and grandmother as a  frescoes at Pisa contain scenes from the life of
social contract; his father, who does not respect  the biblical patriarch Abraham.
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really stopped; and it is only because life is now becoming quieter around me
that I can hear them again, like those convent bells covered so well by the
clamor of the town during the day that one would think they had ceased alto-
gether but which begin sounding again in the silence of the evening.
Mama spent that night in my room; when I had just committed such a mis-
deed that I expected to have to leave the house, my parents granted me more
than I could ever have won from them as a reward for any good deed. Even at
the moment when it manifested itself through this pardon, my father’s conduct
toward me retained that arbitrary and undeserved quality that characterized it
and was due to the fact that it generally resulted from fortuitous convenience
rather than a premeditated plan. It may even be that what I called his severity,
when he sent me to bed, deserved that name less than my mother’s or my
grandmother’s, for his nature, in certain respects more different from mine
than theirs was, had probably kept him from discovering until now how very
unhappy I was every evening, something my mother and my grandmother knew
well; but they loved me enough not to consent to spare me my suffering, they
wanted to teach me to master it in order to reduce my nervous sensitivity and
strengthen my will. As for my father, whose affection for me was of another
sort, I do not know if he would have been courageous enough for that: the one
time he realized that I was upset, he had said to my mother: “Go and comfort
him.” Mama stayed in my room that night and, as though not to allow any
remorse to spoil those hours which were so different from what I had had any
right to expect, when Frangoise, realizing that something extraordinary was
happening when she saw Mama sitting next to me, holding my hand and let-
ting me cry without scolding me, asked her: “Why, madame; now what's wrong
with Monsieur that he’s crying so?” Mama answered her: “Why, even he
doesn’t know, Francgoise, he’s in a state; prepare the big bed for me quickly and
then go on up to bed yourself.” And so, for the first time, my sadness was
regarded no longer as ‘a punishable offense but as an involuntary ailment that
had just been officially recognized; a nervous condition for which I was not
responsible; I had the relief of no longer having to mingle qualms of conscience
with the bitterness of my tears, I could cry without sin. I was also not a little
proud, with respect to Francgoise, of this turnabout in human affairs which, an
hour aftéer Mama had refused to ¢come up to my room and had sent the disdain-
ful answer that I should go to sleep, raised me to the dignity of a grown-up and
brought me suddenly to a sort of puberty of grief, of emancipation from tears.
I ought to have been happy: I was not. It seemed to me that my mother had just
made me a first concession which must have been painful to her, that this was
a first abdication on her part from the ideal she had conceived for me, and that
for the first time she, who was so courageous, had to confess herself beaten. It
seemed to me that, if I had just gained a victory, it was over her, that I had suc-
ceeded, as illness, affliction, or age might have done, in relaxing her will, in
weakening her judgment, and that this evening was the beginning of a new era,
would remain as a sad date. If I had dared, now, I would have said to Mama:
“No, I don't want you to do this, don'’t sleep here.” But I was aware of the prac-
tical wisdom, the realism as it would be called now, which in her tempered my
grandmother’s ardently idealistic nature, and I knew that, now that the harm
was done, she would prefer to let me at least enjoy the soothing pleasure of it
and not disturb my father. To be sure, my mother’s lovely face still shone with
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youth that evening when she so gently held my hands and tried to stop my
tears; but it seemed to me that this was precisely what should not have been,
her anger would have saddened me less than this new gentleness which my
childhood had not known before; it seemed to me that with an impious and
secret hand I had just traced in her soul a first wrinkle and caused a first white
hair to appear. At the thought of this my sobs redoubled, and then I saw that
Mama, who never let herself give way to any emotion with me, was suddenly

