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         In order to belong to the ‘inner circle’, ‘the little group’, ‘the little clan’ of the Verdurins, there was only one condition, but a vital one: to tacitly agree to a credo by which, among other tenets, the young pianist, who was Madame Verdurin’s protégé that year and who, in her words, ‘could play Wagner in a way that just shouldn’t be allowed’, was head and shoulders above Planté and Rubinstein1 and that Doctor Cottard was a better diagnostician than Potain.2 Any ‘new recruits’ who weren’t convinced when the Verdurins declared the evening parties given by people who didn’t come to theirs to be as dreary as a wet weekend found themselves immediately excluded. Since women were in this respect less inclined than men to put aside any interest in other social circles and any desire to decide for themselves how pleasant other salons might be, and since the Verdurins were fearful, too, that this spirit of enquiry and devilish frivolity could prove contagious and ultimately fatal for the right-thinking of their little church, they had found themselves obliged to reject all their female congregants, one by one.

         That year, apart from the doctor’s young wife, and despite the fact that Madame Verdurin herself was a virtuous wife from a respectable and extremely rich bourgeois family whom nobody had ever heard of and with whom she had slowly but successfully ceased all contact, they were down to a young woman who was almost a demi-mondaine,3 Madame de Crécy, whom Madame Verdurin called by her Christian name, Odette, and professed to be ‘a darling’, and the pianist’s aunt, who had almost certainly been a concierge: two people who knew nothing of society and who were naive enough to accept without demur that the Princesse de Sagan and the Duchesse de Guermantes had to pay unfortunate people to make up the numbers at their dinner parties, so much so that if they had been offered the chance of an invitation to visit either of these great ladies, the former concierge and the cocotte would have refused, disdainfully.

         At the Verdurins’ you weren’t invited to dinner: your place was always laid. There was no programme for the evening. The young pianist would play, but only if he felt like it, because no one was forced to do anything and, as Monsieur Verdurin liked to say: ‘Friends first, good fellowship forever!’ If the pianist wanted to play the ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ or the prelude from Tristan, Madame Verdurin would protest, not that she didn’t like the music, but that, on the contrary, she was too stirred by it. ‘So you really want me to have one of my migraines? You know that it’s the same every time he plays that. I know what’s in store for me! Tomorrow, when I want to get up, curtains! There will be no little me!’ If he didn’t play, then people chatted and one of their friends, most often their favourite painter of the day, would, to quote Monsieur Verdurin, ‘spin some yarn that sent everyone into hysterics’, Madame Verdurin especially, who—accustomed as she was to taking the imaginative descriptions of her emotions to their literal conclusion—had to appeal one day to Cottard (then an inexperienced young doctor) to put back the jaw which she had dislocated through excess of mirth.

         Dinner jackets were taboo as everyone was a ‘pal’ and no one wanted to be like the ‘bores’ whom they avoided like the plague and who were only invited to the big formal parties, held as seldom as possible and only if they might amuse the painter or get the musician noticed. The rest of the time, people were happy to play charades or don fancy dress, but as an intimate group, with no strangers brought into the ‘inner circle’.

         But, little by little, as the ‘pals’ had become ever more important in Madame Verdurin’s life, the bores, the pariahs became anyone or anything keeping these friends from her, whatever would sometimes stop them being free, whether it were for one their mother, for another their profession, or for a third their country house or ill health. If Doctor Cottard felt duty bound to leave as soon as dinner was over to return to an urgent case, Madame Verdurin would tell him: ‘Who knows, it might be much better for him if you didn’t disturb him this evening; he’ll have a good night’s sleep without you; tomorrow morning you’ll go over early and find him cured.’ From early December, she was beside herself at the thought of her flock crying off for Christmas Day or the New Year. The pianist’s aunt was adamant that he should come to dinner with the family that day at her mother’s.

         ‘Will it really kill your mother,’ Madame Verdurin exclaimed, harshly, ‘if you don’t dine with her on New Year’s Day, like someone from the provinces!’

         Her anxiety returned as Easter drew near:

         ‘You, Doctor, a scientist, a free-thinker, surely you’ll come on Good Friday, like any other day?’ she said to Cottard the first year, in a confident tone that brooked no refusal. But she trembled as she waited for him to reply, for had he not come, she might have found herself alone.

         ‘I’ll come on Good Friday… to make my farewells, as we’re spending the Easter holidays in Auvergne.’

         ‘In Auvergne? In some flea-ridden spot? Much good may it do you!’

         And, after a pause:

         ‘If only you had told us, we could have organized something and made the trip together, in comfort.’

         Similarly, if one of the flock had made a friend, or had begun a relationship that might make them ‘bail out’ sometimes, the Verdurins, who had nothing against a woman having a lover so long as she had him in their company, loved him as one of them and didn’t prefer him to them, would say: ‘Well, bring your friend along.’ And he was accepted, on probation, while they considered whether he were capable of having no secrets from Madame Verdurin, and were worthy of belonging to the ‘little clan’. If not, the clan member who had introduced him was taken to one side and kindly helped to fall out with his friend or mistress. Conversely, all being well, the ‘new one’ joined the flock too. And so, when that year the demi-mondaine told Monsieur Verdurin that she had made the acquaintance of a charming man, Monsieur Swann, and hinted that the latter would be very happy to be received by them, Monsieur Verdurin immediately relayed the request to his wife (whose opinions always dictated his own and whose wishes it was his duty to carry out with the greatest efficiency, along with those of the rest of the flock).

         ‘Madame de Crécy here has something to ask you. She would like to introduce one of her friends to you, Monsieur Swann. What do you think?’

         ‘Well really, how can one refuse anything to a little piece of perfection like that? No, don’t protest, no one’s asking you. I’m telling you, you’re perfect.’

         ‘If you say so,’ Odette replied, with affected playfulness, and she added: ‘You know I’m not fishing for compliments.’4

         ‘Well then, bring your friend along, if he’s pleasant company.’

         Undoubtedly, the ‘inner circle’ was worlds away from Swann’s usual haunts, and consummate society people would certainly have felt that one who, like Swann, had his entrée to the most exclusive houses, hardly needed to go cap in hand to the Verdurins’. But Swann loved women so much that once he had got to know pretty much all those belonging to the aristocracy and had nothing more to learn from them, he had begun to view the honorary membership that the Faubourg Saint-Germain had bestowed on him (a membership that amounted to a knighthood) only as something that might be exchanged, a kind of promissory note, having no value in itself, but allowing him to insinuate himself into some hidden spot in the provinces or some remote corner of Paris, where the daughter of the local squire or town clerk had struck him as pretty. For desire or love brought back to him a certain vanity which was now quite absent from his daily life (although it must once have been the driving force behind that success in society for which he had thrown away his intellect, wasted his talents on frivolous pleasures and used his knowledge of art to advise society ladies on what paintings to buy and how to furnish their drawing rooms), and made him want to shine for his latest flame, for her to be dazzled by his elegance, though his name, Swann, might mean nothing to her. He especially wanted this if the woman came from a humble background, just as an intelligent man doesn’t worry that another intelligent man may find him stupid, and an elegant man knows that a duke will do justice to his elegance, but fears a country bumpkin may not. Of all the witty words and lies prompted by vanity since the world began, so diminishing to those who uttered them, three quarters have been addressed to people deemed inferior. And Swann, who was unaffected and carefree with a duchess, was terrified of being despised and therefore became stiff and unnatural when he was with a lady’s maid.

         He wasn’t like so many people, who, through laziness or a feeling that their social eminence obliges them to stay within their own circle, abstain from any other pleasures that life offers them beyond that social sphere where they remain in self-imposed confinement till the day they die, and are content, in the end, to consider as pleasures, for want of any better, once they’ve managed to get used to them, the mediocre diversions or bearable boredom that it affords them. Swann, though, didn’t try to find beauty in the women he spent time with, but to spend time with women whom he had first found beautiful. And it was often women whose beauty was quite coarse, since the physical qualities he unconsciously sought were the complete opposite of those that aroused his admiration in the sculptures and paintings of women by his preferred masters. An intense or melancholy expression froze his senses, which were however stirred by pink, plump, healthy flesh.

         If on his travels he met a family whose acquaintance it might have been more correct not to seek, but which included a woman who arrested his gaze with a hitherto unfamiliar charm, the idea of keeping himself to himself and belittling the desire she had awoken, or choosing to replace with a different pleasure the one he might have known with her, by writing to a former mistress to come and join him, would have seemed to him as cowardly an abdication from life, as stupid a renunciation of a new happiness as if, instead of visiting the countryside, he had stayed shut up in his room looking at pictures of Paris. He didn’t confine himself within the palace of his brilliant connections but instead, in order to be able to reconstruct it from scratch wherever a woman had appealed to him, he had turned it into one of those collapsible tents that explorers take with them. Any part that couldn’t be carried about or exchanged for a new pleasure became worthless to him, however desirable it might appear to others. How many times had his credit with a duchess, made up of the wishes of doing him some kindness which she had nurtured for years without ever having the opportunity of carrying them out, been lost all in one go by his sending an importunate telegram asking that, by return of post, she put him in touch, immediately, with one of her stewards, whose daughter had caught his fancy in the countryside, just as a starving man might swap a diamond for a crust of bread. And, the deed done, he would laugh about it, for, despite the exceptional fineness of his nature that made up for any number of little faults, there remained traces too of coarseness. And then, he was one of those intelligent men who have lived an idle life and who look for consolation and maybe justification in the idea that this idleness gives their imagination objects as worthy of interest as art or study might give, and that ‘life’ contains more interesting and romantic situations than any novel. He claimed this, anyway, and easily persuaded his most particular society friends that it was so, notably the Baron de Charlus, whom he enjoyed entertaining with accounts of the tantalizing adventures that befell him, such as the one concerning a woman he met on a train who, once she had accompanied him home, turned out to be the sister of a ruler who currently had a finger in the pie of all sorts of European political intrigues, thus allowing him to keep up with these in the most agreeable way, or the one involving a complex set of circumstances which, depending on how the dice fell, would mean that he would, or would not, be able to become the lover of someone’s cook.

