
Part One , 

COMB RAY 
I 

for a long ti�e I would go to bed early. So�etimes, the 
candle barely out, my eyes closed so quickly that I did 
not have time to tell myself: "I'm falling asleep." And 
half an hour later the thought that it was time to look for 
sleep would awaken me; I would make as if to put away 
the book which I imagined was still in my hands, and to 
blow out the light; I liad gone on thinking, while I was 
asleep, about what I had just been reading, but these 
thoughts had taken a rather peculiar turn; it seemed to me 
that I myself was the immediate subject of my book: a 
church, a quartet, the rivalry between Franc;ois I and 
Charles V. This impression would persist for some mo­
ments· after I awoke; it did not offend my reason, but lay 
like scales upon my eyes and prevented them from regis­
tering the fact that the candle was no longer burning. 
Then it would begin to seem unintelligible, as the 
thoughts of a previous existence must be after reincarna­
tion; the subject of my book would separate itself from 
me, leaving me free to apply myself to it or not; and at 
the same time my sight would return and I would be as­
tonished to find myself in a state of darkness, pleasant 
and restful enough for my eyes, but even more, perhaps, 
for my mind, to which it appeared incomprehensible, 
without a cause, something dark indeed. 

I would ask myself what time it could be; I could 
hear the whistling of trains, which, now nearer and now 
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2 SWANN'S WAY 

further off, punctuating the distance like the note of a 

bird in a forest, showed me in perspective the deserted 

countryside through which a traveller is hurrying towards 

the nearby station; and the path he is taking will be en­

graved in his memory by the excitement induced by 

strange surroundings, by unaccustomed activities, by the 

conversation· he has had and the farewells exchanged be­

neath an unfamiliar lamp that still echo in his ears amid 

the silence of the night, and by the happy prospect of be­

ing home again. 
I would lay my cheeks gently against the comfortable 

cheeks of my pillow, as plump and fresh as the cheeks of 
childhoodJ I would ·strike a match to look at my watch. 
Nearly midnight. The hour when an invalid, who has 
been obliged to set out on a journey and to sleep in a 
strange hotel, awakened by a sudden spasm, sees with 
glad relief a streak of daylight showing under his door. 

·
Thank God, it is morning! The servants will be about in 
a minute: he can ring, and someone will come to look af­

ter him. The thought of being. assuaged gives him 1 

strength to endure his pain. ·He is certain he heard foot­

steps: they come nearer, and then die away. The ray of 

light beneath his door is extinguished. It is midnight; 

someone has just turned down the gas; the last servant 

has gone to bed, and he must lie all night ·suffering with­
'
out rem�dy. 

I would fall asleep again,· and thereafter would 
reawaken for short snatches only, just long enough to hear 

· the regular creaking of the wainscot, or to open my eyes 
to stare at the shifting .kaleidoscope of the darkness, to 

· savour, in a momentary glimmer of consciousness, the 
sleep which lay heavy upon the furniture, the room, that 
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whole of which I formed no more than a small part and 
whose insensibility I should very soon return to share. Or 
else while sleeping I had drifted. back to an earlier stage in 
my life, now for ever outgrown, and had come under the 
thrall of one of my childish terrors,. such as that old terror 
of my great-uncle's pulling my curls which was effectually 
dispelled on the day-the dawn of a new era to me­
when they were finally cropped from my head. I had for­
gotten that event .during my sleep, but I remembered it 
again immediately I had succeeded in waking myself up 
to escape my great-uncle's fmgers, and as a measure of 
precaution I would bury the whole of my head in the pil­
low before returning to the world of dreams. 

Sometimes, too, as Eve was created from a rib of 
Adam, a woman would be born during my sleep from 
some misplacing of my thigh. Conceived from the plea­
sure I was on the point of enjoying, she it was, I imag­
ined, who offered me that pleasure. My body, conscious 
that its own warmth was permeating hers, would strive to 
become one with her, and I would awake. The rest of hu­
manity seemed very remote in comparison with this 
woman whose company I had left but a moment ago; my 
cheek was still warm from her kiss, my body ached be­
neath the weight of hers. If, as would sometimes happen, 
she had the features of some woman whom I had known 
in waking hours, I would abandon myself altogether to 
this end: to find her again, like people who set out on a 
journey to see with their eyes some city of their desire, 
and imagine that one · can taste in reality what has 
charmed one's fancy. And then, gradually, the memory of 
her would fade away, I had forgotten the girl of my 
dream. 
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When a man is asleep, he has in a circle round him 
the chaiTl of the hours, the sequence of the years, the or­
der of the heavenly bodies. Instinctively he consults them 
when he awakes, and in an instant reads off his own posi­
tion on the earth's surface and the time that has elapsed 
during his slumbers; but this ordered procession is apt to · 

