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ing from one of these supposedly urgent errands, all the 

faster because I guessed it to have been arranged on pur

pose, when as I approached the Baron's room I heard a 

voice saying: 'What?' and the Baron reply: 'You don't 

mean that this has never happened to you before?' I went 

into the room without knocking, and imagine my terror! 

The Baron, misled by a voice which was in fact deeper 

than is usual at that age (remember that at this period he 

was completely blind and in the old days, as you know, 

he had always been partial to men who were not quite 

young), was with a little boy who could not have been ten 

years old." 
I have been told since that at that time he suffered al

most every day from severe fits of mental depression, dur

ing which, though his mind was not actually wandering, 

he used to proclaim aloud before people whose presence 

or whose strict views he forgot opinions which normally 

he concealed, his pro-Germanism for instance. The war 

had long since ended, but still he groaned over the defeat 

of the Germans, amongst whose number he counted him

self, and would say proudly: "And yet, inevitably, we 

shall have our revenge. For we have proved that we are 

the nation with the greatest capacity for resistance, and 

the best organisation too." Or else his confidences would 

take another direction, and he would cry out angrily: 

"Lord X-- (or the Prince de XX--) had better not 

dare repeat what he said yesterday, it was all I could do 

not to reply: 'You know you're just as much one as I 

am. '" Needless to say, when, at the moments when he 

was "not quite all there," M. de Charlus made these 

avowals of his pro-German or other tendencies, anybody 

from his immediate circle who might be with him, 
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whether it were Jupien or the Duchesse de Guermantes, 
would interrupt the imprudent remarks and interpret 
them for the benefit of others less intimately acquainted 
with the Baron and less discreet in a far-fetched but hon
ourable sense. 

"But, good heavens!" cried J upien, "I was right not to 
want us to go too far. Look! He's already managed to get 
into conversation with a gardener's boy. I had better say 
good-bye to you, sir, I must not leave my invalid alone 

· for a second, he is really just a big baby now." 
I got out of my cab a second time just before it 

reached the house of the Princesse de Guermantes and I 
began once more to reflect upon the mood of lassitude 
and boredom in which I had attempted, the previous day, 
to note the characteristics of that line which, in a country
side reputed one of the loveliest of France, had separated 
upon the trunks of the trees the shadow from the light. 
Certainly the reasoned conclusions which I had drawn at 
the time did not cause me so much pain today. They were 
unchanged; but at this moment, as on every occasion 
when I found myself torn from my habits-in a new 
place, or going out at an unaccustomed hour-I was feel
ing a lively pleasure. The pleasure seemed to me today a 
purely frivolous one, that of going to an afternoon party 
given by Mme de Guermantes. But since I knew now that 
I could hope for nothing of greater value than frivolous 
pleasures, what point was there in depriving myself of 
them? I told myself again that I had felt, in attempting 
the description, not a spark of that enthusiasm which, if it 
is not the sole, is a primary criterion of talent. I tried next 
to draw from my memory other "snapshots," those in 
particular which it had taken in Venice, but the mere 
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word "snapshot" made Venice seem to me as boring as an 
exhibition of photographs,

, 
and I felt that I had no more 

taste, no more talent for describing now what I had seen 
in the past, than I had had yesterday for describing what 
at that very moment I was, with a meticulous and melan
choly eye, actually observing. In a few minutes a host of 
friends whom I had not seen for years would probably ask 
me to give up being a recluse and devote my days to 
them. And what reason had I to refuse their request, now 
that I possessed the proof that I was useless and that liter
ature could no longer give me any joy whatever, whether 
this was my fault, through my not having enough talent, 
or the fault of literature itself, if it were true that literature 
was less charged with reality than I had once supposed? 

When I thought of what Bergotte had said to me: 
"You are ill, but one cannot pity you for you have the 
joys of the mind," how mistaken he had been about mel 
How little joy there was in this sterile lucidity! Even if 
sometimes perhaps I had pleasures (not of the mind), I 
sacrificed them always to one woman after another; so 
that, had fate granted me another hundred years of life 
and sound health as well, it would merely have added a 
series of extensions to an already tedious existence, which 
there seemed to be no point in prolonging at all, still less 
for any great length of time. As for the "joys of the intel
ligence," could I call by that name those cold observa
tions which my clairvoyant eye or my power of accurate 
ratiocination made without any pleasure and which re
mained always infertile? 

But it is sometimes just at the moment when we 
think that everything is lost that the intimation arrives 
which may save us; one has knocked at all the doors 
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which lead nowhere, and then one stumbles without 
knowing it on the only door through which orie can 
enter-which one might have sought in vain for a hun
dred years-and it opens of its own accord. 

Revolving the gloomy thoughts which I have just 
recorded, I had entered the courtyard of the Guermantes 
mansion and in my absent-minded state I had failed to 
see a car which was coming towards me; the chauffeur 
gave a shout and I just had time to step out of the way, 
but as I moved sharply backwards I tripped against the 
uneven paving-stones in front of the coach-house. And at 
the moment when, recovering my balance, I put my foot 
on a stone which was slightly lower than its neighbour, all 
my discouragement vanished and in its place was that 
same happiness which at various epochs of my life had 
been given to me by the sight of trees which I had 
thought that I recognised in the course of a drive near 
Balbec, by the sight of the twin steeples of Martinville, by 
the flavour of a madeleine dipped in tea, and by all those 
other sensations of which I have spoken and of which the 
last works of Vinteuil had seemed to me to combine the 
quintessential character. Just as, at the moment when I 
tasted the madeleine, all anxiety abqut the future, all in
tellectual doubts had disappeared, so now those that a few 
seconds ago had assailed me on the subject of the reality 
of my literary gifts, the reality even of literature, were re
moved as if by magic. 

I had followed no new train of reasoning, discovered 
no decisive argument, but the difficulties which had 
seemed insoluble a moment ago had lost all importance. 
The happiness which I had just felt was unquestionably 
the same as that which I had felt when I tasted the 
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madeleine soaked in tea. But if on that occasion I had put 
off the task of searching for the profounder causes of my 
emotion, this time I was determined not to resign myself 
to a failure to understand them. The emotion was the 
same; the difference, purely material, lay in the images 
evoked: a profound azure intoxicated my eyes, impres
sions of coolness, of dazzling light, swirled round me and 
in my desire to seize them -as afraid to move as I had 
been on the earlier occasion when I had continued to 
savour the taste of the madeleine while I tried to draw 
into my consciousness whatever it was that it recalled to 
me- I continued, ignoring the evident amusement of the 
great crowd of chauffeurs, to stagger as I had staggered a 
few seconds ago, with one foot on the higher paving-stone 
and the other on the lower. Every time that I merely re
peated this physical movement, I achieved nothing; but if 
I succeeded, forgetting the Guermantes party, in recaptur
ing what I had felt when I first placed my feet on the 
ground in this way, again the dazzling and indistinct vi
sion fluttered near me, as if to say: "Seize me as I pass if 
you can, and try to solve the riddle of happiness which I 
set you. "  And almost at once I recognised the vision: it 
:was Veni�e, of which my efforts to describe it and the 
supposed snapshots taken by my memory had· never told 
me anything, but which the sensation which I had once 
experienced as I stood upon two uneven stones in the 
baptistery of St Mark's had, recurring a moment ago, re
stored to me complete with all the other sensations linked 
on that day to that particular sensation, all of which had 
been waiting in their place-from which with imperious 
suddenness a chance happening had caused them to 
emerge-in the series of forgotten days. In the same way 
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the taste of the little madeleine had recalled Combray to 
me. But why had the images of Combray and of Venice, 
at these two different moments, given me a joy which was 
like a certainty and which sufficed, without any other 
proof, to make death a matter of indifference to me? 