         It wasn’t only the illustrious host of virtuous dowagers, generals and members of the Academy, to whom he was particularly close, whom Swann obliged so cynically to act as intermediaries. All his friends were used to receiving the occasional letter from him asking them for an introduction or a recommendation, letters showing a talent for diplomacy which, persisting as it did through successive affairs and different strategies, made plain, more than any less tactful approach would have done, his immutable character and unswerving aims. When, years later, I began to be interested in his character because of the way it resembled my own, though in different domains, I often asked for the story of how he used to write to my grandfather (who was not yet my grandfather, since it was around the time of my birth that Swann’s great love affair began and interrupted his usual habits for a while) and how my grandfather, recognizing his friend’s handwriting on the envelope, would exclaim: ‘It’s Swann wanting a favour again! Watch out!’ And whether through wariness, or that unwitting perversity that makes us offer something only to those who don’t want it, my grandparents put up a blanket refusal to all his requests for favours, however easy they would have been to grant, for instance introducing him to a young girl who dined with them every Sunday, and whom, every time Swann mentioned her, they were obliged to pretend they no longer saw, while they had in fact spent the whole week wondering whom to invite with her, often not coming up with anyone, though they might have called on him, who would have been only too happy to accept.

         Sometimes a couple of my grandparents’ acquaintance, who up till then had complained of never seeing Swann, would announce with some satisfaction and perhaps a slight desire to arouse envy that he had become extremely solicitous of their company and couldn’t do enough for them. My grandfather didn’t want to spoil their pleasure, but would give my grandmother a look and hum:

         
            What is this mystery?

            I do not understand it.

         

         or:

         
            Fleeting vision…

         

         or:

         
            In affairs such as these

            ’tis best to see nothing.

         

         A few months later, if my grandfather asked Swann’s new friend: ‘So, what about Swann, are you still seeing a lot of him?’, he would be met with a long face and a ‘Never mention him to me again!’

         ‘But I thought you were so close…’ my grandfather would say. This situation had occurred with some cousins of my grandmother’s, with whom Swann had been on close terms for a few months, dining with them nearly every day. Suddenly, with no warning, he stopped coming. They thought he must be ill and my grandmother’s cousin was just about to send for news of him, when, going into the servants’ hall, she found a letter from him which had inadvertently been left in the cook’s account book; in it, he told her that he was leaving Paris and wouldn’t be able to come any more. She was his mistress, and, since he was parting from her, she was the only person he had bothered to take leave of.

         When his current mistress was a society woman, or at least a lady whose origins were not too lowly nor position too shaky for her to be received in society, then, for her sake, he went back to it, but only to the particular circle she moved in, or that he had introduced her to. ‘No point expecting Swann this evening,’ people would say. ‘You know it’s the day his American goes to the opera.’ He would get her invited into the most exclusive salons where he was an habitué, dining weekly, playing poker; every evening, with his auburn hair en brosse and lightly crimped, a style that softened the brightness of his green eyes, he would choose a flower for his buttonhole and go off to meet his mistress at the dinner table of one or other of the women of his set; and then, thinking of how the fashionable people whom he would see there and who were in thrall to him, would express their admiration and friendship in front of his beloved, he would find a new charm in the social life which he had taken for granted but whose substance, infused with the colour and warm glow of a flame now flickering within it, seemed to him precious and beautiful, since he had embedded in it a new love affair.

         But, while each of these liaisons or flirtations had been the more or less complete realization of a dream, stemming from the sight of a face or body that Swann had spontaneously, and without forcing himself, found charming, when, however, he was introduced one day at the theatre to Odette de Crécy by one of his old friends, who had spoken of her as a ravishing woman with whom he might get somewhere, describing her as more difficult than she really was in order to increase the kindness of his own action in helping Swann to make her acquaintance, she had seemed to Swann not unbeautiful, certainly, but as having a type of beauty to which he was indifferent, which left him cold, which he even found rather repellent, since he was no different from others in finding a certain type of beauty, different each time according to the beholder, to be the opposite of the type which appeals to the senses. For his taste, her profile was too sharp, her skin too delicate, her cheekbones too high, her features too drawn. She had beautiful eyes, but so big that they seemed to sag with their own mass, making the rest of her face appear tired and always giving her a look of being out of sorts or in a bad mood. Shortly after they were introduced at the theatre, she had written to him, asking if she might see his art collection, since she ‘who knew nothing about art, still loved pretty things’, telling him too that she would feel she knew him better when she had seen him in his ‘home’,5 where she pictured him ‘so cosy with his tea and his books’, although she had not concealed her surprise that he should live in a district which must be so gloomy and ‘which was just not smart enough for someone like him.’ When he had allowed her to come, she had told him as she left how sorry she was to have spent so little time in this place that she had been so happy to enter, speaking of him as though he meant more to her than the other people she knew, and as though the two of them were linked in some mysterious storybook way; it had made him smile. Swann was getting close to the age when, having lost some illusions, one can enjoy being in love for its own sake without counting too much on reciprocity, but when, nevertheless, the feeling of two hearts coming together, though no longer as in youth the essential aim of love, still remains an inherent part of love through an association of ideas so strong that it can become its cause, if it is first to appear. Once, one dreamt of possessing the heart of the woman with whom one was in love; later, feeling that one already possesses the heart of a woman can be enough to make one fall in love. So, at the age when the pleasure one looks for in love is primarily subjective and therefore one would expect that a woman’s beauty being to one’s taste would be particularly important, love can arise, the most physical love, without there having been an initial desire to trigger it. At that stage in life, one has already experienced love several times; it no longer follows its own course according to its own unfathomable and fateful laws, before which our heart is dumbfounded and helpless. We come to its aid, we falsify it with the suggestive power of memory. Recognizing one of its symptoms, we remember the others and bring them to life again. Since we have its whole song engraved within us, we don’t need a woman to tell us the way it begins—full of the admiration that beauty inspires—in order to know how it continues. And if the song begins in the middle—in the place where hearts draw close, where lovers say they live only for each other—we know enough about the music to chime in directly with our partner at the place where she is waiting for us.

         Odette de Crécy went back to see Swann, then made her visits more frequent; and probably, each time, he felt the same disappointment confronted with that face whose traits he had forgotten a bit in the meantime and which he remembered as neither so expressive, nor, despite its youth, so worn. As she talked to him, he felt sorry that the great beauty she possessed wasn’t the kind he would spontaneously have preferred. It was true that Odette’s face seemed thinner and more beaky because its smoother and flatter plains—her forehead and the upper part of her cheeks—were covered by a mass of hair which at that time was worn in clusters, puffed up and crimped, then flowing in long locks along the ears; and as for her figure, which was excellent, it was hard to see the shape of her body (owing to the fashions of the time and despite her being one of the best-dressed women in Paris), since the bodice jutting out at the top and ending in a sharp angle above the billowing double skirts gave a woman the air of being made up of separate and ill-assorted pieces, while the ruching, flounces and waistcoat, each in their own sweet way, according to the whim of the design or the thickness of the cloth, followed a line which led them to the knots of ribbons, swirls of lace and criss-crossed rows of jet or guided them along the whalebone, but made no contact with the human body, which, depending on how closely or waywardly the architecture of these frills and furbelows mirrored its natural forms, found itself either bundled up or floating in them.

         But, when Odette had left, Swann smiled as he thought of her telling him how time would drag till he allowed her to come again; he recalled the diffident, anxious way in which she had asked him once not to let it be too long, and the way she had looked at him at that moment, her eyes gazing at him in timorous appeal, so that there was something touching about her, under the posy of artificial pansies fixed to the round white straw hat, with its black velvet bows. ‘Wouldn’t you like to come to tea with me for once?’ she had asked. He had cited work to be done, a study of Vermeer, which in reality he had abandoned years before. ‘I understand that there’s nothing I can do, a silly little thing like me, compared to scholars like you and your friends,’ she had replied. ‘I would be like the frog in the fable. And yet I would so like to learn, to know things, to be taught.’

         ‘What fun it must be to spend time with books, looking through all those old papers!’ she had added, with the self-satisfied expression an elegant woman might wear to declare that there is nothing she likes better than doing some really messy job without worrying about getting her hands dirty, like cooking and ‘kneading the dough herself’. ‘You’ll laugh at me, but you know, that painter who’s stopping you from seeing me (she meant Vermeer), I’d never actually heard of him; is he still alive? Can one see his paintings in Paris? That way I could have an idea of what you like, I could guess a bit what goes on behind that forehead that’s always so preoccupied, in that head that always seems to be thinking about something; I could say to myself: that’s what he’s thinking about right now. What happiness to be involved in your work!’ He had excused himself, saying he was fearful of new friendships, of what, out of chivalry, he termed the fear that he might suffer. ‘You’re frightened of affection? How odd, when that’s the only thing I really want, the thing I would give my life to find,’ she had said in such a natural, such a forthright tone, that it had moved him. ‘You must have been made unhappy by a woman. And you think others are like her. She didn’t understand you; you’re so different from everyone else. That was the first thing I liked about you, I could feel how unlike other people you were.’