grow confused, and to break its ranks. Suppose that, to­
wards morning, after a night of insomnia, sleep descends 
upon him while he is reading, in quite a different position 
from that in which he normally goes to sleep, he has only 
to lift his arm to arrest the sun and turn it back in its 
course, and, at the moment of waking, he will have no 
idea of the time, but will conclude that he has just gone 
to bed. Gr suppose that he dozes off in some even more 
abnormal and divergent position, sitting in an armchair, 
for instance, after dinner: then the world will go hurtling 
out of orbit, the magic chair will carry him at full speed 
through time and space, and when he opens his eyes · 

again he will imagine that he went to sleep months earlier 
in another place. But for me it was enough if, in my own 
bed, my sleep was so heavy as completely to relax my 
consciousness; for then I lost all sense of the place in 
which I had gone to sleep, and when I awoke in the mid­
dle of the night, not knowing where I was, I could not 
even be sure at first who I was; I had only the most rudi­
mentary sense of existence, such as may lurk and flicker 
in the depths of an animal's consciousness; I was more 
destitute than the cave-dweller; but then the memory­
not yet of the place in which I was, but of various other 
places where I had lived and might now very possibly 
be-would come like a rope let down from heaven to 
draw me up out of the abyss of not-being, from which I 
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could never have escaped by myself: in a flash I would 
traverse centuries of civilisation, and out of a blurred 
glimpse of oil-lamps, then of shirts with turned-down col­
lars, would gradually piece together the original compo­
nents of my ego. 

Perhaps the immobility of the things that surround us 
is forced upon. them by our conviction that they are 
themselves and not anything else, by the immobility of 
our conception of them. For it always happened that 
when I awoke like this, and my mind struggled in an un­
successful attempt to discover where I was, everything re­
volved around me through the darkness: things, places, 
years. My body, still too heavy with sleep to move, would 
endeavour to construe from the pattern of its tiredness the 
position of its various limbs, in order to deduce therefrom 
the direction of the wall, the location of the furniture, to 
piece together and give a name to the house in which it 
lay. Its memory, the composite memory of its ribs, its 
knees, its shoulder-blades, offered it a series of rooms in 
which it had at one time or another slept, while the un­
seen walls, shifting and adapting themselves to the shape 
of each successive room that it remembered, whirled 
round it in the dark. And even before my brain, hesitat­
ing at the threshold of times and shapes, had reassembled 
the circumstances sufficiently to identify the room, it­
my body-would recall from each room in succession the 
style of the bed, the position of the doors, the angle at 
which the daylight came in at the windows, whether there 
was a passage outside, what I had had in my mind when 
I went to sleep and found there when I awoke. The stiff­
ened side on which I lay would, for instance, in trying to 
fix its position, imagine itself to be lying face to the wall 
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in a. big bed. with a canopy; and at once I would say to 
m:ysel£; "Why, I must have fallen asleep before Mamma 
came to say good night," for I was in the country at my .. 
grand£ather's, who died years ago; and my body, the side 
upon which I was lying, faithful guardians of a past 
which my mind . should never have forgotten., brought 
back before my eyes the glimmering flame of the night­
light in its urn-shaped bowl of Bohemian glass that hung 
by chains from the ceiling, and the chimney-piece of 
Siena marble in my bedroom at Combray, in my grand� 
parents' house, in those far distant days which at this mo­
ment I imagined to be in the present without being able 
to picture them exactly, and which would become plainer 
in a little while when I was properly awake. 

Then the memory of a new position would spring up, 
and the wall would slide away in. another direction; I was 
in my room in Mme de Saint-Loup's house in the coun� 
try; good heavens, it must be ten o' dock, they will have 
finished dinner! I must have overslept myself in the little 
nap which I always take when I come in from my walk 
with Mme de Saint-Loup, before dressing for the evening. 
For rrtany years have now elaps,ed since the Combray 
days when, coming in �from the longest and latest walks, I 
would still be in time to see the reflection of the sunset 
glowing in the ·panes of my bedroom window. It is a very 
different kind of.life that one leads at Tansonville, at 
Mme de Saint-Loup's, and a different kind of pleasure 
that I derive from taking. walks only in the evenings, from 
visiting by moonlight the roads on which I used to play 
as a child in. the sunshine; as for the bedroom in which I 
must have fallen asleep instead of dressing for dinner, I 
can see it fro� the distance as we return. from our walk, 
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with its lamp shining through the window, a solitary bea­
con in the night. 

