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OVERTURE

a long time I used to go to bed early. Sometimes, when I had put out my
F
candle, my eyes would close so quickly that I had not even time to say “I’m
going to sleep.” And half an hour later the thought that it was time to go to
OR

sleep would awaken me; I would try to put away the book which, I imagined,
was still in my hands, and to blow out the light; I had been thinking all the
time, while I was asleep, of what I had just been reading, but my thoughts had
run into a channel of their own, until I myself seemed actually to have become
the subject of my book: a church, a quartet, the rivalry between François I and
Charles V. This impression would persist for some moments after I was awake;
it did not disturb my mind, but it lay like scales upon my eyes and prevented
them from registering the fact that the candle was no longer burning. Then it
would begin to seem unintelligible, as the thoughts of a former existence must
be to a reincarnate spirit; the subject of my book would separate itself from me,
leaving me free to choose whether I would form part of it or no; and at the same
time my sight would return and I would be astonished to find myself in a state
of darkness, pleasant and restful enough for the eyes, and even more, perhaps,
for my mind, to which it appeared incomprehensible, without a cause, a matter
dark indeed.
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COMBRAY

at a distance, from a twenty-mile radius, as we used to see it from
C
the railway when we arrived there every year in Holy Week, was no more
than a church epitomising the town, representing it, speaking of it and for it to
OMBRAY

the horizon, and as one drew near, gathering close about its long, dark cloak,
sheltering from the wind, on the open plain, as a shepherd gathers his sheep,
the woolly grey backs of its flocking houses, which a fragment of its mediaeval
ramparts enclosed, here and there, in an outline as scrupulously circular as that
of a little town in a primitive painting. To live in, Combray was a trifle depressing, like its streets, whose houses, built of the blackened stone of the country,
fronted with outside steps, capped with gables which projected long shadows
downwards, were so dark that one had, as soon as the sun began to go down,
to draw back the curtains in the sitting-room windows; streets with the solemn
names of Saints, not a few of whom figured in the history of the early lords
of Combray, such as the Rue Saint-Hilaire, the Rue Saint-Jacques, in which my
aunt’s house stood, the Rue Sainte-Hildegarde, which ran past her railings, and
the Rue du Saint-Esprit, on to which the little garden gate opened; and these
Combray streets exist in so remote a quarter of my memory, painted in colours
so different from those in which the world is decked for me to-day, that in fact
one and all of them, and the church which towered above them in the Square,
seem to me now more unsubstantial than the projections of my magic-lantern;
while at times I feel that to be able to cross the Rue Saint-Hilaire again, to engage
a room in the Rue de l’Oiseau, in the old hostelry of the Oiseau Flesché, from
whose windows in the pavement used to rise a smell of cooking which rises still
in my mind, now and then, in the same warm gusts of comfort, would be to
secure a contact with the unseen world more marvellously supernatural than it
would be to make Golo’s acquaintance and to chat with Geneviève de Brabant.
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SWANN IN LOVE

admit you to the ‘little nucleus,’ the ‘little group,’ the ‘little clan’ at the VerT
durins’, one condition sufficed, but that one was indispensable; you must
give tacit adherence to a Creed one of whose articles was that the young pianist,
O

whom Mme. Verdurin had taken under her patronage that year, and of whom
she said “Really, it oughtn’t to be allowed, to play Wagner as well as that!” left
both Planté and Rubinstein ‘sitting’; while Dr. Cottard was a more brilliant diagnostician than Potain. Each ‘new recruit’ whom the Verdurins failed to persuade
that the evenings spent by other people, in other houses than theirs, were as dull
as ditch-water, saw himself banished forthwith. Women being in this respect
more rebellious than men, more reluctant to lay aside all worldly curiosity and
the desire to find out for themselves whether other drawing-rooms might not
sometimes be as entertaining, and the Verdurins feeling, moreover, that this critical spirit and this demon of frivolity might, by their contagion, prove fatal to the
orthodoxy of the little church, they had been obliged to expel, one after another,
all those of the ‘faithful’ who were of the female sex.
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PLACE-NAMES: THE NAME

the rooms which used most commonly to take shape in my mind
A
during my long nights of sleeplessness, there was none that differed more
utterly from the rooms at Combray, thickly powdered with the motes of an atMONG

mosphere granular, pollenous, edible and instinct with piety, than my room in
the Grand Hôtel de la Plage, at Balbec, the walls of which, washed with ripolin,
contained, like the polished sides of a basin in which the water glows with a
blue, lurking fire, a finer air, pure, azure-tinted, saline. The Bavarian upholsterer
who had been entrusted with the furnishing of this hotel had varied his scheme
of decoration in different rooms, and in that which I found myself occupying
had set against the walls, on three sides of it, a series of low book-cases with
glass fronts, in which, according to where they stood, by a law of nature which
he had, perhaps, forgotten to take into account, was reflected this or that section
of the ever-changing view of the sea, so that the walls were lined with a frieze
of seascapes, interrupted only by the polished mahogany of the actual shelves.
And so effective was this that the whole room had the appearance of one of
those model bedrooms which you see nowadays in Housing Exhibitions, decorated with works of art which are calculated by their designer to refresh the eyes
of whoever may ultimately have to sleep in the rooms, the subjects being kept
in some degree of harmony with the locality and surroundings of the houses for
which the rooms are planned.
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