         ‘But you must have heaps of things to do too,’ he had said, ‘I know what it’s like for women, you can’t often be free.’

         ‘Me! I never have anything to do! I’m always free, I’ll always be free for you. Any time, night or day, that you might need to see me, send for me, and I’ll come running. Will you do that? Do you know what would be nice, for you to get an introduction to Madame Verdurin, where I go in the evening. Imagine! We would meet there and I’d be able to think it was partly for me that you had come!’

         And no doubt, in recalling their conversations, in thinking about her like this when he was alone, he was only conjuring up her image in romantic daydreams, along with that of many other women; but if, thanks to some circumstance (or even independently of it, since the circumstance in which a condition, hitherto latent, suddenly flares up, may have no actual influence over it), if the image of Odette de Crécy were to preside over all his daydreams, if the latter became inseparable from his memory of her, then the imperfections of her body would no longer have any importance, and nor would whether it were to his taste or not, any more or less than any other body, since, having become the body of the one he loved, it would henceforth be the only one capable of bringing him joy or torment.

         My grandfather had actually known the family of these Verdurins, which was more than could be said for any of their current friends. But he had lost touch completely with the one he called ‘the Verdurin boy’, considering, with some exaggeration, that—despite the immense fortune he still commanded—he had gone down in the world, consorting with all sorts of riff-raff. Then one day, he received a letter from Swann, asking whether he might give him an introduction to the Verdurins: ‘Watch out! Watch out!’ my grandfather exclaimed, ‘Nothing surprising here, that was obviously where Swann was headed. What a set! First, I can’t do what he wants, because I don’t know the man. And then, there must be a woman behind this, I don’t get mixed up in that kind of business. Ah well! We’re in for fun and games, if Swann takes on the little Verdurins.’

         And, with my grandfather’s refusal, it was Odette herself who took Swann to the Verdurins’.

         That day, the day of his first appearance there, the Verdurins had invited to dinner Doctor Cottard and his wife, the young pianist and his aunt, and the painter who then enjoyed their patronage, with some few others of the flock joining them later in the evening.

         Doctor Cottard never knew quite what tone to take in his replies to people, never being certain whether they were joking or not. And to be doubly sure, he would see that all his facial expressions contained the germ of a tentative and fleeting smile, whose subtle forbearance would absolve him of any suspicion of naivety if the words spoken to him turned out to be facetious. But since he didn’t dare to let this smile settle too comfortably onto his features, for fear the opposite hypothesis were the true one, what hovered over his face was a perpetual air of uncertainty, in which could be read the question he dared not ask aloud: ‘Do you mean what you say?’ He was no more confident about the right way to behave in the street, or even in life, than in a drawing room, and he met every passer-by, every conveyance, every occurrence with an arch smile, designed to erase any suggestion of impropriety from his manner, since it proved that, should the smile turn out to be inappropriate to the situation, he was aware of it and, in that case, had adopted it in a spirit of humour.

         On all subjects, though, where a forthright question seemed allowable, the doctor would invariably do his best to keep his doubts reined in and find out as much as he could, for, acting on the advice given him by a shrewd mother when he left the provinces, he never let an unfamiliar figure of speech or proper name slip by, without trying to inform himself of their significance.

         He was insatiable when it came to figures of speech, as, endowing them sometimes with a more precise meaning than they actually had, he would have liked to know what exactly was meant by those he heard most often—a devilish beauty, blue blood, a rackety life, Rabelais’s reckoning, swanning around, giving carte blanche, being at sixes and sevens, and so on—and how he might introduce them into his own conversation. When he couldn’t, he filled in with puns he had previously memorized. And when any new names came up in the course of conversation, he would simply repeat them in a tone of enquiry, judging that this would bring him the additional information he wouldn’t appear to be requesting.

         Since the critical gaze he turned on everything was completely devoid of good judgement, that excessive courtesy which consists of declaring, without really wanting to be believed, that it is we who are indebted to those on whom we are in fact bestowing a favour, was a waste of time in the doctor’s case, as he took everything literally. However blind to his faults Madame Verdurin might be, and though she continued to consider him very witty, it had finally become exasperating for her to find that when she offered him a seat in a stage box to hear Sarah Bernhardt, adding graciously that it was too kind of him to come, particularly as she was sure that he must have heard Sarah Bernhardt many times before and, moreover, they were perhaps a bit too near the stage, Doctor Cottard, who had come into the box with a smile hovering on his lips ready to spread or fade once someone in authority had let him know the nature of the performance, replied: ‘It’s true, we are much too close and Sarah Bernhardt is becoming a bit tedious. But you wished me to come, and your wish is my command. I’m only too happy to do you this little favour. What would one not do for you, who are so kind!’ and he added: ‘Sarah Bernhardt, they call her the Golden Voice, don’t they? And people often write that she sets the stage on fire; that’s an odd expression, don’t you think?’ hoping for comments that were unforthcoming.

         ‘You know,’ Madame Verdurin had said to her husband, ‘I think we’re on the wrong track when we’re self-deprecating about our presents to the doctor. He’s a man of science who is quite impractical, he doesn’t understand himself what things are worth and he takes what we tell him at face value.’

         ‘I didn’t want to tell you, but I had noticed it too,’ replied Monsieur Verdurin. And, that New Year’s Day, instead of sending Cottard a ruby worth three thousand francs and telling him it was a mere trifle, Monsieur Verdurin bought a paste stone for three hundred and hinted that it would be hard to find another as fine.

         When Madame Verdurin had announced that Monsieur Swann would be joining them later that evening, the doctor had exclaimed: ‘Swann?’ in a tone harsh with surprise, for, while considering himself perpetually ready for whatever might occur, he was always more taken aback than anyone by the most trivial news, and when no one answered him, he yelled: ‘Swann? Who is this Swann?’ in the grip of an anxiety that melted away when Madame Verdurin said:

         ‘But he’s Odette’s friend, the one she told us about.’

         ‘Oh well, that’s all right, then,’ the doctor answered, pacified. As for the painter, he was delighted that Swann should be introduced at Madame Verdurin’s, since he imagined him in love with Odette and enjoyed intrigues. ‘There’s nothing I find more fun than matchmaking,’ he confided in a whisper to Cottard, ‘I’ve brought off lots, even between women!’

         Odette’s telling the Verdurins that Swann was very smart had made them anxious that he might be a ‘bore’. In fact, he made an excellent impression on them, which, though they did not know it, was an indirect consequence of his high-society connections. For he was one of those urbane men who have an advantage over others, even intelligent ones, who have never moved in those circles, in that, having spent some time in them, they are no longer in thrall to the desire or disgust those circles conjure in the imagination, but simply take them for granted. Devoid of any snobbishness or any fear of appearing over-amiable, they display a straightforward friendliness which shares the ease and grace of movement of those whose supple limbs obey their owner’s wishes, without any clumsy or inappropriate interference from the rest of the body. The simple, basic gesture by which the man of the world greets the unknown young man being introduced to him with a hearty handshake, while acknowledging his own introduction to an ambassador with a shallow bow, had grown to be, without his realizing it, Swann’s natural social demeanour, so that, finding himself with people of a lower social background, such as the Verdurins and their friends, he instinctively responded with a lack of reserve and an eagerness to please, which, in their view, a bore would not have shown. The only person Swann treated coldly for a moment was Cottard, whose greeting him with a wink and an equivocal smile before they had even spoken (a pantomime he called ‘holding back’), made him think that the doctor recognized him from their having met in some house of ill repute, although he frequented such places very little, having never gone in much for that kind of frolic. He considered Cottard’s supposed allusion to it in bad taste, especially since it occurred in the presence of Odette, who might have formed a bad impression of him as a result, and he countered it with a frosty stare. But when he learnt that a lady sitting nearby was Madame Cottard, he thought that such a young husband would not have wanted to allude to that sort of high jinks in front of his wife, and he ceased to give the doctor’s knowing air the meaning he had feared. The painter invited Swann straight away to come to his studio with Odette, and Swann thought him very likeable.

         ‘Maybe you’ll be luckier than me,’ said Madame Verdurin, in a tone of mock vexation, ‘and you’ll be allowed to see the portrait of Cottard’ (a portrait she had commissioned). ‘Don’t forget, “Monsieur” Biche,’ she reminded the painter, whose being given this title was a standing joke, ‘be sure to catch his delightful gaze, that subtle, amusing look in his eyes. You know that what I really want is his smile; that’s what I asked you for, the likeness of his smile.’ And finding this a striking expression, she repeated it very loudly to make sure that various guests had heard it and even found a way to draw some of them closer. Swann asked to be introduced to everyone, even an old friend of the Verdurins, Saniette, whose shyness, lack of affectation and good heart had been the cause of his forfeiting, everywhere, the regard to which he was entitled for his knowledge as an archivist, his considerable wealth and distinguished family background. When he spoke, it was with the most endearing lisp, which seemed to be less a speech impediment and more a part of his soul, carrying something of the innocence of early childhood, which he had never lost, so that every consonant he couldn’t pronounce suggested an unkindness of which he was incapable. Swann’s asking to be introduced to Monsieur Saniette made Madame Verdurin feel that he was reversing the rules of precedence (so much so that she responded with an emphatic emendation, saying: ‘Monsieur Swann, please be so kind as to allow me to introduce our friend Saniette to you’), but filled Saniette himself with the warmest regard for Swann, which the Verdurins never revealed to him, since they found Saniette rather irritating and had no wish to secure friendships for him. Conversely, they were extremely touched by Swann’s making a point of desiring the immediate acquaintance of the pianist’s aunt. She was, as usual, dressed in black, because she believed that black never looks wrong and is the last word in elegance, and was excessively red in the face, which was always the case when she had just eaten. She bowed respectfully to Swann but straightened up with an air of majesty. Since she was quite without education and was afraid of making grammatical mistakes, she took care to mangle her words so that any gross error she fell into would be absorbed by the mumbling and not easily or reliably detectable; thus her conversation consisted only of slurred meanderings, from which there occasionally emerged the odd syllable that she felt sure of. Speaking to Monsieur Verdurin, Swann imagined that he might poke gentle fun at her, which, however, vexed that gentleman:

         ‘She’s such an excellent woman,’ said he, ‘I grant you that she’s not dazzling, but I assure you that on her own she’s very pleasant to talk to.’