These shifting and confused gusts of memory never 
lasted for more than a few seconds; it often happened 
that, in my brief spell of uncertainty as to where I was, I 
did not distinguish the various suppositions of which it 
was composed any more than, when we watch a horse. 
running, we isolate the successive positions of its body as 
they appear upon a bioscope. But I had seen frrst. one and 
then another of the rooms in which I had slept during my 
life, and in the end I would revisit them all in the long 
course of my waking dream: rooms in winter, where on 
going to bed I would at once bury my head in a nest wo­
ven out of the most diverse materials-the comer of my 
pillow, the top of my blankets, a piece of a shawl, the 
edge of my bed, and a copy of a children's paper-which 
I had contrived to cement together, bird-fashion, by dint 
of continuous pressure; rooms where, in freezing weather, 
I would enjoy the satisfaction of being shut in from the 
outer world (like the sea-swallow which builds at the end 
of a dark tunnel and is kept warm by the surrounding 
earth), and where, the fire keeping in all night, I would 
sleep wrapped up, as it were, in a great cloak of snug and 
smoky air, shot with the glow of the logs intermittently 
breaking out again in flame, a sort of alcove without 
walls, a cave of warmth dug out of the heart .of the room 
itself, a zone of heat whose boundaries were constantly 
shifting and altering in temperature as gusts of air tra­
versed them to strike freshly upon my face, from the cor­
ners of the room or from parts near the window or far 
from the fireplace which had therefore remained cold;­
or rooms in summer, where I would delight to feel myself 
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a part of the warm night, where the moonlight striking 
upon the half-opened shutters would throw down to the 
foot of my bed its enchanted ladder, where I would fall 
asleep, as it might be in the open air, like a titmouse 
which the breeze gently rocks at the tip of a sunbeam;­
or sometimes the ;Louis XVI room, so cheerful that I 

.never felt too miserable in it, even on my first night, and 
in: which the slender columns that lightly supported its 
ceiling drew so gracefully apart to reveal and frame the 
site of the bed;-sometimes, again, the little room with 
the high ceiling, hollowed in the form of a pyramid out of 
two separate storeys, and partly walled with mahogany, in 
which from the first moment, mentally poisoned by the 
unfamiliar scent of vetiver, I was convinced of the hostil­
ity of the violet curtains and of the insolent indifference 
of a clock that chattered on at the top of its voice as 
though I were not there; in which a strange and pitiless 
rectangular cheval-glass, standing across one corner of the 
room, carved out for itself a site I had not looked to find 
tenanted in the soft plenitude of my normal field of vi­
sian; in which my mind, striving for hours on end to 
break away from its moorings, to stretch upwards so as to 
take on the exact shape of the room and to reach to the 
topmost .height of its gigantic funnel, had endured. many a 

painful night as I lay stretched out in bed, my eyes star­
ing upwards, my ears straining, my nostrils flaring, my 
heart beating; until habit had changed the colour of the 
curtains, silenced the clock, brought an expression of pity 
to the cruel, slanting face of the glass, disguised or �ven 
completely dispelled the scent of vetiver, and appreciably 
reduced the apparent loftiness of the ceiling. Habit! that 
skilful but slow-moving arranger who begins by letting 
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our minds suffer for weeks on end in temporary quarters, 
but whom our minds are none the less only too happy to 
discover at last, for without it, reduced to their own de­
vices, they would be powerless to make any room seem 
habitable. 

Certainly I was now well awake; my body had veered 
round for the last time and the good angel of certainty 
had made all the surrounding objects stand still, had set 
me down under my bedclothes, in my bedroom, and had 
fixed, approximately in their right places in the uncertain 
light, my chest of drawers, my writing-table, my fireplace, 
the window overlooking the ·street, and both the doors. 
But for all that I now knew that I was not in any of the 
houses of which the ignorance of the waking moment had, 
in a flash, if not presented me with a distinct picture, at 
least persuaded me of the possible presence, my memory 
had been set in motion; as a rule I did not attempt to go 
to sleep again at once, but used to spend the greater part 
of the night recalling our life in the old days at Combray 
with my great,aunt, at Balbec, Paris, Doncieres, Venice, 
and the rest; remembering again all the places and people 
I had known, what I had actually seen of them, and what 
others had told me. 

At Combray, as every afternoon. ended, long }?efore 
the time when I should have to go to bed and lie there, 
unsleeping, far from my mother and grandmother, my 
bedroom became the fixed point on which my melancholy 
and anxious thoughts were centred. Someone had indeed 
had the happy idea of giving me, to distract me on 
evenings . when I seemed abnormally wretched, a magic 
lantern, which used to be set on top of my lamp while we 
waited for dinner-time to come; and, after the fashion of 
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anguish would return and Mamma would not stay by my 
side. But when my anguish was assuaged, I could no 
longer understand it; besides, tomorrow was still a long 
way off; I told myself that I should still have time to take 
preventive action, although that time .could bring me no 
access of power since these things were in no way depen­
dent upon the exercise of my will, and seemed not quite 
inevitable only because they were still separated from me 
by this short interval. 