overcome by my own and was trying to suppress a desire to cry. When she saw
that I had noticed, she said to me with a smile: “There now, my little chick, my
little canary, he’s going to make his mama as silly as himself if this continues.
Look, since you're not sleepy and your mama isn't either, let's not go on upset-
ting each other, let’s do something, let's get one of your books.” But I had none
there. “Would you enjoy it less if I took out the books your grandmother will be
giving you on your saint’s day? Think about it carefully: you mustn’t be disap-
pointed not to have anything the day after tomorrow.” On the contrary, 1 was
delighted, and Mama went to get a packet of books, of which I could not dis-
tinguish, through the paper in which they were wrapped, more than their
shape, short and thick, but which, in this first guise, though summary and
veiled, already eclipsed the box of colors from New Year's Day and the silk-
worms from last year. They were La Mare au Diable, Francois le Champi, La
Petite Fadette, and Les Maitres Sonneurs.” My grandmother, as I learned after-
ward, had first chosen the poems of Musset, a volume of Rousseau, and Indi-
ana;' for though she judged frivolous reading to be as unhealthy as sweets and
pastries, it did not occur to her that a great breath of genius might have a more
dangerous and less invigorating influence on the mind even of a child than
would the open air and the sea breeze on his body. But as my father had nearly
called her mad when he learned which books she wanted to give me, she had
returned to the bookstore, in Jouy-le-Vicomte herself, so that [ would not risk
not having my present (it was a burning-hot day and she had come home so
indisposed that the doctor had warned my mother not to let her tire herself out
that way again) and she had resorted to the four pastoral novels of George
Sand. “My dear daughter,” she said to Mama, “I could not bring myself to give
the boy something badly written.”

In fact, she could never resign herself to buying anything from which one
could not derive an intellectual profit, and especially that which beautiful things
afford us by teaching us to seek our pleasure elsewhere than in the satisfactions
of material comfort and vanity. Even when she had to make someone a present
of the kind called “useful,” when she had to give an armchair, silverware, a
walking stick, she looked for “old” ones, as though, now that long desuetude
had effaced their character of usefulness, they would appear more disposed to
tell us about the life of people of other times than to serve the needs of our own
life. She would have liked me to have in my room photographs of the most

9. The Devil's Pool, Francois the Foundling  and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), often
Discovered in the Fields, Little Fadette, and romantic and sometimes confessional, and
The Master Bellringers, all novels of idealized ~ George Sand’s Indiana (1832), a novel of free
country life by the French woman writer love, would be thought unsuitable reading for a

George Sand (1806-1876). young child.
1. The works of Alfred de Musset (1810-1857)
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beautiful monuments or landscapes. But at the moment of buying them, and
even though the thing represented had an aesthetic value, she would find that
vulgarity and utility too quickly resumed their places in that mechanical mode
of representation, the photograph. She would try to use cunning and, if not to
eliminate commercial banality entirely, at least to reduce it, to substitute for the
greater part of it more art, to introduce into it in a sense several “layers” of art:
instead of photographs of Chartres Cathedral, the Fountains of Saint-Cloud, or
Mount Vesuvius, she would make inquiries of Swann as to whether some great
painter had not depicted them, and preferred to give me photographs of Char-
tres Cathedral by Corot, of the Fountains of Saint-Cloud by Hubert Robert, of
Mount Vesuvius by Turner,? which made one further degree of art. But if the
photographer had been removed from the representation of the masterpiece or
of nature and replaced by a great artist, he still reclaimed his rights to reproduce
that very interpretation. Having deferred vulgarity as far as possible, my grand-
mother would try to move it back still further. She would ask Swann if the work
had not'been engraved, preferring, whenever possible, old engravings that also
had an interest beyond themselves, such as those that represent a masterpiece
in a state in which we can no longer see it today (like the engraving by Morghen
of Leonardo’s Last Supper before its deterioration).> It must be said that the
results of this interpretation of the art of gift giving were not always brilliant.
The idea I formed of Venice from a drawing by Titian* that is supposed to have
the lagoon in the background was certainly far less accurate than the one I
would have derived from simple photographs. We could no longer keep count,
at home, when my great-aunt wanted to draw up an indictment against my
grandmother, of the armchairs she had presented to young couples engaged to
be married or old married couples which, at the first attempt to make use of
them, had immediately collapsed under the weight of one of the recipients. But
my grandmother would have believed it petty to be overly concerned about the
solidity of a piece of wood in which one could still distinguish a small flower,
a smile, sometimes a lovely invention from the past. Even what might, in these
pieces of furniture, answer a need, since it did so in a manner to which we are
no longer accustomed, charmed her like the old ways of speaking in which we
see a metaphor that is obliterated, in our modern language, by the abrasion of
habit. Now, in fact, the pastoral novels of George Sand that she was giving me
for my saint’s day were, like an old piece of furniture, full of expressions that
had fallen into disuse and turned figurative again, the sort you no longer find
anywhere but in the country. And my grandmother had bought them in prefer-
ence to others just as she would sooner have rented an estate on which there
was a Gothic dovecote or another of those old things that exercise such a happy
influence on the mind by filling it with longing for impossible voyages through
time. :

2. All photographs of paintings: the cathedral  subject of a famous engraving by Raphael Mor-
at Chartres, painted in 1830 by Corot; the foun-  ghen (1758-1833). The paints in the original
tains in the old park at Saint-Cloud, outside fresco had deteriorated rapidly, and a major
Paris, painted by Hubert Robert (1733-1809);  restoration took place only in the 19th century.
and Vesuvius, a famous volcano near Naples, 4. Tiziano Vecellio (1488?—1576), Renais-
painted by J. M. W. Turner (1775-1851). sance painter of the Venetian school.