         ‘I’m sure she is,’ Swann hastened to assent, ‘I simply meant that she didn’t appear to me to be “remarkable”’—putting a comic emphasis on the word—‘and that’s a compliment really!’

         ‘Do you know,’ said Monsieur Verdurin, ‘and this may surprise you, she writes charmingly. Have you ever heard her nephew play? It’s wonderful, isn’t it, Doctor? Would you like me to ask him to play you something, Monsieur Swann?’

         ‘I would be very happy—’ Swann began, but the doctor interrupted him mockingly, for, having got the idea that any emphasis or formal expression in conversation was old-fashioned, as soon as he heard a serious word said in earnest, as had just occurred with the word ‘happy’, he felt that its speaker was being pompous, and if, moreover, the word formed part of what he termed some old saw, however current it were elsewhere, he imagined that the phrase just begun must be ridiculous and completed it himself, ironically, with the very cliché he seemed to be accusing the other of wanting to employ, although that other had no thought of doing so.

         ‘As happy as God in France!’ he exclaimed teasingly, throwing out his hands to make his point.

         Monsieur Verdurin couldn’t help laughing.

         ‘What are all those good people laughing about, I’d like to know,’ exclaimed Madame Verdurin. ‘That’s a merry little corner you’ve got there! And here’s poor little me, all alone and in disgrace!’ She put on a hurt expression, like a child.

         Madame Verdurin was sitting on a high seat of waxed Swedish pine, which a young violinist from that country had given her and which she had kept, despite its looking like a scaffold and clashing with her beautiful old furniture, because she liked to have on show the gifts made to her from time to time by her flock in order that the givers might have the pleasure of seeing them when they called. To this end, she tried to persuade them to stick to flowers and sweets, which did at least have a limited lifespan, but to no avail, and consequently the house was full of foot warmers, cushions, clocks, screens, barometers and vases, in generous, repetitive and ill-assorted profusion.

         From her high perch she took a lively part in the conversation of the flock and laughed at their ‘sallies’, but since the accident with her jaw, she had given up producing real bursts of laughter and instead went through a pantomime which, without any fatigue or risk for her, conveyed the impression of laughing till she cried. At the least word that one of the circle let drop against a bore, or against an ex-member of the circle banished to the bores’ camp—and to the despair of Monsieur Verdurin who had long hoped to equal his wife in camaraderie but who got quickly out of breath when he laughed and had been overtaken and defeated by her trick of perpetual pretend hilarity—she would give a little cry, screw shut the bird-like eyes that were beginning to be clouded by cataracts, and suddenly, as though she had only just had time to conceal an indecent sight or parry a fatal blow, burying her face entirely in her hands, would appear to be doing her utmost to repress, to stifle laughter which, had she given in to it, would have thrown her into a fainting fit. And so, dizzy with the flock’s fun, drunk with conviviality, scandal-mongering and back-slapping, did Madame Verdurin, high on her perch, like a bird whose beak has been dipped in mulled wine, sob with amicability.

         Meanwhile, Monsieur Verdurin, after requesting Swann’s permission to light his pipe (‘we’re all pals here, we don’t stand on ceremony’), asked the young musician to sit down at the piano.

         ‘Now leave him in peace, he didn’t come here to be tormented,’ exclaimed Madame Verdurin. ‘I don’t want him tormented, do you hear?’

         ‘But why would he mind?’ said Monsieur Verdurin, ‘Monsieur Swann may not be familiar with the sonata in F sharp that we’ve discovered; he’ll play us the arrangement for piano.’

         ‘Oh, no! Not my sonata!’ shrieked Madame Verdurin, ‘I don’t want another head cold and neuralgia, like the last time he made me cry with that sonata; thank you for the kind thought, I don’t want another go of that, you’re a nice lot, you are, you can see that it won’t be you ill in a bed for a week!’

         This little scene, which was replayed every time the pianist sat down at the instrument, delighted the friends as much as if they were witnessing it for the first time, as proof of the charming originality and feel for music of the ‘lady of the house’. Those who were near her signalled to the smokers and card players who were a little further off to come closer, that something was going to happen, saying, as they do in the Reichstag at interesting moments: ‘Listen, listen.’ And the next day those who hadn’t been there were condoled with and told that the scene had been even more amusing than usual.

         ‘Well then, let’s agree that he’ll only play the andante,’ said Monsieur Verdurin.

         ‘Only the andante! You’re a fine one!’ exclaimed Madame Verdurin. ‘It’s the andante that really breaks me up. His Lordship really is the limit! It’s as though for the Ninth he said we’ll just hear the finale, or just the overture for the Meistersinger.’

         The doctor, though, urged Madame Verdurin to let the pianist play, not that he saw the disturbance that music caused her as a pretence—he recognized it as a particular form of neurasthenia—but through that habit that many doctors have of bending their own strict rules as soon as they find them affecting something they consider more important, such as a society gathering to which they are invited and which cannot go forward without the person whom they are advising to make an exception and forget their dyspepsia or influenza.

         ‘You won’t be ill this time, you’ll see,’ he said, seeking to hypnotize her with his gaze, ‘and if you are ill, we will take care of you.’

         ‘Truly?’ replied Madame Verdurin, as though the hope of such a favour left her nothing to do but give in. Maybe too, from having so often said she would be ill, there were times when she no longer remembered that it was a lie and actually took on the soul of a sick woman. For the sick, tired of always having to be careful lest they have an attack, like to give themselves free rein to believe they may do with impunity the things which they crave and which normally make them ill, so long as they can have recourse to some powerful being, who, without any trouble to themselves, will put them on their feet again with a word, or a pill.

         Odette had gone to sit on an embroidered sofa near to the piano. ‘You know, this is my favourite little seat,’ she said to Madame Verdurin.

         The latter, seeing that Swann had taken a chair, brought him to his feet again.

         ‘You’re not comfortable there, do go and sit next to Odette. Odette, you won’t mind making a place for Monsieur Swann?’

         ‘What a pretty piece of Beauvais,’ said Swann, with a wish to be courteous before he sat down.

         ‘Ah, I’m glad you appreciate my sofa,’ replied Madame Verdurin, ‘and I warn you that if you want to get something of the same sort, you may as well give up straight away. They never made anything like it again. The little chairs are marvels too. You can have a look at them in a moment. The detail in each bronze corresponds to the motif of the seat; you’ll see, there’s a lot to amuse you if you want to look, I promise you won’t be bored. Even just the little friezes on the surrounds, look, that little vine on a red background in the Bear and the Grapes. Isn’t that well drawn? They really knew how to draw, didn’t they? My husband claims that I don’t like fruit because I eat less than he does; not at all: I’m greedier than any of you, but I don’t need to put them in my mouth because I enjoy them with my eyes. What are you all laughing about? Ask the doctor, he’ll tell you that those grapes act like a purgative for me. Other people take the waters at Fontainebleau, I take mine with Beauvais. Now, Monsieur Swann, I won’t let you go till you’ve touched the little bronzes on the chair backs. What a soft patina! No, not just your fingertips, touch them properly.’

         ‘If Madame Verdurin starts fondling the bronzes, we won’t be hearing any music this evening,’ said the painter.

         ‘Be quiet, you’re a naughty boy. But really,’ she said, turning to Swann, ‘we women are forbidden things that are a lot less sensuous than that. There’s no flesh to equal it! When Monsieur Verdurin did me the honour of being jealous—come, be polite at least, don’t tell me you never were…’

         ‘But I haven’t said a word. Doctor, you are my witness: did I say anything?’

         Swann continued to touch the bronzes, courtesy preventing him from stopping too soon.

         ‘Well, well, you may stroke them later; now it’s you who are going to be stroked, your ears will be stroked. I imagine that’s something you like; and here’s a nice young man who is going to do the honours.’