And so it was that, for a long time afterwards, when I 
lay awake at night and revived old memories of Combray, 
I saw no more of it than this sort of luminous p<,tnel, 
sharply defined against a vague and shadowy background, 
like the · panels which the glow of a Bengal light or a 
searchlight beam will cut out and illuminate in a building 
the other parts of which remain plunged in darkness: 
broad enough at its base, the little parlour, the dining­
room, the opening of the dark path from which 
M. Swann, the unwitting author of my sufferings, would 
emerge, the hall through which I would journey to the 
first step of that staircase, so painful to climb, which con­
stituted, all by itself, the slender cone of this irregular 
pyramid; and, at the summit, my bedroom, with the little 
passage through whose glazed door Mamma would enter; 
in a word, seen always at the same evening hour, isolated 
from all its possible surroundings, detached and solitary 
against the dark background, the bare minimum of 
scenery necessary (like the decor one sees prescribed on 
the title-page of an old play, for its performance in the 
provinces) to the drama of my undressing; as though all 
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Combray had consisted of but two floors joined by a slen­
der staircase, and as though there had been no time there 

. but seven o'clock at night. I must own that I could have 
assured any questioner that Combray did include other 
scenes and did exist at other hours .than these. Bttt since 
the facts which I should then have recalled would have 
been prompted only by voluntary memory, the memory 
of the intellect; and since the pictures which that kind of 
memory shows us preserve nothing of the past itself, I 
should never have had any wish to ponder 9ver this 
residue of Combray. To me it was in reality all dead. 

Permanently dead? Very possibly. . 
There is a large element of chance in these matters, 

and ·a second chance occurrence, that of our own death, 
often prevents us from awaiting for any length of time the 
favours of the first. 

I feel that there is much to be said for the Celtic be­
lief that the souls of those whom we have lost are held 
captive in some inferior being, in an animal, in a plant, in 
some inanimate object, and thus effectively lost to us un­
til the day (which to many never comes) when we happen 
to pass by the tree or to obtain possession of the object 
which forms their prison. Then they start and tremble, 
they call us by our name, and as soon as we have recog­
nised them the spell is broken. Deliv�red by us, they have 
overcome death and return to share our life. 

And so it is with our own past. It is a labour in vain 
to attempt to recapture it: all the efforts of our intellect 
must prove futile. The past is hidden somewhere outside 
the realm, beyond the reach of intellect, in some material 
object (in the sensation which that material object will 
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give us) of which we have no inkling. And it depends on 
chance whether or not we come upon this object before 
we ourselves must die. 

Many years had 'elapsed during which nothing of 
Combray, except what lay in the theatre and the drama of 
my going to bed there, had any existence for me, when 
one day in winter, on my return home, my mother, seeing 
that I was cold, offered me some tea, a thing I did not or­
dinarily take. I declined at first, and then, for no particu­
lar reason, changed my mind. She sent for one of those 
squat, plump little cakes called "petites madeleines," 
which look as though they had been moulded in the 
fluted valve of a scallop shell. And soon, mechanically, 
dispirited after a dreary day with the prospect of a de­
pressing morrow, I raised to my lips a spoonful of the tea 
in which I had soaked a morsel of the cake. No sooner 
had the warm liquid mixed with the crumbs touched my 
palate than a shiver ran through me and I stopped, intent 
upon the extraordinary thing that was happening to me. 
An exquisite pleasure had invaded my senses, something 
isolated, detached, with no suggestion of its origin. And 
at once the vicissitudes of life had become indifferent to 
me, its disasters innocuous, its brevity illusory-this new 
sensation having had the effect, which love has, of fllling 
me with a precious essence; or rather this essence was not 
in me, it was me. I had ceased now to feel mediocre, con­
tingent, mortal. Whence could it have come to me, this 
all-powerful joy? I sensed that it was connected with the 
taste of the tea and the cake, but that it infinitely tran­
scended those savours, could not, indeed, be of the same 
nature. Where did it come from? What did it mean? How 
could I seize and apprehend it? 
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I drink a second mouthful, in which I find nothing 
more than in the first, then a third, which gives me rather 
less than the second. It is time to stop; the potion is los­
ing its virtue. It is plain that the truth I am seeking lies 
not in the cup but in myself. The drink has called it into 
being, but does not know it, and can only repeat indefi­
nitely, with a progressive diminution of strength, the 
same message which I cannot interpret, though I hope at 
least to be able to call it forth again and to find it there 
presently, intact and at my disposal, for my final enlight­
enment. I put down the cup and examine my own mind. 
It alone can discover the truth. But how? What an abyss 
of uncertainty, whenever the mind feels overtaken by it­
self; when it, the seeker, is at the same time the. dark re­
gion through which it must go seeking and where all its 
equipment will avail it nothing. Seek? More than that: 
create. It is face to face with something which does not 
yet exist, which it alone can make actual, which it alone 
can bring into the light of day. 