Still asking myself this question, and determined to
day to find the answer to it, I entered the Guermantes 
mansion, because always we give precedence over the in
ner task that we have to perform to the outward role 
which we are playing, which was, for me at this moment, 
that of guest. But when I had gone upstairs, a butler re
quested me to wait for a few minutes in a little sitting
room used as a library, next to the room where the 
refreshments were being served, until the end of the piece 
of music which was being played, the Princess having · 

given orders for the doors to be kept shut during its per
formance. And at that very moment a second intimation 
came to reinforce the one which had been given to me by 
the two uneven paving-stones and to exhort me to perse
vere in my task. A servant, trying unsuccessfully not to 
make a noise, chanced to knock a spoon against a plate 
and again that same species of happiness which had come 
to me from the uneven paving-stones poured into me; the 
sensation was again of great heat, but entirely different: 
heat combined with a whiff of smoke and relieved by the 
cool smell of a forest background; and I recognised that 
what seemed to me now so delightful was that same row 
of trees which I had found tedious both to observe and to 
describe but which I had just now for a moment, in a sort 
of daze-I seemed to be in the railway carriage again, 
opening a bottle of beer-supposed to be before my eyes, 
so forcibly had the identical noise of the spoon knocking 
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against the plate given me, until I had had time to re
member where I was, the illusion of the noise of the ham
mer with which a railwayman had done something to a 
wheel of the train while we stopped near the little wood. 
And then it seemed as though the signs which were to 
bring me, on this day of all days, out of my disheartened 
state and restore to me my faith in literature, were 
thronging eagerly about me, for, a butler who had long 
been in the service of the Prince de Guermantes having 
recognised me and brought to me in the library where I 
was waiting, so that I might not have to go to the buffet, 
a selection of petits fours and a glass of orangeade, I 
wiped my mouth with the napkin which he had given me; 
and instantly, as though I had been the character in the 
Arabian Nights who unwittingly accomplishes the very rite 
which can cause to appear, visible to him alone, a docile 
genie ready to convey him to a great distance, a new vi
sion of azure passed before my eyes, but an azure that 
this time was pure and saline and swelled into blue and 
bosomy undulations, and so strong was this impression 
that the moment to which I was transported seemed to 
me to be the present moment: more bemused than on the 
day when I had wondered whether I was really going to 
be received by the Princesse de Guermantes or whether 
everything round me would not collapse, I thought that 
the servant had just opened the window on to the beach 
and that all things invited me to go down and stroll along 
the promenade while the tide was high, for the napkin 
which I had used to wipe my mouth had precisely the 
same degree of stiffness and starchedness as the towel 
with which I had found it so awkward to dry my face as I 
stood in front of the window on the first day of my arrival 
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at Balbec, and this napkin now, in the library of the 
Prince de Guermantes's house, unfolded for me-con
cealed within its smooth surfaces and its folds-the 
plumage of an ocean green and blue like the tail of a pea
cock. And what I found myself enjoying was not merely 
these colours but a whole instant of my life on whose 
summit they rested, an instant which had been no doubt 
an aspiration towards them and which some feeling of fa
tigue or sadness had perhaps prevented me from enjoying 
at Balbec b�t which now, freed from what is necessarily 
imperfect in external perception, pure and disembodied, 
caused me to swell with happiness. 

The piece of music which was being played might 
end at any moment, and I might be obliged to enter the 
drawing-room. So I forced myself to try as quickly as pos
sible to discern the essence of the identical pleasures 
which I had just experienced three times within the space 
of a few minutes, and having done so to extract the lesson 
which they might be made to yield. The thought that 
there is a vast difference between the real impression 
which we have had of a thing and the artificial impression 
of it which we form for ourselves when we attempt by an 
act of will to imagine it did not long detain me. Remem
bering with what relative indifference Swann years ago 
had been able to speak of the days when he had been 
loved, because what he saw beneath the words was not in 
fact those days but something else, and on the other hand 
the sudden pain which he had been caused by the little 
phrase of Vinteuil when it gave him back the days them-

' 

selves, just as they were when he had felt them in the 
past, I understood clearly that what the sensation of the 
uneven paving-stones, the stiffness of the napkin, the taste 
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of the madeleine had reawakened in me had no connexion 
with what I frequently tried to recall to myself of Venice, 
Balbec, Combray, with the help of an undifferentiated 
memory; and I understood that the reason why life may 
be judged to be trivial although at certain moments it 
seems to us so beautiful is that we form our judgment, or
.dinarily, on the evidence not of life itself but of those 
quite different images which preserve nothing of life
and therefore we judge it disparagingly. At most I noticed 
cursorily that the differences which exist between every 
one of our real impressions-differences which explain 
why a uniform depiction of life cannot bear much resem
blance to the reality-derive probably from the following 
cause: the slightest word that we have said, the most in
significant action that we have performed at any one 
epoch of our life was surrounded by, and coloured by the 
reflexion of, things which logically had no connexion with 
it and which later have been separated from it by our in
tellect which could make nothing of them for its own ra
tional purposes, things, however, in the midst of 
which-here the pink reflexion of the evening upon the 
flower-covered wall of a country restaurant, a feeling of 
hunger, the desire for women, the pleasure of luxury; 
there the blue volutes of the morning sea and, enveloped 
in them, phrases of music half emerging like the shoulders 
of water-nymphs-the simplest act or gesture remains 
immured as within a thousand sealed vessels, each one of 
them filled with things of a colour, a scent, a temperature 
that are absolutely different one from another, vessels, 
moreover, which being disposed over the whole range of 
our years, during which we have never ceased to change if 
only in our dreams and our thoughts, are situated at the 
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most various moral altitudes and give us the sensation of 
extraordinarily diverse atmospheres. It is true that we 
have accomplished these changes imperceptibly; but be
tween the memory which brusquely returns to us and our 
present state, and no less between two memories of differ
ent years, places, hours, the distance is such that it alone, 
even without any specific originality, would make it im
possible to compare one with the other. Yes: if, owing to 
the work of oblivion, the returning memory can throw no 
bridge, form no connecting link between itself and the 
present minute, if it remains in the context of its own 
place and date, if it keeps its distance, its isolation in the 
hollow of a valley or upon the highest peak of a mountain 
summit, for this very reason it causes us suddenly to 
breathe a new air, an air which is new precisely because 
we have breathed it in the past, that purer air which the 
poets have vainly tried to situate in paradise and which 
could induce so profound a sensation of renewal only if it 
had been breathed before, since the true paradises are the 
paradises that we have lost. 

And I observed in passing that for the work of art 
which I now, though I had not yet reached a conscious 
resolution, felt myself ready to undertake, this distinctness 
of different events would entail very considerable difficul
ties. For I should have to execute the successive parts of 
my work in a succession of different 

·
materials; what 

would be suitable for mornings beside the sea or after
noons in Venice would be quite wrong if I wanted to de
pict those evenings at Rivebelle when, in the dining-room 
that opened on to the garden, the heat began to resolve 
into fragments and sink back into the ground, while a 
sunset glimmer still illumined the roses on the walls of 
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the restaurant and the last water-colours of the day were 
still visible in the sky-this would be a new and distinct 
material, of a transparency and a sonority that were spe
cial, compact, cool after warmth, rose-pink. 

Over all these thoughts I skimmed rapidly, for an
other inquiry demanded my attention more imperiously, 
the inquiry, which on previous occasions I had postponed, 
into the cause of this felicity which I had just experienced, 
into the character of the certitude with which it imposed 
itself. And this cause I began to divine as I compared 
these diverse happy impressions, diverse yet with this in 
common, that I experienced them at the present moment 
and at the same time in the context of a distant moment, 
so that the past was made to encroach upon the present 
and I was made to doubt whether I was in the one or the 
other. The truth surely was that the being within me 
which had enjoyed these impressions had enjoyed them 
because they had in them something that was common to 
a day long past and to the present, because in some way 
they were extra-temporal, and this being made its appear
ance only when, through one of these identifications of 
the present with the past, it was likely to find itself in the 
one and only medium in which it could exist and enjoy 
the essence of things, that is to say: outside time. This ex
plained why it was that my anxiety on the subject of my 
death had ceased at the moment when I had uncon
sciously recognised the taste of the little madeleine, since 
the being which at that moment I had been was an extra
temporal being and therefore unalarmed by the vicissi
tudes of the future. This being had only come to me, only 
manifested itself outside of activity and immediate enjoy
ment, on those rare occasions when the miracle of an 
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analogy had made me escape from the present. And only 
this being had the power to perform that task which had 
always defeated the efforts of my memory and my intel
lect, the power to make me rediscover days that were long 
past, the Time that was Lost. 

And perhaps, if just now I had been disposed to 
think Bergotte wrong when he spoke of the life of the 
mind and its joys, it was because what I thought of at 
that moment as "the life of the mind" was a species of 
logical reasoning which had no connexion with it or with 
what existed in me at this moment-an error like the one 
which had made me fmd society and life itself tedious be
cause I judged them on the evidence of untrue recollec
tions, whereas now, now that three times in succession 
there had been reborn within me a veritable moment of 
the past, my appetite for life was immense. 