         And when the pianist had played, Swann was even more amiable with him than he had been with the others there that evening. And this was why:

         The previous year, at an evening party, he had heard a musical piece for piano and violin. At first he had savoured only the material quality of the sounds secreted by the instruments; and it was already a great pleasure when, below the violin part, a slender, hardy, dense and purposeful thread, he had seen the weighty piano part seeking to rise up in a liquid swell, shape-shifting, unending, smooth as glass then breaking like the violet surge of the waves mellowed and enthralled by the moonlight. But at a particular moment, without being able to pinpoint an exact strand or give a name to the source of his pleasure, he had found himself suddenly spellbound and had tried to recollect the phrase or harmony—he couldn’t be sure—which, as it came and went, had made his soul open fully, as the scent of certain roses hovering in the damp evening air may cause our nostrils to dilate. Perhaps it was his hearing this music for the first time that had allowed him to experience so vague an impression, one of those impressions, however, that may be the only purely musical ones, contained, entirely original, impossible to range in any other order of impression. An impression of that kind seems for a moment to be quite gratuitous, to come from nowhere. No doubt the notes we hear in this way already seek, according to their pitch or their number, to project themselves onto the spaces around us, large or small, to trace patterns in the air, to create in us feelings of spaciousness or constraint, stability or airy whim. But the notes fade away before these feelings are sufficiently formed to resist those already elicited by the next notes, or even the accompanying ones. And that impression will continue to bathe in a shimmering wash the figures that emerge from it too fleetingly to be captured, only to sink again and disappear, apprehended only as the particular pleasure they brought, but impossible to describe, or remember, or name, ineffable—unless, like a labourer striving to establish firm foundations in the midst of the waves, memory can manufacture for us facsimiles of those elusive phrases and in so doing allow us to compare them to the ones that come after and note their difference. Thus, hardly had the delicious sensation that Swann had experienced melted away, than his memory presented him straight off with a transcription of it, brief and sketchy to be sure, but he had glanced at it as the piece continued, so that, when the same impression suddenly came again, its defences were already breached. He could see in his mind’s eye its reach, its symmetrical groupings, its notation, its expressiveness; he had before him something that was no longer pure music, but also drawing, architecture and thought, allowing the music to be recalled. This time he had distinctly made out a phrase that rose for a few moments above the sound waves. It had instantly promised him sensuous pleasures that he had never considered before hearing it, that he felt could be given him by no other means, and he had experienced a new form of love for that phrase.

         With a slow rhythm, it led him here and there, then elsewhere, towards a happiness that was noble, unintelligible and precise; and suddenly, arriving at a spot from where he was getting ready to follow it, after a moment’s pause it changed direction abruptly, and, with a new movement, a more rapid, melancholy, diminutive, prolonged and gentle one, carried him off with it towards unknown horizons. Then it disappeared. He yearned with all his heart to see it a third time. And reappear it did, but without speaking to him any more clearly, and actually giving him a less acute pleasure. But, once home, he longed for it: he was like a man into whose life a woman whom he has glimpsed only momentarily as she passed by has introduced a vision of beauty never before experienced, which makes him more gratefully aware of his own sensitivity, although he has no idea whether he will ever again see that woman whom he already loves without even knowing her name.

         It seemed for a time that love, albeit for a musical phrase, might open a way for Swann to somehow regain his youth. It had been so long since he had given up living in pursuit of any ideal and instead sought satisfaction in the daily round, that he had come to believe, without ever expressly telling himself so, that things would continue in this way till he died; and, what was more, no longer finding any lofty ideas in his mind, he had ceased to believe in their reality, even though he couldn’t completely deny it. Consequently, he had formed the habit of taking refuge in unimportant thoughts which allowed him to ignore what lay beneath. Just as he didn’t ask himself whether it might not be better to stay away from society, but knew beyond all doubt that having accepted an invitation it was his duty to honour it and if he didn’t make a return visit, to at least leave his card, so, in conversation, he was careful never to express a heartfelt opinion about anything, but instead to give factual information which had its own worth and allowed him to keep his own counsel. He would give extremely precise details for a recipe, or the date of birth or death of a painter and the titles of his works. Sometimes, in spite of everything, he let drop his views on a piece of art or on a way of understanding life, but he would then shade his words with irony, as though he didn’t altogether adhere to what he was saying. But now, like certain confirmed invalids for whom, all of a sudden, a place where they’ve just arrived, a new diet or, occasionally, a spontaneous and mysterious organic change seem to bring such a regression in their illness that they start to perceive the unlooked-for possibility of belatedly beginning a new life on different lines, Swann discovered in himself, through the memory of the phrase he had heard, through certain sonatas he had had played in the hope of finding it, the presence of one of those invisible realities in which he had ceased to believe and to which, as though music had had some kind of privileged influence on the mental aridity he was suffering, he felt a renewed desire and even the strength to dedicate his life. But since he hadn’t managed to find out whose work it was that he had heard, he hadn’t been able to get hold of it and he had eventually forgotten it. He had certainly encountered that week a few people who, like him, had been at the evening party, and he had questioned them; but several had arrived after the music or left before; some had been there while it was being performed, but had gone to chat in another room, and others, who had stayed to listen, had heard no more than the former. As for the hosts, they knew that it was a new work that the musicians whom they had engaged had asked to play; as they had now gone on tour, Swann was unable to find out any more. He had musicians among his friends, but while he remembered the special and untranslatable pleasure the phrase had given him, and was able to picture the shapes it drew, he was still not able to sing it to them. And then he ceased to think about it.

         But now, just a few minutes after the young pianist had begun to play at Madame Verdurin’s, all of a sudden, after a high note held for two bars, he saw coming towards him, escaping from under that prolonged resonance stretched out like a screen of sound to hide the mystery of its incubation, an elusive, murmuring and fragmented phrase, and he recognized it, the airy, fragrant phrase that he loved. And it was so much itself, its charm so much its own, that no other could have replaced it, that for Swann it was as though in some friend’s drawing room he had come across a person whom he had admired in the street and despaired of ever finding again. At the end, its message duly delivered, it faded away among the myriad tendrils of its scent, leaving its smile reflected on Swann’s countenance. But this time he could ask the name of the stranger (he was told it was the andante from Vinteuil’s sonata for piano and violin), he had hold of it, he could be with it at home whenever he wanted, try to learn its language and its secret.

         So, when the pianist had finished, Swann went up to him to express his gratitude with a lively emotion very pleasing to Madame Verdurin.

         ‘He’s a real charmer, isn’t he?’ she said to Swann, ‘How well does this little devil understand his sonata? You didn’t know that the piano could do all this, did you? I declare, it’s everything except piano! It catches me out every time, I think I’m hearing an orchestra. It’s even more beautiful than an orchestra, more rounded.’

         The young pianist bowed and smiled and, shaping the words as though they were a form of wit, said: ‘You’re much too kind.’ And while Madame Verdurin was instructing her husband to ‘Give him some orangeade, he’s certainly earned it,’ Swann told Odette the story of his falling in love with the little phrase. When Madame Verdurin, from a little way off, said: ‘Well, someone seems to be saying lovely things to you, Odette,’ she replied: ‘Yes, very lovely,’ with a simplicity which delighted Swann. Then he asked about Vinteuil, about his work, the period in his life when he had composed the sonata, and, particularly, about what the little phrase had meant to him; that was what he most wanted to know.

         But though they had professed such admiration for the musician (when Swann had said that the sonata was really beautiful, Madame Verdurin had exclaimed: ‘You’d better believe that it’s beautiful! But you can’t confess to not knowing Vinteuil’s sonata, one just isn’t allowed to not know it,’ and the painter had joined in: ‘It’s a really major business, don’t you think? Perhaps not what you might call the most “famous” or “exclusive”, but it makes an immense impression in artistic circles’) it seemed that none of them had ever asked themselves those questions, for they were incapable of answering them.

         And when Swann made a couple of references to his favourite phrase, Madame Verdurin even replied: ‘Goodness, how funny, I’d never noticed that; I must tell you that I don’t really enjoy nit-picking or looking for needles in haystacks; we don’t go in for splitting hairs here, it’s not the style of the house,’ causing Cottard to gape in awe at how smoothly she moved through this flood of platitudes, and resolve to emulate her. In fact, he and Madame Cottard, with the common sense sometimes found too among working people, took care not to give an opinion or feign admiration for music which, once home, they admitted to each other they understood no better than the painting of ‘Monsieur Biche’. Since the public only recognizes what is charming and graceful and pleasing in natural forms through the norms of a long-established school of art, and since an original artist begins by rejecting those norms, Monsieur and Madame Cottard, who mirrored the public exactly in this, could not find in either Vinteuil’s sonata or the painter’s portraits, what for them constituted harmony in music or beauty in art. It seemed to them that when the pianist played the sonata, he was assembling random notes, unrelated by any form they recognized, and that the painter threw his colours haphazardly onto the canvas. When they did spot a recognizable shape there, they saw it as clumsy, commonplace (that is to say, devoid of the elegance belonging to the school of painting through whose lens they saw actual people in the streets) and untrue to life, as though Monsieur Biche hadn’t known how a shoulder was made, or that women don’t have mauve hair.

         However, now that most of the flock had left, the doctor saw an opportunity not to be missed and, while Madame Verdurin was making her last remarks about the sonata, he took his courage in both hands and, like someone learning to swim who throws himself in at the deep end but takes care to choose a time when not too many people are looking, exclaimed: ‘So, he’s what one might call a musician di primo cartello!’6

         All Swann could discover was that Vinteuil’s sonata on first performance had made a great stir among musicians of the most modern school, but remained quite unknown to the general public.

         ‘I do know someone called Vinteuil,’ said Swann, thinking of my grandmother’s sisters’ piano teacher.

         ‘Maybe it’s him!’ exclaimed Madame Verdurin.

         ‘Oh no,’ Swann replied, laughing. ‘If you had seen him for two minutes, you wouldn’t even ask yourself the question.’

         ‘So asking the question is solving it?’ said the doctor.