And I begin again to ask myself what it could have 
been, this unremembered state which brought with it no . 
logical proof, but the indisputable evidence, of its felicity, 
its reality, and in whose presence other states of con­
sciousness melted and vanished. I want to try to make it 
reappear. I retrace my thoughts to the moment at which I 
drank the first spoonful of tea. I rediscover the same 
state, illuminated by no fresh light. I ask my mind to 
make one further effort, to bring back once more the 
fleeting sensation. And so that nothing may interrupt it in 
its course I shut out every obstacle, every extraneous idea, 
I stop my ears and screen my attention from the sounds 
from the next room. And then, feeling that my mind is 
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tiring itself without having any success to teport, I com� 
pel it for a change to enjoy the distraction which I have 
just denied it, to thip.k of other things, to rest and refresh 
itself before making a fmal effort. And then for the sec­
ond tii:ne I clear an empty space in front of it; I place in 
position before my mind's eye the still recent taste of that 
first mouthful, and I feel something start within me, 

something that leaves its resting-place and attempts to 

rise, something that has been anchored at a great depth; I 

do not know yet what it is, but I can. feel it mounting 
slowly; I can measure the resistance, I can hear the echo 
of great spaces traversed. 

Undoubtedly what is thus palpitating in the depths of 

my being must be the image, the visual memory which, 

being linked to that taste, is trying to follow it into my 

conscious mind. But its struggles are too far off, too con­

fused and chaotic; scarcely can I perceive the neutral glow 

into which the elusive whirling medley of stirred-up 
colours is fused, and I cannot distinguish its form, cannot 

invite it, as the one possible interpreter, to translate for 

me the evidence of its contemporary, its inseparable 

paramour, the taste, cannot ask it to inform me what spe­

cial circumstance is in question, from what period in my 

past life. 
Will it ultimately reach the clear surface of my 

consciousness, this memory, this old, dead moment which 
"'the magnetism of an identical moment has travelled so 

far to importune, to disturb, to raise up out · of the 

very depths of my being? I cannot tell. Now I feel noth­

ing; it has stopped, has perhaps sunk back into its dark­

ness, from which who can say whether it will ever rise 
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again? Ten tim�s over I must essay the task, must lean 
down over the abyss. And each time the cowardice that 
deters us from e':'ery difficult task, every important enter­
prise, has urg�d me to leave the ·thing alone, to drink my 
tea and to th1nk merely of the worries of today and my 
hopes for tomorrow, which can be brooded over 
painlessly. 

And suddenly the memory revealed itself. The taste 
was t?at of the little piec� of madeleine which on Sunday 
mornmgs at Combray (because on those mornings I did 
not go out before mass), when I went to say good morn­
ing to her in her bedroom, my aunt Leonie used to give 
me, dipping it first in her own cup of tea or tisane. The 
sight of, the little madeleine had recalled nothing to my 
mind be,fore I tasted it; perhaps because I had so often 
seen such things in the meantime, without tasting them, 
on the trays in pastry-cooks' windows, that their image 
had dissociated itself from those Combray days to take its 
place among others more recent; perhaps because, of 
those memories so long abandoned and put out of mind 
nothing now survived, everything was scattered; th� 
shapes of things, including that of the little scallop-shell 
of pastry, so richly sensual under its s�vere, religious 
folds, were either obliterated or had been so long dormant 
as to have lost the power of expansion which would have 
allowed them to resume their place in my consciousness. 
But when from a long-distant past nothing subsists, after 
the people are dead, after the things are broken and scat­
tered, taste and smell alone, more fragile but more en­
during, more immaterial, more persistent, more faithful, 
remain poised a long time, like souls, remembering, wait-
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ing, hoping, amid the ruins of all the rest; and bear un­
flinchingly, in the tiny and ali:nost impalpable drop of 
their essence, the vast structure of recollection. 

And as soon as I had recognised the taste of the piece 
of madeleine soaked in her decoction of lime-blossom 
which my aunt used to give me (although I did not yet 
know and must 'lorig postpone the discovery of why this 
memory made me so happy) immediately the old grey 
house upon the street, where her room was, rose up like a 
stage set to attach itself to the little pavilion opening on to 
the garden which had been built out behind it for my 
parents (the isolated segment which until that moment 
had been all that I could see); and with the house the 
town, from morning to night and in all weathers, the 
Square where I used to be sent before lunch, the streets 
along which I used to run errands, the country roads we 
took when it was fine. And as in the game wherein the 
Japanese amuse themselves by filling a porcelain bowl 
with water and steeping in it little pieces of paper whic� 
until then are without character or form, but, the moment 
they pecome wet, stretch and twist and take on colour 
and distinctive shape, become flowers or houses or people, 
solid and recognisable, so in that moment all the flowers 
in our garden and in M. Swann's park, and the water­
lilies on the Vivonne and th� good folk of the village and 
their little dwellings and the parish church and the whole 
of Combray and its surroundings, taking shape and solid­
ity, sprang into being, town and gardens alike, from my 
cup of tea. 
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I I  