3. Leonardo da Vinci's Last Supper was the
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Mama sat down by my bed; she had picked up Francois le Champi, whose red-
dish cover and incomprehensible title® gave it, in my eyes, a distinct personality
and a mysterious attraction. I had not yet read a real novel. I had heard people
say that George Sand was an exemplary novelist. This already predisposed me to
imagine something indefinable and delicious in Frangois le Champi. Narrative
devices intended to arouse curiosity or emotion, certain modes of expression that
make one uneasy or melancholy, and that a reader with some education will
recognize as common to many novels, appeared to me—who considered a new
book not as a thing having many counterparts, but as a unique person, having no
reason for existing but in itself—simply as a disturbing emanation of Francois le
Champi’s peculiar essence. Behind those events so ordinary, those things so
common, those words so current, I sensed a strange sort of intonation, accentua-
tion. The action began; it seemed to me all the more obscure because in those
days, when I read, I often daydreamed, for entire pages, of something quite dif-
ferent. And in addition to the lacunae that this distraction left in the story, there
was the fact, when Mama was the one reading aloud to me, that she skipped all
the love scenes. Thus, all the bizarre changes that take place in the respective
attitudes of the miller’s wife and the child and that can be explained only by the
progress of a nascent love seemed to me marked by a profound mystery whose
source I readily imagined must be in that strange and sweet name “Champi,”
which gave the child, who bore it without my knowing why, its vivid, charming
purplish color. If my mother was an unfaithful reader she was also, in the case of
books in which she found the inflection of true feeling, a wonderful reader for
the respect and simplicity of her interpretation, the beauty and gentleness of the
sound of her voice. Even in real life, when it was people and not works of art
which moved her to compassion or admiration, it was touching to see with what
deference she removed from her voice, from her motions, from her words, any
spark of gaiety that might hurt some mother who had once lost a child, any recol-
lection of a saint’s day or birthday that might remind some old man of his
advanced age, any remark about housekeeping that might seem tedious to some
young scholar. In the same way, when she was reading George Sand’s prose,
which always breathes that goodness, that moral distinction which Mama had
learned from my grandmother to consider superior to all else in life, and which I
was to teach her only much later not to consider superior to all else in books too,
taking care to banish from her voice any pettiness, any affectation which might
have prevented it from receiving that powerful torrent, she imparted all the natu-
ral tenderness, all the ample sweetness they demanded to those sentences which
seemed written for her voice and which remained, so to speak, entirely within
the register of her sensibility. She found, to attack them in the necessary tone,
the warm inflection that preexists them and that dictated them, but that the
words do not indicate; with this inflection she softened as she went along any
crudeness in the tenses of the verbs, gave the imperfect and the past historic the
sweetness that lies in goodness, the melancholy that lies in tenderness, directed
the sentence that was ending toward the one that was about to begin, sometimes
hurrying, sometimes slowing down the pace of the syllables so as to bring them,
though their quantities were different, into one uniform rhythm, she breathed
into this very common prose a sort of continuous emotional life.

5. Champi (“foundling”) is an old French word that the child Marcel would not have known.
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My remorse was quieted, I gave in to the sweetness of that night in which I
had my mother close to me. I knew that such a night could not be repeated;
that the greatest desire I had in the world, to keep my mother in my room dur-
ing those sad hours of darkness, was too contrary to the necessities of life and
the wishes of others for its fulfillment, granted this night, to be anything other
than artificial and exceptional. Tomorrow my anxieties would reawaken and
Mama would not stay here. But when my anxieties were soothed, I no longer
understood them; and then tomorrow night was still far away; I told myself I
would have time to think of what to do, even though that time could not bring
me any access of power, since these things did not depend on my will and
seemed more avoidable to me only because of the interval that still separated

them from me.