         ‘But it might be a relation,’ Swann went on, ‘which would be rather sad, but after all a genius may be the cousin of an old fogy. And if that were the case, I confess there’s no torment I wouldn’t endure for the old fogy to introduce me to the composer of that sonata, even though the first torment would be spending time with the old fogy, which must be frightful.’

         The painter knew that Vinteuil was presently very ill and that Doctor Potain feared for his life.

         ‘What!’ exclaimed Madame Verdurin ‘You mean there are still people who go to Potain?’

         ‘Madame Verdurin,’ said Cottard playfully, ‘you forget that you are speaking of one of my colleagues—I should say, one of my mentors.’

         The painter had heard that Vinteuil was threatened with a complete mental breakdown, and he insisted that one could see it in certain passages of the sonata. Swann didn’t find this comment absurd, but it bothered him; for since a work of pure music doesn’t contain any of those logical links whose alteration in language might suggest madness, madness detected in a sonata seemed to him something as mysterious as madness in a bitch or a horse, though the latter may indeed be observed.

         ‘Don’t talk to me about mentors, you know ten times as much as he does,’ replied Madame Verdurin to Cottard, in the tone of a person who has the courage of their convictions and sticks up for them bravely with people who don’t agree with her. ‘At least you don’t kill your patients!’

         ‘But, Madame, he belongs to the Academy,’ the doctor answered, ironically. ‘If a patient prefers to die in the care of one of the princes of science… It’s much more chic to be able to say: “I’m attended by Potain.”’

         ‘Oh, it’s more chic?’ said Madame Verdurin. ‘So, illnesses are chic these days, are they? I didn’t know… Oh, how you do amuse me!’ she exclaimed suddenly, burying her face in her hands. ‘And there was silly old me, taking it all seriously, not realizing you were pulling my leg.’

         Monsieur Verdurin, feeling that it was a bit tiring to start laughing for so little, merely took a puff at his pipe, with the sad thought that he would never be able to rival his wife’s consummate amiability.

         ‘You know, we like your friend very much,’ said Madame Verdurin to Odette, when the latter was bidding her goodnight. ‘He’s charming, unaffected; if all the friends you want to introduce to us are like that, you must bring them along.’

         Monsieur Verdurin mentioned that Swann had not however really appreciated the pianist’s aunt.

         ‘He felt a bit out of his depth, poor man,’ replied Madame Verdurin. ‘You surely wouldn’t expect him to catch the exact tone of the house on his first visit, like Cottard, who has been part of our little clan for several years. The first time doesn’t count, it’s just a testing of the water. Odette, it’s agreed he’ll come and join us tomorrow at the Châtelet. Suppose you were to go and collect him?’

         ‘No, he wouldn’t agree.’

         ‘Oh well, as you like. So long as he doesn’t go and cry off at the last minute!’

         But to Madame Verdurin’s great surprise, he never cried off. He went to join them wherever they were, sometimes in the restaurants around Paris that were not busy since it was still not the season, more often at the theatre, which Madame Verdurin liked very much; and when one day at her house she mentioned in his presence how good it would be to have a pass for first nights and gala evenings and how much they had regretted not having one on the day of Gambetta’s burial,7 Swann, who normally never spoke of his high-society connections, but only of the more mundane ones he would have felt it crass to conceal and among which he had got into the habit, when with his Faubourg Saint-Germain friends, of including any connections with government notables, replied: ‘I’ll take care of that, I promise, you will have it in time for the new performance of The Danicheffs; I’m lunching tomorrow with the Chief Inspector at the Élysée.’

         ‘What! At the Élysée?’ exclaimed Doctor Cottard in a voice like thunder.

         ‘Yes, with Monsieur Grévy,’ Swann answered, a little embarrassed by this reaction to his words.

         And the painter said jokingly to the doctor: ‘Does this happen to you often?’

         Generally, once an explanation had been made, Cottard would say: ‘Good, good, that’s all right then,’ and show no more emotion. But this time, Swann’s last words, rather than bringing him the usual balm, only exacerbated his amazement that a man with whom he dined, who had no official position nor any particular eminence, should be on familiar terms with the head of state.

         ‘What do mean, Monsieur Grévy? You mean you know Monsieur Grévy?’ he said to Swann, with the stupid, incredulous manner in which a petty clerk, confronted with a stranger asking to see the President of the Republic and assuming from this that, as the papers say, he ‘knew what sort’ he was dealing with, might tell the poor demented fool that the President would see him directly, while steering him towards the building’s infirmary.

         ‘I know him slightly, we have mutual friends,’ said Swann, not daring to name the Prince of Wales, ‘but anyway,’ he continued, trying to mitigate whatever seemed too dazzling to Cottard about his acquaintance with the President of the Republic, ‘he’s very free with his invitations, and I can tell you these lunches are not particularly entertaining—in fact they’re very simple, there are never more than eight at table.’

         And Cottard instantly adopted the opinion, gleaned from Swann’s words, that, as to the desirability of an invitation to Monsieur Grévy’s, it was common currency and not worth soliciting. Thenceforth, he was no longer surprised that Swann should be a guest at the Élysée, any more than anyone else, and he even commiserated with him over the duty of going to boring luncheons at which, by his own admission, he was an unwilling guest.

         ‘Well, well, that’s all right then,’ he said, in the tone of a customs officer who, initially suspicious, listens to your explanations and then gives you your visa and lets you through without opening your suitcases.

         ‘Oh, I can imagine how tedious those luncheons must be, it’s good of you to go,’ said Madame Verdurin, for whom the President of the Republic was a bore of the most fearsome type owing to the powers of attraction and coercion he had at his disposal and which he might, if he chose, use to persuade members of the flock to cry off.

         ‘They say he’s as deaf as a post and eats with his fingers,’ she continued.

         ‘Well, in that case, it can’t be too enjoyable for you to go there,’ said the doctor, with a tinge of pity, and, recalling the number of guests as eight, enquired: ‘Are they private functions?’ with the eager zeal of a linguist rather than simple curiosity.

         But the prestige he saw in the President of the Republic finally got the better of both Swann’s modesty and Madame Verdurin’s malice, and, at every dinner, Cottard would enquire: ‘Will we be seeing Monsieur Swann this evening? He’s a personal friend of Monsieur Grévy’s. He’s what you’d call a “gentleman”, isn’t he?’ He even went so far as to give him an invitation card for the dental exhibition.

         ‘Anyone you take with you will be allowed in, but dogs aren’t permitted. You see, I’m telling you this because I had some friends who weren’t aware and who were disappointed.’

         As for Monsieur Verdurin, he noticed his wife’s displeasure on discovering that Swann had powerful friends whom he had never mentioned.

         If no meeting elsewhere had been arranged, Swann went to the Verdurins’ to see the inner circle, but he only ever went for the evening and almost never accepted a dinner invitation, despite Odette’s urging.

         ‘I could even dine alone with you, if that’s what you would prefer,’ she told him.

         ‘But what about Madame Verdurin?’

         ‘Oh, that wouldn’t be difficult. I’d simply say my dress wasn’t ready, or my cab was late. One can always find a way.’

         ‘That’s very nice of you,’ said Swann, while telling himself that if (by only agreeing to meet her after dinner) he showed Odette that there were pleasures he preferred to that of being with her, it would be a long time before her attraction to him wore itself out. And, moreover, since to her looks he infinitely preferred those of a little seamstress as fresh and plump as a rose with whom he was greatly taken, he would far rather spend the first part of the evening with her, being sure of seeing Odette later. It was for the same reasons that he never allowed Odette to come and fetch him to go to the Verdurins’. The little seamstress would wait for him on a street corner near his house, known to his coachman Rémi, she would get in beside Swann and remain in his embrace until the moment when the carriage stopped outside the Verdurins’. When he went in, Madame Verdurin, showing him the roses he had sent that morning, would say: ‘Now I must scold you!’ and point him to a seat by Odette, and the pianist would play just for the two of them Vinteuil’s little phrase, which was like the anthem of their love. He would begin with the place where for a few bars one hears the violin alone, taking centre stage while sustaining a series of tremolos, which suddenly seem to draw back, and, as in a Pieter de Hooch canvas where the narrow frame of a half-open door lends depth to the painting, in the distance, in quite another colour, in a velvety slant of light, the little phrase appeared, lilting, pastoral, coming and going in snatches, belonging to another world. It wove in and out, simple and eternal, turning this way and that to offer the gifts of its grace, with the same matchless smile; but Swann felt that there was something rueful in it now. It seemed to be aware that the happiness it promised was only an illusion. In its airy grace, it carried a sense of something over and done with, like the detachment that comes after regret. But this didn’t trouble him, for now he thought of it less on its own terms, that is, as what it might mean for a musician who had known nothing of him and Odette when he composed it, and for all who would hear it over the coming centuries, than as a guarantee, a talisman of his love, which, even for the Verdurins and the young pianist, evoked the thought of Odette in the same breath as him, and thus united them; this was so much the case that, consenting to a whim of Odette’s, he had given up the idea of getting a musician to play him the whole sonata and still knew only this passage. ‘Why would you need the rest?’ she had said, ‘this is our piece.’ Moreover, it made him sad to think, even as the little phrase came by, so near and yet so infinitely far, that though it spoke to them, it did not know them; he almost regretted the fact that it had a meaning and intrinsic unchanging beauty that had nothing to do with them, just as in jewels given as love tokens or even letters written by a loved woman, we resent the water in the gem and the words in the language for not being wrought exclusively of the essence of a fleeting love affair or particular person.