Combray at a distance, from a twenty-mile radius, as we 
used to see it from the railway when we arrived there in 
the week before Easter, was no more than a church epito­
mising the town, representing it, speaking of it and for it 
to the horizon, and as one drew near, gathering close 
about its long, dark cloak, sheltering from the wind, on 
the open plain, as a shepherdess gathers her sheep, the 
woolly grey backs of its huddled houses, which the re­
mains of its mediaeval ramparts enclosed, here and there, 
in an outline as scrupulously circular as that of a little 
town in a primitive painting. To live in, Combray was a 
trifle depressing, like its streets, whose houses, built of the 
blackened stone of the country, fronted with outside 
steps, capped with gables which projected long shadows 
downwards, were so dark that as soon as the sun began to 
go down one had to draw back the curtains in the sitting­
room windows; streets with the solemn· names of saints, 
not a few of whom figured in the history of the early 
lords of Combray, such as the Rue Saint-Hilaire, the ·Rue 
Saint-Jacques, in which my aunt's house stood, the Rue 
Sainte-Hildegarde, which ran past her railings, and the 
Rue du Saint-Esprit, on to which the little garden gate 
opened; and these Combray streets exist in so· remote a 
corner of my memory, painted in colours so different. 
from those in which the world is decked for me today, 
that in fact one and all of them, and the church· which 
towered above them in the Square, seem to me now more 
unreal than the projections of my magic lantern; and at 
times I feel that to be able to cross the Rue Saint-Hilaire 
again, to engage a room in the Rue de l'Oiseau, in the old 
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which was lit up by the intermittent warm sunshine of a 
windy and rainy day and in which Mme de Guermantes 
found herself in the midst of all those Combray, people 
whose names she did not even know, but whose inferior­
ity proclaimed her own supremacy too loudly for her not 
to feel sincerely benevolent towards them, and whom she 
might count on impressing even more forcibly by virtue 
of her simplicity and graciousness. And so, since she 
could not bring into play the deliberate glances, charged 
with a definite meaning, which one directs towards people 
one knows, but must allow her absent-minded thoughts 
to flow continuously from her eyes in a stream of blue 
light which she was powerless to contain, she was anxious 
not to embarrass or to appear to be disdainful of those 
humbler mortals whom it encountered on its way, on 
whom it was constantly falling. I can still see, above her 
mauve scarf, puffed and silky, the gentle astonishment in 
her eyes, to which she had added, without daring to ad­
dress it to anyone in particular, but so that everyone 
might enjoy his share of it, a rather shy smile as of a 
sovereign lady who seems to be making an apology for 
her presence among the vassals whom she loves. This 
smile fell upon me, who had never taken my eyes off her. 
And remembering the. glance which she had let fall upon 
me during mass, blue as a ray of sunlight that had pene­
trated the window of Gilbert the Bad, I said to myself: 
"She must have taken notice of me." I fancied that I had 
found favour in her eyes, that she would continue. to 
think· of me after she had left 

'
the church, and would per­

h�ps feel sad that evening, at Guermantes, because of me. 
And at once I fell in love with her, for if it is sometimes 
enough to make us love a woman that she should look on 
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us with contempt, as I supposed Mlle Swann to have 
done, and that we should think that she can never . be 
ours, sometimes, too, it is enough that she should look on 
us kindly, as Mme de Guermantes was doing, and that 
we should think ofher as almost ours already. Her eyes 
waxed blue as a periwinkle flower, impossible to pluck, 
yet dedicated by her to me; and the sun, bursting out 
again from behind a threatening cloud and darting the 
full force of its rays on to the Square and into the sac­
risty, shed a geranium glow over the red carpet laid down 

for the wedding, across which Mme de Guermantes was 
smilingly advancing, and covered its woollen texture with 
a nap of rosy velvet, a bloom of luminosity, that sort of 
tenderness, of solemn sweetness in the pomp of a joyful 
celebration, which characterise certain pages of Lohengrin, 
certain paintings by Carpaccio, and make us understand 
how Baudelaire was able to apply to th� sound of the 
trumpet the epithet "delicious." 