A moment of the past, did I say? Was it not perhaps 
very much more: something that, common both to the 
past and to the present, is much more essential than either 
of them? So often, in the course of my life, reality had 
disappointed me because at the instant when my senses 
perceived it my imagination, which was the only organ 
that I possessed for the enjoyment of beauty, could not 
apply itself to it, in virtue of that ineluctable law which 
ordains that we can only imagine what is absent. And 
now, suddenly, the effect of this harsh law had been neu
tralised, temporarily annulled, by a marvellous expedient 
of nature which had caused a sensation-the noise made 
both by the spoon and by the hammer, for instance-to 
be mirrored at one and the same time in the past, so that 
my imagination was permitted to savour it, and in the 
present, where the actual shock to my senses of the noise, 
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the touch of the linen napkin, or whatever it might be, 
had added to the dreams of the imagination the concept 
of "existence" which they usually lack, and through this 
subterfuge had made it possible for my being to secure, to 
isolate, to immobilise-for a moment brief as a flash of 
lightning-what normally it never apprehends: a fragment 
of time in the pure state. The being which had been re
born in me when with a sudden shudder of happiness I 
had heard the noise that was common to the spoon touch
ing the plate and the hammer striking the wheel, or had 
felt, beneath my feet, the unevenness that was common to 
the paving-stones of the Guermantes courtyard and to 
those of the baptistery of St Mark's, this being is nour
ished only by the essences of things, in these alone does it 
find its sustenance and delight. In the observation of the 
present, where the senses cannot feed it with this food, it 
languishes, as it does in the consideration of a past made 
arid by the intellect or in the anticipation of a future 
which the will constructs with fragments of the present 
and the past, fragments whose reality it still further re
duces by preserving of them only what is suitable for the 
utilitarian, narrowly human purpose for which it intends 
them. But let a noise or a scent, once heard or once smelt, 
be heard or smelt again in the present and at the same 
time in the past, real without being actual, ideal without 
being abstract, .and immediately the permanent and habit
ually concealed essence of things is liberated and our true 
self, which seemed-had perhaps for long years seemed
to be dead but was not altogether dead, is awakened and 
reanimated as it receives the celestial nourishment that is 
brought to it. A minute freed from the order of time has 
re-created in us, to feel it, the man freed from the order 
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of time. And one can understand that this man should 
have confidence in his joy, even if the simple taste of a 
madeleine does not seem logically to contain within it the 
reasons for this joy, one can understand that the word 
"death" should have no meaning for him; situated outside 
time, why should he fear the future? 

But this species of optical illusion, which placed be
side me a moment of the past that was incompatible with 
the present, could not last for long. The images presented 
to us by the voluntary memory can, it is true, be pro
longed at will, for the voluntary memory requires no more 
exertion on our part than turning over the pages of a pic
ture-book. On the day, for instance, long ago, when I was 
to visit the Princesse de Guermantes for the first time, I 
had from the sun-drenched courtyard of our house in 
Paris idly regarded, according to my whim, now the Place 
de l'Eglise at Combray, now the beach at Balbec, as if I 
had been choosing illustrations for that particular day 
from an album of water-colours depicting the various 
places where I had been; and with the egotistical pleasure 
of a: collector, I had said to myself as I catalogued these il
lustrations stored in my memory: "At least I have seen 
some lovely things in my life." And of course my memory 
had affirmed that each one of these sensations was quite 
unlike the others, though in fact all it was doing was to 
make varied patterns 'out of elements that were homoge
neous. But my recent experience of the three memories 
was something utterly different. These, on the contrary, 
instead of giving me a more flattering idea of myself, had 
almost caused me to doubt the reality, the existence of 
that self. And just as on the day when I had dipped the 
madeleine in the hot tea, in the setting of the place where 
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I happened at the time to be-on that first day my room 
in Paris, today at this moment the library of the Prince de 
Guermantes, a few minutes earlier the courtyard of his 
house-there had been, inside me and irradiating a little 
area outside me, a sensation (the taste of the madeleine 
dipped in the tea, a metallic sound, a step of a certain 
kind) which was common both to my actual surroundings 
and also to another place (my aunt Leonie's bedroom, the 
railway carriage, the baptistery of St Mark's). And now 
again, at the very moment when I was making these re
flexions, the shrill noise of water running through a pipe, 
a noise exactly like those long-drawn-out whistles which 
sometimes on summer evenings one heard the pleasure
steamers emit as they approached Balbec from the sea, 
made me feel-what I had once before been made to feel 
in Paris, in a big restaurant, by the sight of a luxurious 
dining-room, half-empty, summery and hot-something 
that was not merely a sensation similar to the one I used 
to have at the end of the afternoon in Balbec when, the 
tables already laid and glittering with linen and silver, the 
vast window-bays still open from one end to the other on 
to the esplanade without a single interruption, a single 
solid surface of glass or stone, while the sun slowly de
scended upon the sea and the steamers in the bay began 
to emit their cries, I had, if I had wished to join Albertine 
and her friends who were walking on the front, merely to 
step over the low wooden frame not much higher than my 
ankle, into a groove in which the whole continuous range 

. of windows had been wound down so that the air could 
come into the hotel. (The painful recollection of having 
loved Albertine was, however, absent from my present 
sensation. Painful recollections are always of the dead. 
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And the dead decompose rapidly, and there remains even 
in the proximity of their tombs nothing but the beauty of 
nature, silence, the purity of the air.) Besides, it was not 
only an echo, a duplicate of a past sensation that I was 
made to feel by the noise of the water in the pipe, it was 
that past sensation itself. And in this case as in all the 
others, the sensation common to past and present had 
sought to re-create the former scene around itself, while 
the actual scene which had taken the . former one's place 
opposed with all the resistance of material inertia this in
cursion into a house in Paris of a Normandy beach or a 
railway embankment. The marine dining-room of Balbec, 
with its damask linen prepared like so many altar-cloths 
to receive the setting sun, had sought to shatter the solid
ity of the Guermantes mansion, to force open its doors, 
and for an instant had made the sofas around me sway 
and tremble as on another occasion it had done to the ta
bles of the restaurant in Paris. Always, . when these resur
rections took place, the distant scene engendered around 
the common sensation had for a moment grappled, like a 
wrestler, with the present scene. Always the present scene 
had come off victorious, and always the vanquished one 
had appeared to me the more beautiful of the two, so 
beautiful that I had remained in a state of ecstasy on the 
uneven paving-stones or before the cup of tea, endeavour
ing to prolong or to reproduce the momentary appear
ances of the Combray or the Balbec or the Venice which 
invaded only to be driven back, which rose up only at 
once to abandon me in the midst of the new scene which 
somehow, nevertheless, the past had been able to perme
ate. And if the present scene had not very quickly been 
victorious, I believe that I should have lost consciousness; 
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for so complete are these resurrections of the past during 
the second that they last, that they not only oblige our 
eyes to cease to see the room which is near them in order 
to look instead at the railway bordered with trees or the 
rising tide, they even force our nostrils to breathe the air 
of places which are in fact a great distance away, and our 
will to choose between the various projects which those 
distant places suggest to us, they force our whole self to 
believe that it is surrounded by these places or at least to 
waver doubtfully between them and the places where we 
now are, in a dazed uncertainty such as we feel sometimes 
when an indescribably beautiful vision presents itself to us 
at the moment of our falling asleep. 

Fragments of existence withdrawn from Time: these 
then were perhaps what the being three times, four times 
brought back to life within me had just now tasted, but 
the contemplation, though it was of eternity, had been 
fugitive. And yet I was vaguely aware that the pleasure 
which this contemplation had, at rare intervals, given me 
in my life, was the only genuine and fruitful pleasure that 
I had known. The unreality of the others is indicated 
clearly enough-is it not?-either by their inability to 
satisfy us, as is the case with social pleasures, the only 
consequence of which is likely to be the discomfort pro
voked by the ingestion of unwholesome food, or with 
friendship, which is a simulacrum, since, for whatever 
moral reasons he may do it, the artist who gives up an 
hour of work for an hour of conversation with a friend 
knows that he is sacrificing a reality for something that 
does not exist (our friends being friends only in the light 
of an agreeable folly which travels with us through life 
and to which we readily accommodate ourselves, but 
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which at the bottom of our hearts we know to be no more 
reasonable than the delusion of the man who talks to the 
furniture because he believes that it is alive), or else by 
the sadness which follows their satisfaction, a sadness 
which I had felt, for instance, on the day when I had been 
introduced to Albertine, at having taken pains (not even 
in fact very great pains) in order to achieve something
getting to know this girl-which seemed to me trivial 
simply because I had achieved it. And even a more pro
found pleasure, like the pleasure which I might have 
hoped to feel when I was in love with Albertine, was in 
fact only experienced inversely, through the anguish 
which I felt when she was not there, for when I was sure 
that she would soon be with me, as on the day when she 
had returned from the Trocadero, I had seemed to experi
ence no more than a vague dissatisfaction, whereas my ex
altation and my joy grew steadily greater as I probed 
more and more deeply into the noise of the spoon on the 
plate or the taste of the tea which had brought into my 
bedroom in Paris the bedroom of my aunt Leonie and in 
its train all Combray and the two ways of our walks. 