So it was that, for a long time, when, awakened at night, I remembered Com-
bray again, I saw nothing of it but this sort of luminous panel, cut out among
indistinct shadows, like those panels which the glow of a Bengal light® or some
electric projection will cut out and illuminate in a building whose other parts
remain plunged in darkness: at the rather broad base, the small parlor, the din-
ing room, the opening of the dark path by which M. Swann, the unconscious
author of my sufferings, would arrive, the front hall where I would head toward
the first step of the staircase, so painful to climb, that formed, by itself, the
very narrow trunk of this irregular pyramid; and, at the top, my bedroom with
the little hallway and its glass-paned door for Mama’s entrance; in a word,
always seen at the same hour, isolated from everything that might surround it,
standing out alone against the darkness, the bare minimum of scenery (such as
one sees prescribed at the beginnings of the old plays for performances in the
provinces) needed for the drama of my undressing; as though Combray had
consisted only of two floors connected by a slender staircase and as though it
had always been seven o'clock in the evening there. The fact is, I could have
answered anyone who asked me that Combray also included other things and
existed at other times of day. But since what I recalled would have been sup-
plied to me only by my voluntary memory, the memory of the intelligence, and
since the information it gives about the past preserves nothing of the past
itself, I would never have had any desire to think about the rest of Combray. It

was all really quite dead for me.

Dead forever? Possibly.
There is a great deal of chance in all this, and a second sort of chance event,

that of our own death, often does not allow us to wait long for the favors of
the first.

I find the Celtic belief very reasonable, that the souls of those we have lost
are held captive in some inferior creature, in an animal, in a plant, in some
inanimate object, effectively lost to us until the day, which for many never
comes, when we happen to pass close to the tree, come into possession of the
object that is their prison.” Then they quiver, they call out to us, and as soon as
we have recognized them, the spell is broken. Delivered by us, they have over-

come death and they return to live with us.

6. A steady, blue-colored firework often used 7. A belief attributed to Druids, the priests of

for signals. the ancient Celtic peoples.
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It is the same with our past. It is a waste of effort for us to try to summoen it,
all the exertions of our intelligence are useless. The past is hidden outside the
realm of our intelligence and beyond its reach, in some material object (in the
sensation that this material object would give us) which we do not suspect. It
depends on chance whether we encounter this object before we die, or do not
encounter it.

For many years, already, everything about Combray that was not the theater
and drama of my bedtime had ceased to exist for me, when one day in winter,
as I returned home, my mother, seeing that I was cold, suggested that, contrary
to my habit, I have a little tea. I refused at first and then, I do not know why,
changed my mind. She sent for one of those squat, plump cakes called petites
madeleines that look as though they have been molded in the grooved valve of
a scallop shell. And soon, mechanically, oppressed by the gloomy day and the
prospect of another sad day to follow, I carried to my lips a spoonful of the tea
in which I had let soften a bit of madeleine. But at the very instant when the
mouthful of tea mixed with cake crumbs touched my palate, I quivered, atten-
tive to the extraordinary thing that was happening inside me. A delicious plea-
sure had invaded me, isolated me, without my having any notion as to its
cause. It had immediately rendered the vicissitudes of life unimportant to me,
its disasters innocuous, its brevity illusory, acting in the same way that love
acts, by filling me with a precious essence: or rather this essence was not
merely inside me, it was me. I had ceased to feel mediocre, contingent, mortal.
Where could it have come to me from—this powerful joy? I sensed that it was
connected to the taste of the tea and the cake, but that it went infinitely far
beyond it, could not be of the same nature. Where did it come from? What did
it mean? How could I grasp it? I drink a second mouthful, in which I find noth-
ing more than in the first, a third that gives me a little less than the second. It
is time for me to stop, the virtue of the drink seems to be diminishing. Clearly,
the truth I am seeking is not in the drink, but in me. The drink has awoken it
in me, but does not know this truth, and can do no more than repeat indefi-
nitely, with less and less force, this same testimony which I do not know how
to interpret and which I want at least to be able to ask of it again and find
again, intact, available to me, soon, for a decisive clarification. I put down the
cup and turn to my mind. It is up to my mind to find the truth. But how? Such
grave uncertainty, whenever the mind feels overtaken by itself; when it, the
seeker, is also the obscure country where it must seek and where all its baggage
will be nothing to it. Seek? Not only that: create. It is face-to-face with some-
thing that does not yet exist and that only it can accomplish, then bring into its
light.