How often, after that day, in the course of my walks 
along the Guermantes way, and with what an intensified 
melancholy, did I reflect on my lack of qualification for a 
literary career, and abandon all hope of ever becoming a 
famous author. The regrets that I felt for this, as I lin­
gered behind to muse awhile on my own, made me suffer 
so acutely that, in order to banish them, 

_
my mind of its 

own accord, by a sort of inhibition in the face of pain, 
ceased entirely to think of verse-making, of fiction, of the 
poetic future on which my lack of talent precluded me 
from counting. Then, quite independently of all these lit­
erary preoccupations and in no way connected with them, 
suddenly a roof, a gleam of sunlight on a stone, the smell 
of a path would make m� stop still, to enjoy the special 
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pleasure that each of them gave me, and also because they 
appeared to be concealing, beyond what my eyes could 
see, something which they invited me to come and take 
but which despite all my efforts I never managed to dis-

. 

cover. Since I felt that this something was to be found in 
them, I would stand there motionless, looking, breathing, 
endeavouring to penetrate with my mind beyond the 
thing seen or smelt. And if I then had to hasten after my 
grandfather, to continue my walk, I would try to recap­
ture them by closing my eyes; I would concentrate on re­
calling exactly the line of the roof, the colour of the stone, 
which, without my being able to understand why, had 
seemed to me to be bursting, ready to open, to yield up 
to me the secret treasure of which they were themselves 
no more than the lids. It was certainly not impressions of 
this kind that could restore the hope I had lost of suc­
ceeding one day in becoming an author and poet, for each 
of them was associated with some material object devoid 
of intellectual value and suggesting no abstract truth. But 
at least they gave me an unreasoning pleasure, the illusion 
of a sort of fecundity, and thereby distracted me from the 
tedium, from the sense of my own impotence·which I had 
felt whenever I had sought a philosophic theme for some 
great literary work. But so arduous was the task imposed 
on my conscience by these impressions of form or scent 
or colour-to try to perceive what lay hidden beneath 
them-that I was not long in seeking an excuse which 
would allow me to relax so strenudus an effort and to 
spare myself the fatigue that it involved. As good luck 
would have it, my parents would call me; I felt that I did 
not, for the moment, enjoy the tranquillity necessary for 
the successful pursuit of my researches, and that it would 
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be better to think no more of the matter until I reached 
home, and not to exhaust myself in the meantime to no 
purpose. And so I would concern myself no longer with 
the mystery that lay hidden in a shape or a perfume, 
quite at ease in my mind since I was taking it home with 
me, protected by its visible covering which I had im­
printed on my mind and beneath which I should find it 
still alive, like the fish which, on days when I had been 
allowed to go out fishing, I used to carry back in my bas­
ket, covered by a layer of grass which kept them cool and 
fresh. Having reached home I would begin to think of 
something else, and so my mind ,would beq>me littered 
(as my room was with the flowers that I had gathered on 
my walks, or the odds and ends that people had given 
me) with a mass of disparate images-the play of sun­
light on a stone, a roof, the sound of a bell, the smell of 
fallen leaves-beneath which the reality I once sensed, 
but never had the will-power to discover and bring to 
light, has long since perished. Once, however, when we 
had prolonged our walk far beyond its ordinary limits, 
and so had been very glad to be overtaken half-way 
home, as afternoon darkened into evening, by Dr Per­
cepied who, driving by at full speed in his carriage, had 
seen and recognised us, stopped, and made us jump in 
beside him, I received an impression of this sort which I 
did not .abandon without getting to the bottom of it to 
some extent. I had been set on the box beside the coach­
man, and we were going like the wind because the doctor 
had still, before returning to Combray, to call at Mar­
tinville-le-Sec to see a patient at whose door it was agreed 
that we should wait for him. At a bend in the road I ex­
perienced, suddenly, that special pleasure which was un-
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like any other, on catching sight of the twin steeples of 
Martinville, bathed in the setting sun and constantly 
changing their position with the movement of the carriage 
and the windings of the road, and then of a third steeple, 
that of Vieuxvicq, which, although separated from them 
by a hill and a valley, and rising from rather higher 
ground in the distance, appeared none the less to be 
standing by their side. 

In noticing and registering the shape of th�ir spires, 
their shifting lines, the sunny W<l;!'mth of their surfaces, I 
felt that I was not penetrating to the core of my impres­
sion, that something more lay behind that mobility, that 
luminosity, something which they seemed at once to con­
tain and to.conceal. 

The steeples appeared so distant, and we seemed to 
be getting so little nearer them, that I was astonished 
when, a few minutes later, we drew up outside the church 
of Martinville. I did not know the reason for the pleasure 
I had felt on seeing them upon the horizon, and the busi­
ness of trying to discover that reason seemed to me irk­
some; I wanted to store away in my mind those shifting, 
sunlit planes and, for the time being, to think of them no 
more. And it is probable that, had I done so, those two 
steeples would have gone to join the medley of trees and 
roofs and scents and sounds I had noticed and set apart 
because of the obscure pleasure they had given me which 
I had never fully explored. I got down from the 'box to 
talk to my parents while we waited for the doctor to reap­
pear. Then it was time to set off again, and I resumed my 
seat, turning my head to look back once more at the 
steeples, of which, a little later, I caught a farewell 
glimpse at a turn in the road. The coachman, who seemed 
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little inclined for conversation, having barely acknowl­
edged my remarks, I was obliged, in default of other com­
pany, to fall back on my own, and to attempt to recapture 
the vision of my steeples. And presently their outlines 
and their sunlit surfaces, as though they had been a sort 
of rind, peeled away; something of what they had con­
cealed from me became apparent; a thought came into my 
mind which had not existed for me a moment earlier , 
framing itself in words in my head; and the pleasure . 
which the first sight of them had given me was so greatly 
enhanced that, overpowered by a sort of intoxication, I 
could no longer think of anything else. At that moment, 
as we were already some way from Martinville, turning 
my head I caught sight of them again, quite black this 
time, for the sun had meanwhile set. From time to time a 
turn in the road would sweep them out of sight; then they 
came into view for the last time, and finally I could see 
them no more. 