To this contemplation of the essence of things I had 
decided therefore that in future I must attach myself, so 
as somehow to immobilise it. But how, by what means, 
was I to do this? Naturally, at the moment when the stiff
ness of the napkin had restored Balbec to me and for an 
instant caressed my imagination not only with the sight of 
the sea as· it had been that morning but with the smell of 
my room, the speed of the wind, the sensation of looking 
forward to lunch, of wondering which of the different 
walks I should take (all this being attached to the feel of 
the linen like those thousand wings of the angels which 
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revolve a thousand times in a minute), or at the moment 
when the unevenness of the two paving-stones had ex
tended in every direction and dimension the desiccated 
and insubstantial images which I normally had of Venice 
and St Mark's and of all the sensations which I had felt 
there, reuniting the piazza to the cathedral, the landing
stage to the piazza, the canal to the landing-stage, and to 
all that the eyes see the world of desires which is seen 
only by the mind-naturally at those moments I had 
been tempted, if not, because of the time of the year, to 
go and walk once more through the watery streets of 
Venice which for me were above all associated with the 
spring, at least to return to Balbec. But this thought did 
not for an instant detain me. I knew for one thing that 
countries were not such as their names painted them to 
my imagination, so that now it was scarcely ever except in 
my dreams, while I was asleep, that a place could lie 
spread before me wrought in that pure matter which is 
entirely distinct from the matter of the common things 
that we see and touch but of which, when I had imagined 
these common things without ever having seen them, they 
too had seemed to me to be composed: and I knew also 
that the same was true of that other species of image 
which is formed by the memory, so that not only had I 
failed to discover the beauty of Balbec as I had imagined 
it when I had gone there for the first time, I had failed 
also when I went back the second time to rediscover the 
remembered beauty which that first visit had left me. Ex
perience had taught me only too well the impossibility of 
attaining in the real world to what lay deep within myself; 
I knew that Lost Time was not to be found again on the 
piazza of St Mark's any more than I had found it again on 
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my second visit to Balbec or on my return to Tansonville 
to see Gilberte, and that travel, which merely dangled 
once more before me the illusion that these vanished im
pressions existed outside myself, could not be the means 
which I sought. And I did not want to let myself be side
tracked once more, for the task before me was to discover 
at long last whether or no it was possible to attain to 
what-disappointed as I had always been by the actuality 
of places and people-I had, although once the septet of 
Vinteuil had seemed to point to the contrary conclusion, 
come to think of as unrealisable. I did not intend, then, to 
make yet another experiment in a direction which I had 
long known could lead nowhere. Impressions such as 
those to which I wishe-d to give permanence could not but 
vanish ·at the touch of a direct enjoyment which had been 
powerless to engender them. The only way to savour 
them more fully was to try to get to know them more 
completely in the medium in which they existed, that is to 
say within myself, to try to make them translucid even to 
their very depths. I had not known pleasure at Balbec any 
more than I had known pleasure when I lived with Alber
tine, for the pleasure of living with her had been percepti
ble to me only in retrospect. When I recapitulated the 
disappointments of my life as a lived life, disappointments 
which made me believe that its reality must reside else
where than in action, what I was doing was not merely to 
link different disappointments together in a purely fortu
itous manner and in following the circumstances of my 
personal existence. I saw clearly that the disappointment 
of travel and the disappointment of love were not differ
ent disappointments at all but the varied aspects which 
are assumed, according to the particular circumstances 
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which bring it into play, by our inherent powerlessness to 
realise ourselves in material enjoyment or in effective ac
tion. And thinking again of the extra-temporal joy which 
I had been made to feel by the sound of the spoon or the 
taste of the madeleine, I said to myself: "Was this per
haps that happiness which the little phrase of the sonata 
promised to Swann and which he, because he was unable 
to find it in artistic creation, mistakenly assimilated to the 
pleasures of love, was this the happiness of which long 
ago I was given a presentiment-as something more 
supraterrestrial even than the mood evoked by the little 
phrase of the sonata-by the call, the mysterious, 
rubescent call of that septet which Swann was never privi
leged to hear, having died like so many others before the 
truth that was made for him had been revealed? A truth 
that in any case he could not have used, for though the 
phrase perhaps symbolised a call, it was incapable of cre
ating new powers and making Swann the writer that he 
was not." 

And then, after I had dwelt for some little time upon 
these resurrections of the memory, the thought came to 
me that in another fashion certain obscure impressions, al
ready even at Combray on the Guermantes way, had so
licited my attention in a fashion somewhat similar to these 
reminiscences, except that they concealed within them not 
a sensation dating from an earlier time, but a new truth, a 
precious image which I had sought to uncover by efforts 
of the same kind as those that we make to recall some
thing that we have forgotten, as if our finest ideas were 
like tunes which, as it were, come back to us although we 
have never heard them before and which we have to make 
an effort to hear and to transcribe. I remembered-with 
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pleasure oecause it showed me that already in those days I 
had been the same and that this type of experience sprang 
from a fundamental trait in my character, but with sad
ness also when I thought that since that time I had never 
progressed -that already at Combray I used to fix before 
my mind for its attention some image which had com
pelled me to look at it, a cloud, a triangle, a church spire, 
a flower, a stone, because I had the feeling that perhaps 
beneath" these signs there lay something of a quite differ
ent kind which I must try to discover, some thought 
which they translated after the fashion of those hiero
glyphic characters which at first one might suppose to 
represent only material objects. No doubt the process of 
decipherment was difficult, but only by accomplishing it 
could one arrive at whatever truth there was to read. For 
the truths which the intellect apprehends directly in the 
world of full and unimpeded light have something less 
profound, less necessary than those which life communi
cates to us against our will in an impression which is ma
terial because it enters us through the senses but yet has a 
spiritual meaning which it is possible for us to extract. In 
fact, both in the one case and in the other, whether I was 
concerned with impressions like the one which I had re
ceived from the sight of the steeples of Martinville or with 
reminiscences like that of the unevenness of the two steps 
or the taste of the madeleine, the task was to interpret the 
given sensations as signs of so many laws and ideas, by 
trying to think-that is to say, to draw forth from the 
shadow-what I had merely felt, by trying to convert it 
into its spiritual equivalent. And this method, which 
seemed to me the sole method, what was it but the cre
ation of a work of art? Already the consequences came 
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flooding into my mind: first, whether I considered remi
niscences of the kind evoked by the noise of the spoon or 
the taste of the madeleine, or those truths written with the 
aid of shapes for whose meaning I searched in my brain, 
where-church steeples or wild grass growing in a wall
they composed a magical scrawl, complex and elaborate, 
their essential character was that I was not free to choose 
them, that such as they were they were given to me. And 
I realised that this must be the mark of their authenticity. 
I had not gone in search of the two uneven paving-stones 
of the courtyard upon which I had stumbled. But it was 
precisely the fortuitous and inevitable fashion in which 
this and the other sensations had been encountered that 
proved the trueness of the past which they brought back 
to life, of the images which they released, since we feel, 
with these sensations, the effort that they make to climb 
back towards the light, feel in ourselves the joy of redis
covering what is real. And here too was the proof of the 
trueness of the whole picture formed out of those contem
poraneous impressions which the first sensation brings 
back in its train, with those unerring proportions of light 
and shade, emphasis and omission, memory and forgetful
ness to which conscious recollection and conscious obser
vation will never know how to attain. 

As for the inner book of unknown symbols (symbols 
carved in relief they might have been, which my atten
tion, as it explored my unconscious, groped for and stum
bled against and followed the contours of, like a diver 
exploring the ocean-bed), if I tried to read them no one 
could help me with any rules, for to read them was an act 
of creation in which no one can do our work for us or 
even collaborate with us. How many for this reason turn 
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aside from writing! What tasks do men not take upon 
themselves in order to evade this task! Every public event, 
be it the Dreyfus case, be it the war, furnishes the writer 
with a fresh excuse for not attempting to decipher this 
book: he wants to ensure the triumph of justice, he wants 
to restore the moral unity of the nation, he has no time to 
think of literature. But these are mere excuses, the truth 
being that he has not or no longer has genius, that is to 
say instinct. For instinct dictates our duty and the intel
lect supplies us with pretexts for evading it. But excuses 
have no place in art and intentions count for nothing: at 
every moment the artist has to listen to his instinct, and it 
is this that makes art the most real of all things, the most 

·austere school of life, the true last judgment. This book, 
more laborious to decipher than any other, is also the only 
one which has been dictated to us by reality, the only one 
of which the "impression" has been printed in us by real
ity itself. When an idea-an idea of any kind-is left in 
us by life,• its material pattern, the outline of the impres
sion that it made upon us, remains behind as the token of 
its necessary truth. The ideas formed by the pure intelli
gence have no more than a logical, a possible truth, they 
are arbitrarily chosen. The book whose hieroglyphs are 
patterns not traced by us is the only book that really be
longs to us. Not that the ideas which we form for our
selves cannot be correct in logic; that they may well be, 
but we cannot know whether they are true. Only the im
pression, however trivial its material may seem to be, 
however faint its traces, is a criterion of truth and de
serves for that reason to be apprehended by the mind, for 
the mind, if it succeeds in extracting this truth, can by the 
impression and by nothing else be brought to a state of 
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greater perfection and given a pure joy. The impression is 
for the writer what experiment is for the scientist, with 
the difference that in the scientist the work of the intelli
gence precedes the experiment and in the writer it comes 
after the impression. What we have not had to decipher, 
to elucidate by our own efforts, what was clear before we 
looked at it, is not ours. From ourselves comes only that 
which we drag forth from the obscurity which lies within 
us, that which to others is unknown. 