         Sometimes it happened that he had lingered so long with the young seamstress before going to the Verdurins’ that once the little phrase had been played by the pianist, Swann realized that it was nearly time for Odette to go home. He took her back to the front door of her little house in Rue La Pérouse, behind the Arc de Triomphe. And perhaps this was the reason why, in order not to ask her for too many favours, he sacrificed the pleasure that meant less to him, that of seeing her earlier and arriving at the Verdurins’ with her, to that of ending the evening by taking her home, a right that she conceded to him and to which he attached greater value, since in this way he had the impression that no one else saw her, came between them or prevented her from still being with him after he had left her.

         
            * * *

         

         So she would go home in Swann’s carriage; one evening, as she had just stepped out of it and he was bidding her goodbye until the morrow, she suddenly picked a late chrysanthemum from the little garden in front of the house and gave it to him before he set off. He held it tightly to his lips during the journey home and when after a few days the flower had faded, he locked it carefully away in his writing desk.

         But he never went into her house. Twice only, in the afternoon, he had gone to take part in the ceremony she deemed so important of ‘having tea’. The loneliness and emptiness of those short streets (nearly all made up of little private houses, forming a monotonous row until interrupted by some dreary workshop, a reminder and sordid remnant of the time when the district was considered disreputable), the snow which had stayed in the garden and on the trees, still bare at that season, the closeness of nature all around, gave a more mysterious dimension to the warmth and flowers that he had walked into.

         To the left of the entrance, on the raised ground floor, Odette’s bedroom gave onto a small parallel street; to its right, a staircase led straight up, between darkly painted walls hung with oriental stuffs, Turkish tassels and a big Japanese lantern which swung from a silken cord (but which, in order that visitors should not be deprived of the latest comforts of Western civilization, was lit by gas). The drawing room and smaller sitting room were preceded by a narrow hallway where one wall, criss-crossed with gilded garden trellis, was bordered by a rectangular glass case in which there flowered as in a greenhouse a row of the large chrysanthemums that were still rare at the time, though nothing like the ones that horticulturists later managed to produce. Swann was irritated by the fashion for these flowers that had begun the previous year, but this time he had taken pleasure in seeing the half-light of the room streaked with rose, orange and white by the fragrant rays of these ephemeral stars blooming like winter constellations on dark days. Odette had received him in a dressing gown of pink silk, which left her neck and shoulders bare. She had made him sit by her in one of a number of secret corners that had been contrived in the recesses of the sitting room, half hidden by enormous palms in Chinese jardinières, or by screens to which were fixed photographs, ribbon bows and fans. She had said to him: ‘You’re not comfortable like that, wait a bit, I’m going to sort you out,’ and, with the self-satisfied little laugh she might have had for a special invention of her own, she had placed behind Swann’s head and under his feet cushions of Japanese silk, which she pummelled as though she were being lavish with their luxury and unconcerned with their value. But then the footman had come to bring in, one at a time, the many lamps, nearly all concealed in Chinese pots and shining alone or in pairs, each on a different stand like an altar, and, in the near night-time dusk at the end of the winter afternoon, conjuring up a more lasting, more rosy, more human sunset—perhaps making some lovelorn passer-by stop and dream in front of the mysterious life that the lit windows revealed and yet concealed; and Odette watched the servant out of the corner of her eye, severely, to make sure that he was putting the lamps in their proper places. She thought that moving even one to the wrong place would mean that the whole effect of her sitting room would be ruined, and that her portrait, which stood on a slanting easel draped in plush, would be badly lit. So she followed the movements of the clumsy man feverishly and reprimanded him when he brushed too near to two jardinières which she would insist on cleaning herself for fear that someone else might damage them, and which she went to examine closely to ensure that he hadn’t chipped them. She saw in all her Chinese ornaments shapes she deemed ‘amusing’, and the same in the orchids, especially the cattleyas, which, along with chrysanthemums, were her favourite flowers, because they had the great merit of not looking like flowers, but of being made of silk or satin. ‘That one looks as though it were cut from the lining of my coat,’ she said to Swann, showing him an orchid, with a shade of respect for the flower that was so ‘chic’, for that elegant, unexpected sister that nature had sent her, so far from her in the scale of creation, and yet refined and more worthy than many women of being received in her drawing room. Showing him first chimeras with fiery tongues around a pot or embroidered on a screen, then the corollas of a bouquet of orchids, or a silver enamelled dromedary with ruby-encrusted eyes next to a jade toad on the mantelpiece, she put on first a show of fear at the ferocity of the monsters, then of laughter at their cheekiness, then blushed for the indecency of the flowers and affected an irresistible desire to kiss the dromedary or toad she called her ‘darlings’. And these pretences contrasted with the truth of some of her devotions, particularly to Our Lady of Laghet, who, when she lived in Nice, had cured her of a fatal illness, and whose gold medal she always wore, investing it with limitless powers. Odette made Swann ‘his’ tea, asking him: ‘Lemon or milk?’ and when he answered ‘Milk,’ saying laughingly to him: ‘Just a tinge!’ and then, since he said it was good, replied, ‘You see, I know what you like.’ In fact, this tea had seemed to Swann, as to her, to be something precious, and love is so inclined to seek its own vindication and an assurance that it will last in pleasures that, conversely, were it not there, would not be pleasurable and that will end when it does, that when he left her at seven to go home and dress, during the whole carriage drive, overflowing with the joy the afternoon had given him, he kept saying to himself: ‘It would be very nice to have someone with whom one could always be sure of finding that very rare thing, a good cup of tea.’ An hour later, he received a note from Odette and straight away recognized the large hand in which a semblance of British rigour imposed an apparent discipline on the unformed letters which might have revealed to less partial eyes the disordered thoughts, lack of education and absence of all frankness and determination. Swann had left his cigarette case at Odette’s. ‘Had you only left your heart here too, I wouldn’t have let you have it back.’

         A second visit he made to her was perhaps more significant. On his way to her house that day, he pictured her to himself, as he did every time he was going to be seeing her; and it pained him that, in order to find her face pretty, he was obliged to limit his imagining of her cheeks to just the fresh, rosy cheekbones, since the rest was so often sallow and languid, and sometimes scattered with little red pinpricks, as though proving that the ideal is unattainable, and happiness second-rate. He was bringing her an engraving she wanted to see. She was a little unwell and received him in a dressing gown of lilac crêpe de Chine, the richly embroidered material drawn over her bust like a coat. As she stood next to him with her loosened hair flowing down her cheeks, one leg flexed, dancer-like, so that she could more easily lean over the engraving and, with her head bent, look at it with the big eyes that, unless she was animated, were so tired and gloomy, Swann was struck by her resemblance to the figure of Zipporah, the daughter of Jethro, that can be seen in one of the frescoes in the Sistine Chapel. Swann had always liked to discover in the old masters not just the characteristics we might find in our own surroundings, but something which we might not at all have expected to find in their art: the particular features of faces we know; for instance, in a bust of the Doge, Lorédan, the jutting cheekbones and the slanting eyebrows, the striking likeness, in fact, of his coachman Rémi; Monsieur de Palancy’s nose in a watercolour of Ghirlandaio’s; in a Tintoretto portrait, the way the flesh of the cheek was encroached upon by the growth of the first hairs of the sideburns, the broken nose, the penetrating glance and the swollen eyelids were those of Doctor du Boulbon. Maybe it was because he had always kept some remorse at having limited his life to worldly relations, to conversation, that he felt a kind of indulgent forgiveness afforded to it by the great artists, since they too had taken pleasure in seeing, and including in their works, faces that gave those works a particular seal of reality and life, a modern flavour; maybe, too, he had let himself be so seduced by the frivolity of society people that he felt the need to find in an old canvas those expected, rejuvenating allusions to people he knew by name, today. Perhaps, on the contrary, he still had enough of an artistic nature for these individual traits to give him pleasure by taking on a more general significance, as soon as he noticed them, uprooted and freed, in the likeness between an ancient portrait and the subject that it was not actually depicting. Be that as it may, and perhaps because for a while now he had been experiencing a rich multitude of impressions, which, although they came primarily from his love of music, had also enhanced his taste in painting, Swann felt a deeper enjoyment, and one which would make a lasting impression on him, in finding this resemblance to Odette in the Zipporah of that Sandro di Mariano, who is normally called by his nickname, Botticelli, since the latter evokes not the real work of the painter, but the false and banal idea stemming from its popularity. He no longer judged Odette’s face according to how good or bad her cheeks were looking and how soft their flesh might feel if he touched his lips to them, were he ever to dare kiss her, but as a skein of subtle and beautiful lines over which his gaze wandered, following the curve of their spirals, bringing together the sway of her neck and the exuberance of her hair and the motion of her eyelids, as though for a portrait of her in which her particular type of beauty would become intelligible and clear.