And I begin asking myself again what it could be, this unknown state which
brought with it no logical proof, but only the evidence of its felicity, its reality,
and in whose presence the other states of consciousness faded away. I want to
try to make it reappear. I return in my thoughts to the moment when I took the
first spoonful of tea. I find the same state again, without any new clarity. I ask
my mind to make another effort, to bring back once more the sensation that is
slipping away. And, so that nothing may interrupt the thrust with which it will
try to grasp it again, | clear away every obstacle, every foreign idea, I protect my
ears and my attention from the noises in the next room. But feeling my mind
grow tired without succeeding, I now compel it to accept the very distraction I
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was denying it, to think of something else, to recover its strength before a
supreme attempt. Then for a second time I create an empty space before it, I
confront it again with the still recent taste of that first mouthful, and I feel
something quiver in me, shift, try to rise, something that seems to have been
unanchored at a great depth; I do not know what it is, but it comes up slowly;
I feel the resistance and 1 hear the murmur of the distances traversed.

Undoubtedly what is palpitating thus, deep inside me, must be the image,
the visual memory which is attached to this taste and is trying to follow it to
me. But it is struggling too far away, too confusedly; I can just barely perceive
the neutral glimmer in which the elusive eddying of stirred-up colors is blended;
but I cannot distinguish the form, cannot ask it, as the one possible interpreter,
to translate for me the evidence of its contemporary, its inseparable compan-
ion, the taste, ask it to tell me what particular circumstance is involved, what
period of the past.

Will it reach the clear surface of my consciousness—this memory, this old
moment which the attraction of an identical moment has come from so far to
invite, to move, to raise up from the deepest part of me? I don’t know. Now 1
no longer feel anything, it has stopped, gone back down perhaps; who knows if
it will ever rise up from its darkness again? Ten times I must begin again, lean
down toward it. And each time, the laziness that deters us from every difficult
task, every work of importance, has counseled me to leave it, to drink my tea
and think only about my worries of today, my desires for tomorrow, upon
which I may ruminate effortlessly.

And suddenly the memory appeared. That taste was the taste of the little
piece of madeleine which on Sunday mornings at Combray (because that day
I did not go out before it was time for Mass), when I went to say good morning
to her in her bedroom, my aunt Léonie would give me after dipping it in her
infusion of tea or lime blossom. The sight of the little madeleine had not
reminded me of anything before I tasted it; perhaps because I had often seen
them since, without eating them, on the shelves of the pastry shops, and their
image had therefore left those days of Combray and attached itself to others
more recent; perhaps because of these recollections abandoned so long out-
side my memory, nothing survived, everything had come apart; the forms and
the form, too, of the little shell made of cake, so fatly sensual within its severe
and pious pleating—had been destroyed, or, still half asleep, had lost the
force of expansion that would have allowed them to rejoin my consciousness.
But, when nothing subsists of an old past, after the death of people, after the
destruction 'of things, alone, frailer but more enduring, more immaterial,
more persistent, more faithful, smell and taste still remain for a long time, like
souls, remembering, waiting, hoping, upon the ruins of all the rest, bearing
without giving way, on their almost impalpable droplet, the immense edifice
of memory.

And as soon as I had recognized the taste of the piece of madeleine dipped in
lime-blossom tea that my aunt used to give me (though I did not yet know and
had to put off to much later discovering why this memory made me so happy),
immediately the old gray house on the street, where her bedroom was, came
like a stage set to attach itself to the little wing opening onto the garden that
had been built for my parents behind it (that truncated section which was all 1
had seen before then); and with the house the town, from morning to night and
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in all weathers, the Square, where they sent me before lunch, the streets where
I went on errands, the paths we took if the weather was fine. And as in that
game in which the Japanese amuse themselves by filling a porcelain bowl with
water and steeping in it little pieces of paper until then undifferentiated which,
the moment they are immersed in it, stretch and bend, take color and distinc-
tive shape, turn into flowers, houses, human figures, firm and recognizable, so
now all the flowers in our garden and in M. Swann’s park, and the water lilies
on the Vivonne,® and the good people of the village and their little dwellings and
the church and all of Combray and its surroundings, all of this, acquiring form
and solidity, emerged, town and gardens alike, from my cup of tea.