(A level ray of the setting sun recalls to me instanta
neously an episode in my early childhood to which I had 
never since that time given a thought: my aunt Leonie 
had a fever which Doctor Percepied feared might be ty
phoid and for a week I was made to sleep in Eulalie's lit
tle room looking out on the Place de l'Eglise, which had 
nothing but rush mats on the floor and over the window a 
muslin curtain that was always buzzing with a sunshine to 
which I was not accustomed. And seeing how the recol
lection of this little old-fashioned servant's bedroom sud
denly added to my past life a long stretch of time so 
different from the rest and so delicious, I thought by con
trast of the nullity of the impressions which had been 
contributed to it by the most sumptuous entertainments 
in the most princely mansions. The only thing at all sad 
about this room of Eulalie's was that at night, because the 
viaduct was so near, one heard the hooting of the trains. 
But as I knew that these were bellowings produced by 
machines under human control, they did not terrify me 
as, in a prehistoric age, I might have been terrified by the 
ululations of a neighbouring mammoth taking a free and 
unco-ordinated stroll.) 

I had arrived then at the conclusion that in fashioning 
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a work of art we are by no means free, that we do not 
choose how we shall make it but that it pre-exists us and 
therefore we are obliged, since it is both necessary and 
hidden, to do what we should have to do if it were a law 
of nature-to discover it. But this discovery which art 
obliges us to make, is it not, I thought, really the discov
ery of what, though it ought to be more precious to us 
than anything in the world, yet remains ordinarily for ever 
unknown to us, the discovery of our true life, of reality as 
we have felt it to be, which differs so greatly from what 
we think it is that when a chance happening brings us an 
authentic memory of it we are filled with an immense 
happiness? In this conclusion I was confirmed by the 
thought of the falseness of so-called realist art, which 
would not be so untruthful if we had not in life acquired 
the habit of giving to what we feel a form of expression 
which differs so much from, and which we nevertheless 
after a little time take to be, reality itself. I began to per
ceive that I should not have to trouble myself with the 
various literary theories which had at moments perplexed 
me-notably those which practitioners of criticism had 
developed at the time of the Dreyfus case and had taken 
up again during the war, according to which "the artist 
must be made to leave his ivory tower" and the themes 

chosen by the writer ought to be not frivolous or senti
mental but rather such things as great working-class 
movements or-in default of crowds-at least no longer 
as in the past unimportant men of leisure ("I must confess 
that the depiction of these useless characters rather bores 

me," Bloch had been fond of saying), but noble intellectu
als or men of heroic stature. 

In any case, quite apart from what I might think of 
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the logical propositions which they contained, these theo
ries seemed to me to indicate very clearly the inferiority of 
those who upheld them-my reaction was that of the 
truly well-brought-up child who, lunching in a strange 
house and hearing his hosts say: "We are frank, we don't 
hide our light under a bushel here," feels that the remark 
indicates a moral quality inferior to right conduct pure 
and simple, which says nothing. Authentic art has no use 
for proclamations of this kind, it accomplishes its work in 
silence. Moreover, those who theorised in this way used 
hackneyed phrases which had a curious resemblance to 
those of the idiots whom they denounced. And it is per
haps as much by the quality of his language as by the 
species of aesthetic theory which he advances that one 
may judge of the level to which a writer has attained in 
the moral and intellectual part of his work. Quality of lan
guage, however, is something the critical theorists think 
that they can do without, and those who admire them are 
easily persuaded that it is no proof of intellectual merit, 
for this is a thing which they cannot infer from the beauty 
of an image but can recognise only when they see it di
rectly expressed. Hence the temptation for the writer to 
write intellectual works-a gross impropriety. A work in 
which there are theories is like an object which still has its 
price-tag on it. (And as to the choice of theme, a frivolous 
theme will serve as well as a serious one for a study of the 
laws of character, in the same way that a prosector can 
study the laws of anatomy as well in the body of an imbe
cile as in that of a man of talent, since the great moral 
laws, like the laws of the circulation of the blood or of re
nal elimination, vary scarcely at all with the intellectual 
merit of individuals.) A writer reasons, that is to say he 
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goes astray, only when he has not the strength to force 
himself to make an impression pass through all the suc
cessive states which will culminate in its fixation, its ex
pression. The reality that he has to express resides, as I 
now began to understand, not in the superficial appear
ance of his subject but at a depth at which that appear
ance matters little; this truth had. been symbolised for me 
by that clink of a spoon against a plate, that starched 
stiffness of a napkin, which had been of more value to me 
for my spiritual renewal than innumerable conversations 
of a humanitarian or patriotic or internationalist or meta
physical kind. "Enough of style," had been the cry, 
"enough of literature, let us have life!" And one may well 
imagine how since the beginning of the war even the sim
ple theories of M. de Norpois, his denunciations of the 
"flute-players," had enjoyed a second vogue. For plenty 
of people who lack the artistic sense, who lack, that is to 
say, the faculty of submitting to the reality within them
selves, may yet possess the ability to expatiate upon the 
theory of art until the crack of doom. And if they happen 
to be diplomats or financiers to boot, involved in the "re
alities" of the present age, they are likely to believe that 
literature is an intellectual game destined in the future to 
be progressively eliminated. (Some critics now liked to re
gard the novel as a sort of procession of things upon the 
screen of a cinematograph. This comparison was absurd. 
Nothing is further from what we have really perceived 
than the vision that the cinematograph presents.) 

The idea of a popular art, like that of a patriotic art, 
if not actually dangerous seemed to me ridiculous. If the 
intention was to make art accessible to the people by sac
rificing refinements of form, on the ground that they are 

jsabol
Line

jsabol
Line



288 T I M E  R E G A I N E D  

have since superimposed so many less and less loved im
ages, they would help me to fmd that first image again, 
even though I am no longer the "I" who first beheld it, 
even though I must make way for the "I" that I then was 
if that "I" summons the thing that it once knew and that 
the "I" of today does not know. 

The library which I should thus assemble would con
tain volumes of an even greater value; for the books which 
I read in the past at Combray or in Venice, enriched now 
by my memory with vast illuminations representing the 
church of Saint-Hilaire or the gondola moored at the foot 
of San Giorgio Maggiore and the Grand Canal incrusted 
with sparkling sapphires, would have become the equals 
of those ancient "picture books" -illustrated bibles or 
books of hours-which the collector nowadays opens not 
to read their text but to savour once more the enchant
ment of the colours which some rival of Foucquet has 
added to it and which make these volumes the treasures 
that they are. And yet, even to open these books for the 
purpose merely of looking at the pictures with which, 
when I read them long ago, they were not yet adorned, 
would seem to me in itself so dangerous· that, even in the 
sense which I have described, which is the only one that I 
can understand, I should not, I think, be tempted to be
come a bibliophile. I know very well how easily these im
ages, deposited by the mind, can be effaced by the mind. 
For the old images it substitutes new ones which no 
longer have the same power of resurrection. And if I still 
possessed the Fran9ois le Champi which Mamma un
packed one evening from the parcel of books which my 
grandmother was to have given me for my birthday, I 
should never look at it; I should be too afraid that I might 

T I M E  RE G A I N E D 2 89 

gradually insinuate into it my impressions of today and 
smother my original impressions beneath them, that I 
might see it become so far a thing of the present that, 
when I asked it to evoke once more the child who spelt 
out its title in the little bedroom at Combray, the child, 
not recognising its voice, would no longer reply to its 
summons and would remain for ever buried in oblivion. 