         He looked at her; a fragment of the fresco was visible in her face and body, which from then on he always tried to find, whether he were with Odette, or only thinking of her; and although he probably only cared for the Florentine masterpiece for what he found of it in her, still that resemblance conferred on her too a certain beauty and made her more precious. Swann reproached himself for having undervalued a person whom the great Sandro would have worshipped, and he congratulated himself that his pleasure in seeing Odette should find its justification in his own aesthetic erudition. He told himself that when he had made his thoughts of Odette part and parcel of his dreams of happiness, he hadn’t resigned himself to a second choice as imperfect as he had hitherto considered it, since she satisfied his most subtle artistic tastes. He forgot that, for all that, Odette was still not a woman who matched his desires, since his desires had always gone in an opposite direction to his aesthetic tastes. The words ‘Florentine art’ were very useful to Swann. Like a title, they allowed him to introduce Odette’s image into a dream world to which she had not up till now been admitted and in which she became imbued with a noble spirit. And, while the purely physical notion he had had of this woman, with its constantly recurring doubts as to the condition of her face and body, her beauty in its entirety, had weakened his love, now that he had instead as his cornerstone the tenets of a particular aesthetic, his doubts were obliterated and his love made secure; to say nothing of the fact that the kiss and physical possession which seemed unremarkable and mediocre if they were granted by an imperfect body, would perforce, if they came to crown his adulation of a museum piece, become otherworldly and delightful.

         And when he was tempted to regret that for months now he had done nothing but see Odette, he told himself that it made sense to give so much of his time to a priceless masterpiece, made for once from a different and particularly appetizing material to be a most rare example of its kind, upon which he gazed at one moment with the humility, lofty idealism and lack of self-interest of the artist, and at another, with the pride, egoism and sensuality of a collector.

         On his work table, he had put a reproduction of the daughter of Jethro, as though it were a photograph of Odette. He admired the big eyes, the delicate features that betrayed the imperfect skin, the wonderful wavy locks of hair falling down the tired cheeks; and, adapting what he had hitherto found aesthetically beautiful to fit a living woman, he translated it into physical attractions that he congratulated himself on having found united in one person, whom he could possess. That vague affection that draws us towards a masterpiece we are looking at, now that he knew the flesh and blood original of Jethro’s daughter, became a desire that lent its support to the one that Odette’s body had not initially inspired in him. When he had contemplated the Botticelli for a long while, his thoughts turned to his own Botticelli whom he found even more beautiful, and, lifting up the photograph of Zipporah, he felt that he was clasping Odette to his heart.

         And yet it was not only the fear of growing weary of Odette that he had to contend with, but sometimes weariness on her part too; sensing that now that Odette could see him whenever she liked she appeared to not have much to say to him, he feared that the rather meaningless, monotonous and seemingly unchangeable manner that she now fell into when they were together, would end up killing in him the romantic yearning for a day when she would declare her passion, which alone had made him fall, and stay, in love. And in order to inject something new into Odette’s too rigid turn of mind, which he was frightened he might tire of, he suddenly wrote her a letter full of pretend disappointments and made-up grievances, and had it carried to her before dinner. He knew that she would be scared, that she would answer him, and he hoped that the tension thus provoked in her soul by the fear of losing him would come to a head, releasing a flow of the words she had not yet ever said to him; and, indeed, this was how he had obtained the most tender letters that she had hitherto written him: she had had one brought to him from the Maison Dorée (it was the day of the Paris-Murcia festival held for the victims of the Murcia floods)8 which began with these words: ‘Dear friend, my hand is trembling so much that I can scarcely write,’ and he had kept it in the same drawer as the dried chrysanthemum flower. Alternatively, if she had had no time to write to him, she would go up to him as soon as he arrived at the Verdurins’ and say: ‘I must speak to you,’ and he would examine her face and words, searching for the places in her heart she had till now kept hidden.

         Just drawing near to the Verdurins’, seeing the big lamp-lit windows whose shutters were never closed, he was moved with tenderness at the thought of the charming creature whom he would see flowering in their golden glow. Sometimes the shadows of the guests would stand out, dark and slender as though on a screen in front of the lamps, like those little engravings that are slotted in and spaced out onto a transparent lampshade whose other facets show only light. He would try to make out Odette’s silhouette. And no sooner had he gone in than, without his realizing it, his eyes sparkled with such joy that Monsieur Verdurin would say to the painter: ‘I think things are coming to a head.’ And it was true that Odette’s presence, for Swann, invested this house with something that none of the others he visited possessed: a sort of super-sensitive device, a network of nerves that branched out into all the rooms and brought constant waves of excitement to his heart.

         So the way the ‘little clan’ functioned as a social organism meant that Swann had his daily meetings with Odette organized for him, allowing him to feign indifference as to whether he saw her or even to pretend he no longer wished to see her, which carried no great risk for him, since, whatever he had written to her that day, he would still as a matter of course see her in the evening and take her home.

         But there came a day when, gloomy at the prospect of that inevitable journey back together, he had taken his little seamstress as far as the Bois in order to put off going to the Verdurins’, so that when he did arrive there, it was so late that Odette, believing he would now not be coming had left. Seeing that she was no longer in the drawing room, Swann felt a pain in his heart; he trembled at the thought of being deprived of a pleasure whose worth he was grasping for the first time, since up till then he had been sure of experiencing it whenever he wished, a certainty that diminishes the value of any pleasure, and sometimes prevents us from appreciating it at all.

         ‘Did you see the look on his face when he noticed she wasn’t there?’ Monsieur Verdurin said to his wife, ‘I think one can fairly say he’s caught!’

         ‘The look on his face?’ asked Cottard in a peremptory tone; he had been to see a patient, come back to fetch his wife and didn’t know whom was being spoken of.

         ‘What, didn’t you meet the finest of Swanns on your way in?’

         ‘No. Did Monsieur Swann come, then?’

         ‘Oh, just for a moment. We had a very agitated, very nervous Swann. You see, Odette had left.’

         ‘You mean that she’s on intimate terms with him, that they’ve found their auspicious hour?’ said the doctor, cautiously trying out these expressions to see if they worked.

         ‘Not at all, there’s nothing happening, and, between ourselves, I think it’s silly of her and that she’s behaving like the goose she is.’

         ‘Fiddle-faddle,’ said Monsieur Verdurin. ‘How do you know that there’s nothing going on? We haven’t been to see, have we?’

         ‘She would have told me,’ Madame Verdurin replied proudly. ‘I assure you, she tells me all her little affairs! As she doesn’t have anyone else at the moment, I told her she should go to bed with him. She claims that she can’t, that she was very attracted to him, but that he’s shy with her, and then that intimidates her, and that she doesn’t love him in that way, that he’s a kind of ideal being, that she’s frightened of spoiling her feelings for him, and I don’t know what else… But it’s exactly what she needs.’

         ‘You must allow me to disagree with you,’ said Monsieur Verdurin. ‘I’m not sure about the gentleman, he strikes me as a bit of a poser.’

         Madame Verdurin froze, taking on a blank expression as though she had become a statue, a fiction that allowed her to appear not to have heard that dreadful word ‘poser’, which seemed to imply that it was possible to ‘pose’ with them, and therefore to be ‘above them’.

         ‘Anyhow, if there’s nothing going on, I doubt that it’s because the gentleman believes her to be virtuous,’ said Monsieur Verdurin, ‘though since he seems to think she’s intelligent, who can tell? I don’t know if you heard what he was expounding to her the other night about Vinteuil’s sonata; I love Odette dearly, but to lecture her on aesthetics, well, you’d really have to be pretty gullible!’

         ‘Now don’t be nasty about Odette,’ said Madame Verdurin, with a childish pout. ‘She’s charming.’

         ‘But that doesn’t stop her from being charming; no one’s being nasty about her, we’re just saying that she’s neither virtuous nor intelligent. And really,’ he said, turning to the painter, ‘is it so important that she should be virtuous? She might be much less charming if she were, who knows?’

         On the landing, Swann had been joined by the butler, who hadn’t been there when he arrived and who had been tasked by Odette with telling him, if he still came—but that was an hour ago by now—that she would probably go to have chocolate at Prévost’s before going home. Swann set off for Prévost’s, but his carriage kept being halted by other carriages, or by people crossing the street, hateful obstacles whom he would happily have run over, if the constable’s written charge wouldn’t have delayed him even more than the passing pedestrian. He counted how long it was taking him, added a few seconds to each minute so as not to make them too short, which would have given him an exaggerated idea of his chances of arriving early enough to still find Odette there. And then, like someone with a fever who wakes from sleep and becomes conscious of the absurdity of the dreams that had beset him and in which he had been submerged, Swann was suddenly aware of the strangeness of the thoughts that had been going round and round in his head since the moment at the Verdurins’ when he had been told that Odette had already left, and of the new pain in his heart that he was only aware of now, as though he had just woken up. What? All this turmoil because he wouldn’t see Odette till the next day, which was exactly what he had been wishing for, an hour ago, on arriving at Madame Verdurin’s! He was forced to acknowledge that in this very same carriage taking him to Prévost’s, he was no longer the same man, and he was no longer alone, that someone new was there with him, stuck close to him, had become a part of him, someone he might not be able to get rid of, with whom he would have to take precautions, as with an employer, or an illness. And yet, from the moment that he felt that his self had been joined by another person, his life seemed more interesting to him. He barely touched on the thought that this possible meeting at Prévost’s (whose anticipation so ravaged and stripped the preceding moments that he could find not one idea, not one memory upon which to rest his mind), would in all likelihood, if it took place, be like the others, something of an anticlimax. Like every evening, as soon as he was with Odette, casting at her changing face a furtive glance that he instantly turned away for fear she might see in it the signs of desire and no longer believe in his high-mindedness, he would stop being able to think about her, because he would be too preoccupied with searching for a pretext to not have to leave straight away and with making sure, while pretending not to mind, that he would see her the following day at the Verdurins’: in other words, prolonging for the moment and renewing for another day the disappointment and torment caused him by the pointless presence of this woman whom he stood close to without daring to take her in his arms.
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