1913

8. The local river.
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A/‘ arcel Proust’s influence on
twentieth-century literature is un-
equaled by that of any other writer, ex-
cept James Joyce. Known primarily as
a minor essayist until the age of forty,
Proust devoted the last decade of his
life to a massive sequence—In Search

of Lost Time (A la recherche du temps
perdu, 1913-27), also known in En-
glish as Remembrance of Things Past—
that transformed the way writers and
readers think about the novel as a form.
It is a monumental construction coor-
dinated down to its smallest part not by



the progress of a traditional plot but by
the narrator’s intuition and “involun-
tary memory,” and all external events
are presented through the prism of the
narrator’s experience,

Proust was born on July 10, 1871,
the older of two sons in a wealthy
middle-class Parisian family. His father
was a well-known doctor and professor
of medicine, a Catholic from a small
town outside Paris. His mother, a sen-
sitive, scrupulous, and highly educated
woman to whom Marcel was devoted,
came from an urban Jewish family.
When he was nine, Proust fell ill with
severe asthma; thereafter, he spent his
childhood holidays at a seaside resort
in Normandy that became the model
for the fictional Balbec, the setting for
a portion of In Search of Lost Time. His
asthma interfered with his favorite pas-
times: walking in the country and
smelling the flowering hawthorns near
his aunt’s home in Illiers (the fictional
Combray, where the novel's protago-
nist grows up). In spite of his illness,
which limited what he could do, Mar-
cel graduated with honors from the
Lycée Condorcet in Paris in 1889. He
then did a year’s military service at
Orléans, which provided more material
for his later novel. He went on to attend
law school briefly and graduated with a
degree in philosophy from the Sor-
bonne. As a student, Proust met many
young writers and composers, and he
frequented the salons of the wealthy
bourgeoisie and the aristocracy of the
Faubourg Saint-Germain (an elegant
area of Paris), from which he drew
much of the material for his portraits
of society. He wrote for symbolist mag-
azines, such as Le Banquet and La
Revue blanche, and published a collec-
tion of essays, poems, and stories in an
elegant book, Pleasures and Days
(1896), but his work received relatively
little attention from readers or critics.
In 1899 (with his mother’s help, since
he knew little English), he began to

translate the English social and art
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critic John Ruskin. He did not need to
work, since his parents supported him,
but he did briefly have a volunteer posi-
tion at one of France's national librar-
ies; after a few days’ work, he went on
permanent sick leave.

Proust is known as the author of one
novel: the enormous, seven-volume ex-
ploration of time and consciousness
called In Search of Lost Time. As early as
1895, he embarked on a shorter novel
that traced the same themes and auto-
biographical awareness as his master-
work would, but Jean Santeuil (published
posthumously in 1952) never found a
coherent structure for its numerous epi-
sodes, and Proust abandoned it in 1899.
Themes, ideas, and some episodes from
the earlier novel were absorbed into In
Search of Lost Time; the major differ-
ence (aside from length) between the
two works is simply the highly sophisti-
cated and subtle structure that Proust
devised for the later one.

Proust’s father died in 1903, and his
mother died in 1905. The following year,
his asthma worsening, he moved into a
cork-lined, fumigated room in Paris,
where he stayed until forced to move in
1919. From 1907 to 1914, he spent sum-
mers in the seacoast town of Cabourg
(another source of material for the fic-
tional Balbec), but when in Paris he
emerged rarely from his apartment and
then only late at night for dinners with
friends. Proust was, he later said, “from
the medical point of view, many differ-
ent things, though in fact no one has
ever known exactly what. But I am above
all, and indisputably, an asthmatic.” In
an effort to control his symptoms, which
he believed were exacerbated by drafts,
sunlight, smells, noises, and digestive
discomfort, he developed a number of
rituals. For example, he ate only once a
day, ordering in from high-end restau-
rants. He slept during the daylight hours,
rising around eight in the evening and
working through the night. He insisted
that everything that touched his skin—
bathwater, changes of clothes—had to
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be just his temperature, so his house-
keeper kept extra shirts and long under-
wear in the oven.