An image presented to us by life brings with it, in a 
single moment, sensations which are in fact multiple and 
heterogeneous. The sight, for instance, of the binding of a 
book once read may weave into the characters of its title 
the moonlight of a distant summer night. The taste of our 
breakfast coffee brings with it that vague hope of fine 
weather which so often long ago, as with the day still in
tact and full before us,. we were drinking it out of a bowl 
of white porcelain, creamy and fluted and itself looking 
almost like vitrified milk, suddenly smiled upon us in the 
pale uncertainty of the dawn. An hour is not merely an 
hour, it is a vase full of scents and sounds and projects 
and climates, and what we call reality is a certain connex
ion between these immediate sensations and the memories 
which envelop us simultaneously with them-a connexion 
that is suppressed in a simple cinematographic vision, 
which just because it professes to confine itself to the 
truth in fact departs widely from it-a unique connexion 
which the writer has to rediscover in order to link for ever 
in his phrase the two sets of phenomena which reality 
joins together. He can describe a scene by describing one 
after another the innumerable objects which at a given 
moment were present at a particular place, but truth will 
be attained by him only when he takes two different ob
jects, states the connexion between them-a connexion 
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analogous in the world of art to the unique connexion 
which in the world of science is provided by the law of 
causality-and encloses them in the necessary links of a 
well-wrought style; truth-and life too-can be attained 
by us only when, by comparing a quality common to two 
sensations, we succeed in extracting their common essence 
and in reuniting them to each other, liberated from the 
contingencies of time, within a metaphor. Had not nature 
herself-if one considered the matter from this point of 
view-placed me on the path of art, was she not herself a 
beginning of art, she who, often, had allowed me to be
come aware of the beauty of one thing only in another 
thing, of the beauty, for instance, of noon at Combray in 
the sound of its bells, of that of the mornings at Don
cieres in the hiccups of our central heating? The link may 
be uninteresting, the objects trivial, the style bad, but un
less this process has taken place the description is worth
less. 

But my train of thought led me yet further. If reality 
were indeed a sort of waste product of experience, more 
or less identical for each one of us, since when we speak 
of bad weather, a war, a taxi rank, a brightly lit restau
rant, a garden full of flowers, everybody knows what we 
mean, if reality were no more than this, no doubt a sort of 
cinematograph film of these things would be sufficient 
and the "style," the "literature" that departed from the 
simple data that they provide would be superfluous and 
artificial. But was it true that reality was no more than 
this? If I tried to understand what actually happens at the 
moment when a thing makes some particular impression 
upon one-on the day, for instance, when as I crossed 
the bridge over the Vivonne the shadow of a cloud upon 
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the water had made me cry: "Gosh!" and jump for joy; or 
the occasion when, hearing a phrase of Bergotte's, all that 
I had disengaged from my impression was the not spe
cially relevant remark: "How splendid!" ;  or the words I 
had once heard Bloch use in exasperation at some piece of 
bad behaviour, words quite inappropriate to a very com
monplace incident: "I must say that that sort of conduct 
seems to me absolutely fffantastic!"; or that evening when, 
flattered at the politeness which the Guermantes had 
shown to me as their guest and also a little intoxicated by 
the wines which I had drunk in their house, I could not 
help saying to myself half aloud as I came away alone: 
"They really are delightful people and I should be happy 
to see them every day of my life"-I realised that the 
words in each case were a long way removed from the im
pressions that I or Bloch had in fact received. So that the 
essential, the only true book, though in the ordinary sense 
of the word it does · not have to be "invented" by a great 
writer-for it exists already in each one of us-has to be 
translated by him. The function and the task of a writer 
are those of a translator. 

And if in some cases-where we are dealing, for in
stance, with the inaccurate language of our own vanity
the rectification of an oblique interior discourse (which 
deviates gradually more and more widely from the first 
and central impression) until it merges with the straight 
line which the impression ought to have produced is a la
borious undertaking which our idleness would prefer to 
shirk, there are other circumstances-for example, where 
love is involved-in which this same process is actually 
painful. Here all our feigned indifferences, all our indigna
tion at the lies of whoever it is whom we love (lies which 
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with reason prefer to be judged by the general public 
(were not the public incapable even of understanding 
what an artist has attempted in a realm of discovery 
which is outside its experience). For there is a closer anal
ogy between the instinctive life of the public and the 
talent of a great writer, which is simply an instinct 
religiously listened to in the midst of a silence imposed 
upon all other voices, an instinct made perfect and under
stood, than between this same talent and the superficial 
verbiage and changing criteria of the established judges of 
literature. From decade to decade their wordy battles are 
renewed, for it is not only social groups that are kaleido
scopic but ideas too about society and politics and reli
gion; refracted through large bodies they can assume a 
momentary amplitude but their life-span is the brief one 
of ideas which owe their success to their novelty and gain 
the adherence only of such minds as are not particular 
about proof. So it is that parties and schools follow upon 
one another's heels, attaching to themselves always the 
same minds, those men of moderate intelligence who are 
an easy prey to the successive enthusiasms into which 
others more scrupulous and less easily satisfied in the 
matter of proof will decline to plunge. And unfortunately, 
just because those in the first category are no more than 
half-minds, they need to buttress themselves in action, 
with the result that, being more active than the better 
minds, they draw the crowd after them and create around 
them not only inflated reputations and victims of unde
served contempt but wars too, both civil and foreign, 
which a little self-examination of an old-fashioned 
Jansenist kind might well have prevented. 

As for the enjoyment which is derived by a really dis-
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cerning mind and a truly living heart from a thought 
beautifully expressed in the writings of a great writer, this 
is no doubt an entirely wholesome enjoyment, but, pre
cious though the men may be who are truly capable of 
enjoying this pleasure-and. how many of them are there 
in a generation?-they are nevertheless in the very pro
cess reduced to being no more than the full consciousness 
of another. If, for instance, a man of this type has done 
everything in his power to make himself loved by a 
woman who could only have made him unhappy, but has 
not even succeeded, in spite of efforts redoubled over the 
years, in persuading her to meet him in private, instead of 
seeking to express his sufferings and the danger from 
which he has escaped, he reads over and over again, ap
pending to it "a million words" and the most moving 
memories of his own life, this observation of La Bruyere: 
"Men often want to love where they cannot hope to suc
ceed; they seek their own undoing without being able to 
compass it, and, if I may put it thus, they are forced 
against their will to remain free." Whether or no this is 
the meaning that the aphorism had for the man who 
wrote it (to give it this meaning, which would make it 
finer, he should have said "to be loved" instead of "to 
love"), there is no doubt that, with this meaning, the sen
sitive lover of literature reanimates it and swells it with 
meaning until it is ready to burst, he cannot repeat it to 
himself without overflowing with joy, so true and beauti
ful does he find it-but in spite of all this he has added 
to it nothing, it remains merely an observation of La 
Bruyere. 

How could the literature of description possibly have 
any value, when it is only beneath the surface of the little 
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things which such a literature describes that reality has its 
hidden existence (grandeur, for example, in the distant 
sound of an aeroplane or the outline of the steeple of 
Saint-Hilaire, the past in the taste of a madeleine, and so 
on) and when the things in themselves are without signifi
cance until it has been extracted from them? Gradually, 
thanks to its preservation by our memory, the chain of all 
those inaccurate expressions in which there survives noth
ing of what we have really experienced comes to consti
tute for us our thought, our life, our "reality," and this lie 
is all that can be reproduced by the art that styles itself 
"true to life," an art that is as simple as life, without 
beauty, a mere vain and tedious duplication of what our 
eyes see and our intellect records, so vain and so tedious 
that one wonders where the writer who devotes himself to 
it can have found the joyous and impulsive spark that was 
capable of setting him in motion and making him 'advance 
in his task. The greatness, on the other hand, of true art, 
of the art which M. de Norpois would have called a dilet
tante's pastime, lay, I had come to see, elsewhere: we have 
to rediscover, to reapprehend, to make ourselves fully 
aware of that reality, remote from our daily preoccupa
tions, from which we separate ourselves by an ever greater 
gulf as the conventional knowledge which we substitute 
for it grows thicker and more impermeable, that reality 
which it is very easy for us to die without ever having 
known and which is, quite simply, our life. Real life, life 
at last laid bare and illuminated-the only life in conse
quence which can be said to be really lived-is literature, 
and life thus defined is in a sense all the time immanent 
in ordinary men no less than in the artist. But most men 
do not see it because they do not seek to shed light upon 
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it. And therefore their past is like a photographic dark
room encumbered w:ith innumerable negatives which re
main useless because the intellect has not developed them. 
But art, if it means awareness of our own life, means also 
awareness of the lives of other people-for style for the 
writer, no less than colour for the painter, is a question 
not of technique but of vision: it is the revelation, which 
by direct and conscious methods would be impossible, of 
the qualitative difference, the uniqueness of the fashion in 
which the world appears to each one of us, a difference 
which, if there were no art, would remain for ever the se
cret of every individual. Through art alone are we able to 
emerge from ourselves, to know what another person sees 
of a universe which is not the same as our own and of 
which, without art, the landscapes would remain as un
known to us as those that may exist on the moon. Thanks 
to art, instead of seeing one world only, our own, we see 
that world multiply itself and we have at our disposal as 
many worlds as there are original artists, worlds more dif
ferent one from the other than those which revolve in in
finite space, worlds which, centuries after the extinction of 
the fire from which their light first emanated, whether it 
is called Rembrandt or Vermeer, send us still each one its 
special radiance. 