Without admitting to myself that what lay hidden 
behind the steeples of Martinville must be something 
analogous to a pretty phrase, since it was in the form of 
words which gave me pleasure that it

· 
had appeared to me, 

I borrowed a pencil and some paper from the doctor, and 
in spite of the jolting of the carriage, to appease my con­
science and to satisfy my enthusiasm, composed the fol­
lowing little fragment, which I have since discovered and 
now reproduce with only a slight revision here and there. 

Alone, rising from the level of the plain, and seemingly lost in 
that expanse of open country, the twin steeples of Martinville 
rose towards the sky. Presently we saw three: springing into posi­
tion in front of them with a bold leap, a third, dilatory steeple, 
that of Vieuxvicq, had come to join them. The minutes passed, 
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we were travelling fast, and yet the three steeples were always a 
long way ahead of us, like three birds perched upon the plain, 
motionless and conspicuous in the sunlight. Then the steeple of 
Vieuxvicq drew aside, took its proper distance, and the steeples of 
Martinville remained alone, gilded by the light of the setting sun 
which, even at that distance, I could see playing and smiling 
upon their sloping sides. We had been so long in approaching 
them that I was thinking of the time that must still elapse before 
we could reach them when, of a sudden, the carriage turned a 
comer and set us down at their feet; and they had flung them­
selves so abruptly in our path that we had barely time to stop be­
fore being dashed against the porch. 

We resumed our journey. We had left Martinville some little 
time, and the village, after accompanying us for a few seconds, 
had already disappeared, when, lingering alone on the horizon to 
watch our flight, its steeples and that of Vieuxvicq waved once 
again their sun-bathed pinnacles in token of farewell. Sometimes 
one would withdraw, so that the other two might watch us for a 
moment still; then the road changed direction, they veered in the 
evening light like three golden pivots, and vanished from my 
sight. But a little later, when we were already close to Combray, 
the sun having set meanwhile, I caught sight of them for the last 
time, far away, and seeming no more now than three flowers 
painted upon the sky above the low line of the fields. They made 
me think, too, of three maidens in a legend, abandoned in a soli­
tary place over which night had begun to fall; and as we drew 
away from them at a gallop, I could see them timidly seeking 
their way, and after some awkward, stumbling movements of 
their noble silhouettes, drawing close to one another, gliding one 
behind another, forming now against the still rosy sky no more 
than a single dusky shape, charming and resigned, and so vanish­
ing in the night. 

I never thought again of this page, but at the moment 
when, in the corner of the box-seat where the doctor's 
coachman was in the habit of stowing in a hamper the 
poultry he had bought at Martinville market, I had fin-
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ished writing it, I was so filled with happiness, I felt that 
it had so entirely relieved my mind of its obsession with 
the steeples and the mystery which lay behind them, that, 
as though I myself were a hen and had just laid an egg, I 
began to sing at the top of my voice. 

All day long, during these walks, 'I had been able to 
muse upon the pleasure of being the friend of the 

. Duchesse de Guermantes, of fishing for trout, of drifting 
in a boat on the Vivonne; and, greedy for happiness, I 
asked nothing more from life in such moments than that 
it should consist always of a series of joyous afternoons. 
But when, on our way home, I had caught sight of a farm 
on the left of the road, at some distance from two other 
farms which were themselves close together, from which, 
to return to Combray, we need only turn down an avenue 
of oaks bordered on one side by a series of orchard-closes 
planted at regular intervals with apple-trees which cast 
upon the ground, when they were lit by the setting sun, 
the Japanese stencil of their shadows, suddenly my heart 
would begin to pound, for I knew that in half an hour we 
should be at home, and that, as was the rule on days 
when we had taken the Guermantes way and dinner was 
in consequence served later than usual, I should be sent 
to bed as soon as I had swallowed my soup, and my 
mother, kept at table just as though there had been com­
pany to dinner, would not come upstairs to say good 
night to me in bed. The zone of melancholy which I then 
entered was as distinct from the zone in which I had been 

·bounding with joy a moment before as, in certain skies, a 
band of pink is separated, as though by a line invisibly 
ruled, from a band of green or black. You may see a bird 
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