While considering what to write next,
Proust improved his style by creating a
series of pastiches of great French writ-
ers. In 1909 he conceived the structure
of his novel as a whole and wrote its
first and last chapters together. A first
draft was finished by September 1912,
but Proust had difficulty finding a pub-
lisher and finally published the first vol-
ume, Swann’s Way (Du céte de chez
Swann), at his own expense, in 1913.
Though this volume was a success, the
First World War delayed publication of
subsequent volumes, and Proust began
the painstaking revision and enlarge-
ment of the whole manuscript (from fif-
teen hundred to four thousand pages,
and three to seven parts) that was to
occupy him until his death. He continu-
ally added material, even as his health
deteriorated, often pasting strips onto
earlier pages of the manuscript so that
he could present a more detailed
account of a particular incident or
memory. Within a Budding Grove (A
l'ombre des jeunes filles en fleurs, or “In
the shadow of young girls in flower”)
won the prestigious Goncourt Prize in
1919, and The Guermantes Way (Le Cété
de Guermantes) followed, in 1920-21.
The last volume published in Proust’s
lifetime was Sodom and Gomorrah (Sod-
ome et Gomorrhe II, 1922), and the
remaining volumes—The Captive (La
Prisonniére, 1923), The Fugitive (Alber-
tine disparue, or “Albertine disap-
peared,” 1925), and Time Regained (Le
Temps retrouvé, 1927)—were released
posthumously from manuscripts on
which he had been working.

Throughout 1922, Proust's symptoms,
particularly nausea, vomiting, and occa-
sional delirium, grew more and more
perilous. On November 18, after an
especially bad week, his housekeeper,
already alarmed by his deterioration,
noticed the normally untidy Proust

“pulling up the sheet and picking up the
papers strewn over the bed.” “I'd never
been at a deathbed before,” she later
wrote, “but in our village I'd heard peo-
ple say that dying men gather things.”
By that afternoon three doctors, includ-
ing the patient’s brother, Robert Proust,
had determined that he had only a few
hours to live. Proust died before night-
fall. A man who had always looked eerily
young, he preserved enough of a glow in
death to allow friends and colleagues to
visit the bedroom over the weekend to
pay their respects. When the writer Jean
Cocteau visited, he remarked on the tall
stacks of notebooks near the bed: “That
pile of paper on his left was still alive,
like watches ticking on the wrists of
dead soldiers.” Proust had achieved
fame and was buried with military hon-
ors as a knight of the French Legion of

Honor.
The selection presented here, from

“Combray,” is the first section of the
first volume of In Search of Lost Time.
Written almost completely in the first
person and based on events in the
author’s life (although by no means
purely autobiographical), the novel is
famous both for its evocation of the
closed world of Parisian society at the
turn of the century and as a meditation
on time. Proust was homosexual, and
homosexuality eventually became a
major theme in his writing. He once told
another gay French writer, André Gide,
that in a novel or short story one could
say whatever one wanted about sexuality
as long as the words were those of a fic-
tional character: “never say L." Although
the first-person pronoun appears on
most pages of his novel, homosexuality
is attributed to many characters but
never to the narrator; likewise, in a novel
with a number of Jewish characters, the
narrator does not share Proust’s reli-
gious heritage. Indeed, Proust took the
events of his life and the traits of people
he knew and rearranged them, combin-
ing them into fictional composites.



When Swann’s Way appeared, in
1913, it was immediately seen as a new
kind of fiction. Unlike nineteenth-
century novels such as Flaubert's
Madame Bovary, In Search of Lost Time
has no clear and continuous plotline
building to a denouement, nor (until the
final volume, published in 1927) could
the reader detect a consistent develop-
ment of the central character, Marcel.
Proust’s plot acquires purpose only grad-
ually, through the interconnection of
several themes. Likewise, the charac-
ters, Marcel included, are not sketched
in fully from the beginning, but rather
are revealed piece by piece, evolving
within the distinctive  perspectives of
individual chapters. Only at the end
does the narrator recognize the meaning
and value of what has preceded, and
when he retells his story, he does so not
from an omniscient, explanatory point
of view but as the reliving and gradual
assessment of Marcel’s lifelong experi-
ence. Most of the novel sets forth a
roughly chronological sequence of
events, yet its opening pages swing
through recollections of times and places
before settling on the narrator’s child-
hood in Combray. The second section,
Swann in Love (Un Amour de Swann),
recounts the story of the title character
in the third person. Thus the novel pro-
ceeds by apparently discontinuous
blocks of recollection, bound together
by the central consciousness of the nar-
rator. This was always Proust’s plan: he
insisted that, from the beginning, he had
in mind a fixed structure and a goal for
the novel in its entirety that would reach
down to the “solidity of the smallest
parts.” Still, his substantial revisions and
expansion of the first draft enriched the
existing structure; and as he was writing,
history intruded: he moved the location
of the fictional Combary to the front
lines in order to include the war.