This work of the artist, this struggle to discern be
neath matter, beneath experience, beneath words, some
thing that is differ�nt from them, is a process exactly the 
reverse of that which, in those everyday lives which we 
live with our gaze averted from ourselves, is at every mo
ment being accomplished by vanity and passion and the 
intellect, and habit too, when they smother our true im
pressions, so as entirely to conceal them from us, beneath 
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one and then another of the selves that we have succes
sively been has desired to be united. 

I was surrounded by symbols (Guermantes, Alber
tine, Gilberte, Saint-Loup, Balbec, etc.) and to the least of 
these I had to restore the meaning which habit had caused 
them to lose for me. Nor was that all. When we have ar
rived at reality, we must, to express it and preserve it, 
prevent the intrusion of all those extraneous elements 
which at .every moment the gathered speed of habit lays at 
our feet. Above all I should have to be on my guard 
against those phrases which are chosen rather by the lips 
than by the mind, those humorous phrases such as we ut
ter in conversation and continue at the end of a long con
versation with other people to address, factitiously, to 
ourselves although they merely fill our mind with lies
those, so to speak, purely physical remarks, which, in the 
writer who stoops so low as to transcribe them, are ac
companied always by, for instance, the little smile, the lit
tle grimace which at every turn disfigures the spoken 
phrase of a Sainte-Beuve, whereas real books should be 
the offspring not of daylight and casual talk but of dark
ness and silence. And as art exactly reconstitutes life, 
around the truths to which we have attained inside our
selves there will always float an atmosphere of poetry, the 
soft charm of a mystery which is merely a vestige of the 
shadow which we have had to traverse, the indication, as 
precise as the markings of an altimeter, of the depth of a 
work. (For the quality of depth is not inherent in certain 
subjects, as those novelists believe who are spiritually 
minded only in a materialistic way: they cannot penetrate 
beneath the world of appearances and all their noble in
tentions, like the endless virtuous tirades of certain people 
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who are incapable of  the smallest act of  kindness, should 
not blind us to the fact that they have lacked even the 
strength of mind to rid themselves of those banalities of 
form which are acquired through imitation.) 

As for the truths which the intellectual faculty-even 
that of the greatest minds-gathers in the open, the 
truths that lie in its path in full daylight, their value may 
be very great, but they are like drawings with a hard out
line and no perspective; they have no depth because no 
depths have had to be traversed in order to reach them, 
b�cause they have not been re-created. Yet it happens to 
many writers that after a certain age, when more mysteri
ous truths no longer emerge from their innermost being, 
they write only with their intellect, which has grown 
steadily in strength, and then the books of their riper 
years will have, for this reason, greater force than those of 
their youth but not the same bloom. 

I felt, however, that these truths which the intellect 
educes directly from reality were not altogether to be de
spised, for they might be able to enshrine within a matter 
less pure indeed but still imbued with mind those impres
sions which are conveyed to us outside time by the 
essences that are common to the sensations of the past 
and of the present, but which, just because they are more 
precious, are also too rare for a work of art to be con
structed exclusively from them. And-capable of being 
used for this purpose-I felt jostling each other within 
me a whole host of truths concerning human passions and 
character and conduct. The perception of these truths 
caused me joy; and yet I seemed to remember that more 
than one of them had been discovered by me in suffering, 
and others in very trivial pleasures (every individual who 
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makes us suffer can be attached by us to a divinity of 
which he or she is a mere fragmentary reflexion, the low
est step in the ascent that leads to it, a divinity or an Idea 
which, if we turn to contemplate it, immediately gives us 
joy instead of the pain which we were feeling before-in
deed the whole art of living is to make use of the individ
uals through whom we suffer as a step enabling us to 
draw nearer to the divine form which they reflect and 
thus joyously to people our life with divinities). And then 
a new light, less dazzling, no doubt, than that other illu
mination which had made me perceive that the work of 
art was the sole means of rediscovering Lost Time, shone 
suddenly within me. And I understood that all these ma
terials for a work of literature were simply my past life; I 
understood that they had come to me, in frivolous plea
sures, in indolence, in tenderness, in unhappiness, and 
that I had stored them up without divining the purpose 
for which they were destined or even their continued exis
tence any more than a seed does when it forms within it
self a reserve of all the nutritious substances from which it 
will feed CJ. plant. Like the seed, I should be able to die 
once the plant had developed and I began to perceive that 
I had lived for the sake of the plant without knowing it, 
without ever realising that my life needed to come into 
contact with those books which I had wanted to write and 
for which, when in the past I had sat down at my table to 
begin, I had been unable to find a subject. And thus my 
whole life up to the present day might and yet might not 
have been summed up under the title: A Vocation. Inso
far as literature had played no part in my life the title 
would not have been accurate. And yet it would have 
been accurate because this life of mine, the memories of 
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its sadnesses and its joys, formed a reserve which fulfilled 
the same function as the albumen lodged in the germ-cell 
of a plant, from which that cell starts to draw the nour
ishment which will transform it into a seed long before 
there is any outward sign that the embryo of a plant is 
developing, though already within the cell there are taking 
place chemical and respiratory changes, secret but ex
tremely active. In the same way my life was linked to 
what, eventually, would bring about its maturation, but 
those who would one day draw nourishment from it 
would remain ignorant, as most of us do when we eat 
those grains that are human food, that the rich substances 
which they contain were made for the nourishment not of 

. mankind but of the grain itself and have had first to nour-
ish its seed and allow it to ripen. 

· 

In this context, certain comparisons which are false if 
we start from them as premises may well be true if we ar
rive at them as conclusions. The man of letters envies the 
painter, he would like to take notes and make sketches, 
but it is disastrous for him to do so. Yet when he writes, 
there is not a single gesture of his characters, not a trick 
of behaviour, not a tone of voice which has not been sup
plied to his inspiration by his memory; beneath the name 
of every character of his invention he can put sixty names 
of characters that he has seen, one of whom has posed for 
the grimaces, another for the monocle, another for the fits 
of temper, another for the swaggering movement qf the 
arm, etc. And in the end the writer realises that if his 
dream of being a sort of painter was not in a conscious 
and intentional manner capable of fulfilment, it has never
theless been fulfilled and that he too, for his work as a 
writer, has unconsciously made use of a sketch-book. For, 
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approaches it. In itself it can no more tum one into a 
mediocre writer than an epic war can tum a bad poet into 
a. sublime one. In any case, whether or no it was a good 
plan, theoretically, for a work of art to be constructed in 
this fashion, and whatever might be the result of the ex
amination of this point which I intended to make, I could 
not deny that, so far as I was concerned, whenever gen
uinely aesthetic impressions had come to me, they had al
ways followed upon sensations of this kind. It is true that 
such impressions had been rather rare in my life, but they 
dominated it, and I could still rediscover in the past some 
of these peaks which I had unwisely lost sight of (a mis
take I would be careful not to make again). And already I 
could say that this characteristic, . though it might, in the 
exclusive importance that it assumed in my thinking, be 
personal to me, was nevertheless, as I was reassured to 
find, akin to characteristics, less marked but still percepti
ble and at bottom not at all dissimilar, of certain well
known writers. Is it not from a sensation of the same 
species as that of the madeleine that Chateaubriand sus
pends the loveliest episode in the Memoires d'Outre-tombe: 

"Yesterday evening I was walking alone . . . I was roused 
from my reflexions by the warbling of a thrush perched 
upon the highest branch of a birch tree. Instantaneously 
the magic sound caused my father's estate to reappear be
fore my eyes; I forgot the catastrophes of which I had re
cently been the witness and, transported suddenly into the 
past, I saw again those country scenes in which I had so 
often heard the fluting notes of the thrush. "  And of all 
the lovely sentence� in those memoirs are not these some 
of the loveliest: "A sweet and subtle scent of heliotrope 
was exhaled by a little patch of beans that were in flower; 
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it was brought to us not by a breeze from our own coun
try but by a wild Newfoundland wind, unrelated to the 
exiled plant, without sympathy of shared memory or plea
sure. In this perfume, not breathed by beauty1 not 
cleansed in her bosom, not scattered where she had 
walked, in this perfume of a changed sky and tillage and 
world there was all the diverse melancholy of regret and 
absence and youth." And in one of the masterpieces of 
French literature, Gerard de Nerval's Sylvie, just as in the 
book of the Memoires d'Outre-tombe which describes 
Combourg, there figures a sensation of the same species 
as the taste of the madeleine and the warbling of the 
thrush. Above all in Baudelaire, where they are more nu
merous still, reminiscences of this kind are clearly less for
tuitous and therefore, to my mind, unmistakable in their 
significance. Here the poet himself, with something of a 
slow and indolent choice, deliberately seeks, in the per
fume of a woman, for instance, of her hair and her breast, 
the analogies which will inspire him and evoke for him 

the azure of the sky immense and round 

and 

a harbour full of masts and pennants. 