The overall theme of the novel is sug-
gested by the translation of its title: “In
Search of Lost Time.” The narrator,
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“Marcel,” who suggests but is not identi-
cal to the author, is an old man, weak-
ened by a long illness, who puzzles over
the events of his past, trying to find in
them a significant pattern. He begins
with his childhood, orderly and comfort-
able in the security of accepted manners
and ideals in the family home at Com-
bray. In succeeding volumes Marcel goes
out into the world, experiences love and
disappointment, discovers the disparity
between idealized images of places and
their crude, sometimes banal reality,
and is increasingly overcome by disillu-
sionment with himself and with society.
In the short ending chapter, things
suddenly come into focus as Marcel
reaches an understanding of the role of
time. Abruptly reliving a childhood
experience when he sees a familiar book
and recognizing the ravages of time in
the aged and enfeebled figures of his
old friends, Marcel faces the approach
of death with a sense of existential con-
tinuity and realizes that his vocation as
an artist lies in giving form to this bur-
ied existence. Apparently lost, the past
is still alive within us, a part of our
being, and memory can recapture it to
give coherence and depth to present
identity. By the end of the last volume,
Time Regained, Marcel has not yet
begun to write, but paradoxically the
book that he plans to write is already
there: Proust’s In Search of Lost Time.
“Swann's Way” is one of the two direc-
tions in which Marcel's family took
walks from their home in Combray,
toward Tansonville, home of Charles
Swann, and is associated with various
scenes and anecdotes of love and private
life. The longer walk toward the estate
of the Guermantes (The Guermantes
Way), a fictional family of the highest
aristocracy appearing frequently in the
novel, evokes an aura of high society and
French history, a more public sphere.
Fictional people and places mingle
throughout with the real; here, names
that are not annotated are Proust’s
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inventions. The narrator of “Combray”
is Marcel as an old man, and the French
verb tense used in his recollections (here
and throughout all but the final volume)
is appropriately the imperfect, a tense of
uncompleted action (“I used to...I
would ask myself”). The famous first
sentence points to a period in the narra-
tor’s life that is both private and some-
how universal: “For a long time, I went
to bed early.” He would often wake up
unsure where he was, what year it was,
and even who he was. Proust then pre-
sents a kaleidoscopic vision of the many
bedrooms where his narrator will sleep
during the course of the novel, thus
plunging the reader into the fictional
world and demonstrating the instability
of time and space.

The first chapter of “Combray” intro-
duces the work’s themes and methods,
rather like the overture of an opera. All
but one of the main characters appear
or are mentioned, and the patterns of
future encounters are set. Marcel,
waiting anxiously for his beloved moth-
er's response to a note sent down to
her during dinner, suffers the same
agony of separation as does Swann in
his love for the promiscuous Odette, or
the older Marcel himself for Albertine.
The strange world of half-sleep, half-
waking with which the novel begins
prefigures later awakenings of memory.
Long passages of intricate introspec-
tion, and sudden shifts of time and
space, introduce us to the style and
point of view of the rest of the book.

The selection ends with Proust's
most famous image, summing up for
many readers the world, the style, and
the process of discovery of the author’s
vision. Nibbling at a madeleine (a
small, rich cookielike pastry) that he

has dipped in lime-blossom tea, Marcel
suddenly has an overwhelming feeling
of happiness. He soon associates this
tantalizing, puzzling phenomenon with
the memory of earlier times when he
sipped tea with his aunt Leonie. He
realizes that there is something valu-
able about such passive, spontaneous,
and sensuous memory, quite different
from the abstract operations of reason.
Although the Marcel of “Combray”
does not yet know it, he will pursue the
elusive significance of this moment of
happiness until, in Time Regained, he
can, as a complete artist, bring it to the
surface and link past and present in a
fuller and richer vision.

Proust’s novel has a unique architec-
tural design that integrates large blocks
of material: themes, situations, places,
and events recur and are transformed
across time. His long sentences and
mammoth paragraphs reflect the slow,
careful progression of thought among
the changing objects of its perception.
The ending paragraph of the “overture”
is composed of two long sentences that
encompass a wide range of meditative
detail as the narrator not only recalls
his “childhood world—the old gray
house, garden, public square and coun-
try roads, Swann’s park, the river, the
villagers, and indeed the whole town of
Combray—but simultaneously com-
pares the sudden recollection of the
house to a stage set, and the unfolding
village itself to the twists and turns of a
Japanese paper flower expanding inside
a bowl of water: here, inside the narra-
tor's cup of lime-blossom tea. Charac-
ters are remembered in shifting settings
and perspectives, creating a “multiple
self” that is free to change and still
remain the same.