I was about to search in my memory for the passages in 
Baudelaire at the heart of which one may fmd this kind of 
transposed sensation, in order once and for all to establish 
my place in so noble a line of descent and thus to give 
myself the assurance that the work which I no longer had 
any hesitation in undertaking was worthy of the pains 
which I should have to bestow upon it, when, having 
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arrived at the foot of the flight of stairs which led down 
from the library, I found myself suddenly in the m<�-in 
drawing-room, in the middle of a party which, as I soon 
discovered, was to seem to me very different from those 
that I had attended in the past, and was to assume a 
special character in my eyes and take on a novel 
significance. In fact, as soon as I entered the crowded 
room, although I did not falter in the project which I had 
gone so far towards formulating within me, I was witness 
of a spectacular and dramatic effect which threatened to 
raise against my enterprise the gravest of all objections. 
An objection which I should manage no doubt to 
surmount, but which, while I continued silently to reflect 
upon the conditions that are necessary to a work of art, 
could not fail, by presenting to my gaze in a hundred 
different forms a consideration more likely than any other 
to make me hesitate, constantly to interrupt my train of 
thought. 

For a few seconds I did not understand why it was 
that I had difficulty in recognising the master of the house 
and the guests and why everyone in the room appeared to 
have put on a disguise-in most cases a powdered wig
which changed him completely. The Prince himself, as he 
stood receiving his guests, still had that genial look of a 
king in a fairy-story which I had remarked in him the 
first time I had been to his house, but today, as though he 
too felt bound to comply with the rules for fancy dress 
which he had sent out with the invitations, he had got 
himself up with a white beard and dragged his feet along 
the ground as though they were weighted with soles of 
lead, so that he gave the impression of trying to imper
sonate one of the "Ages of Man." (His moustaches were 
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white too, as though the hoar-frost of Hop o' my 
Thumb's forest still lay thick upon them. They seemed to 
get in the way of his mouth, which he had difficulty in 
moving, and one felt that having made his effect he ought 
to have taken them off.) So successful was this disguise 
that I recognised him only by a process of logical deduc
tion, by inferring from the mere resemblance of certain 
features the identity of the figure before me. I do not 
know what young F ezensa,c had put on his face, but, 
while others had whitened either half their beard or 
merely their moustache, he had not bothered to use a dye 
like the rest but had found some means of covering his 
features with wrinkles and making his eyebrows sprout 
with bristles; and . all this did not suit him in the least, it 
had the effect of making his face look hardened, bronzed, 
rigid and solemn, and aged him to such an extent that one 
would no longer have said he was a young man at all. Still 
greater was my surprise when a moment later I heard the 
name Due de Chatellerault applied to a little elderly man 
with the silvery moustaches of an ambassador, in whom, 
thanks to a tiny fragment which still survived of the look 
that I remembered, I was just able to recognise the youth 
whom I had once met at Mme de Villeparisis's tea-party. 
The first time that I thus succeeded in identifying some
body, by trying to dismiss from my mind the effects of 
his disguise and building up, through an effort of mem
ory, a whole familiar face round those features which had 
remained unaltered, my first thought ought to have 
been-and perhaps for a fraction of a second was-to 
congratulate him on having made himself up with such 
wonderful skill that one had initially, before recognising 
him, that hesitation which a great actor, appearing in a 
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role .in which he is unlike himself, can cause an audience 
to feel when he first comes on to the stage, so that know
ing from the programme what to expect, it yet, for a mo
ment, remains silent and puzzled before bursting into 
applause. 

From the point of view of disguise, the most extraor
dinary of all the guests, the real star tum of the afternoon, 
was my personal enemy, M. d'Argencourt. Not only had 
he concealed his real beard, which was hardly even 
pepper-and-salt in colour, beneath a fantastic bushy 
growth of a quite improbable whiteness, but altogether 
(such is the power of small physical changes to shrink or 
enlarge a human figure and, even more, to alter the ap
parent character, the personality of an individual) he had 
turned into a contemptible old beggarman, and the diplo
mat whose solemn demeanour and starched rigidity were 
still present to my memory acted his part of old dotard 
with such verisimilitude that his limbs were all of a trem
ble and the features of what had once been a haughty 
countenance were permanently relaxed in an expression of 
smiling idiocy. Disguise, carried to this extent, ceases to be 
a mere art, it becomes a total transformation of the per
sonality. And indeed, although certain details assured me 
that it was really Argencourt who presented this ludicrous 
and picturesque spectacle, I had to traverse an almost infi
nite number of successive states of a single face if I 
wished to rediscover that of the Argencourt whom I had 
known and who was now, though he had had no other 
materials than his own body with which to effect the 
change, so different from himself. Clearly this was the last 
extremity to which that body could be brought without 
suffering utter disintegration; already the immobile face 
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and the proudly arched chest were no more than a bundle 
of rags, twitching and convulsed. With difficulty, by re
calling certain smiles with which in the past Argencourt 
had sometimes for a moment tempered his disdain, was I 
able to see in the man before me the Argencourt whom I 
had once known, to understand that this smile of a dod
dering old-clothes-man existed potentially in the correct 
gentleman of an earlier day. But even supposing that the 
same intention lay behind Argencourt' s smile now as in the 
past, because of the prodigious transformation of his face 
the actual physical matter of the eye through which he had 
to express this intention was so different that the smile 

I 

which resulted was entirely new and even appeared to be-
long to a new person. I was tempted to laugh aloud at the 
sight of this sublime old gaffer, as senile in his amiable 
caricature of himself as was, in a more tragic vein, M. de 
Charlus thunderstruck into humble politeness. M. d' Ar
gencourt, in his impersonation of an aged man in a farce by 
Regnard rewritten in an exaggerated fashion by Labiche, 
was as easy of access, as affable as M. de Charlus in the 
role of King Lear, punctiliously doffing his hat to the 
most unimportant passer-by. Yet it did not occur to me to 
tell him how impressed I was by the extraordinary vision 
which he offered to my eyes. And this was not because of 
any survival of my old feeling of antipathy, for indeed he 
had so far become unlike himself that I had the illusion of 
being in the presence of a different person, as gentle, as 
kindly, as inoffensive as the other Argencourt had been 
hostile, overbearing, and dangerous. So far a different per
son that the sight of this hoary clown with his ludicrous 
grin, this snowman looking like General Dourakine' in his 
second childhood, made me think that it must be possible 
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her throat!" exclaimed the Duchess, forgetting that she 
herself, in arranging for Rachel to be invited and so set
ting the stage for the drama which she judged to be in
evitable if it were true that Gilberte had loved Robert, 
had perhaps acted cruelly. "No, in my opinion," the 
Duchess concluded, "she is a bitch." Such an expression 
on the lips of the Duchesse de Guermantes was rendered 
possible by the downward path which she was following, 
from the polished society of the Guermantes to tha:t of her 
new actress friends, and came to her all the more easily 
because she grafted it on to an eighteenth -century mode 
of speech which she thought of as broad and racy-and 
then had she not always believed that to her all things 
were permitted? But the actual choice of the word was 
dictated by the hatred which she felt for Gilberte, by an 
irresistible wish to strike her at least in effigy if she could 
not attack her with physical blows. And at the same time 
the Duchess thought that somehow the word justified the 
whole manner in which she conducted herself towards 
Gilberte, or rather conducted hostilities against Gilberte, 
in society and in the family and even where pecuniary in
terests were concerned such as the succession to Robert's 
estate. 

This savage attack on Gilberte struck me as quite un
warranted, but sometimes we pronounce a judgment 
which receives later from facts of which we were ignorant 
and which we could not have guessed an apparent justifi
cation, and Mme de Guermantes's tirade perhaps be
longed to this category. For Gilberte, who had no doubt 
inherited certain family characteristics from her mother 
(and I had perhaps unconsciously anticipated some such 
laxness of principle in her when I had asked her to intra-
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duce me to young girls), had now had time to reflect 
upon my request and, anxious no doubt that the profit 
should stay in the family, had reached a decision bolder 
than any that I would have thought possible. "Let me 
fetch my daughter for you," she said, "I should so like to 
introduce her to 'YOU. She is over there, talking to young 
Mortemart , and other babes in arms who can be of no 
possible interest. I am sure that she will be a charming 
little friend for you." I asked whether Robert had been 
pleased to have a daughter. "Oh! yes," she replied, "he 
was very proud of her. But naturally," she went on, with 
a certain naivety, "I think that nevertheless, his tastes be
ing what they were, he would have preferred a son." 
Years later, this daughter, whose name and fortune gave 
her mother the right to hope that she would crown the 
whole work of social ascent of Swann and his wife by 
marrying a royal prince, happening to be entirely without 
snobbery chose for her husband an obscure man of letters. 
Thus it came about that the family sank once more, be
low even the level from which it had started its ascent, 
and a new generation could only with the greatest diffi
culty be persuaded that the parents of the obscure couple 
had enjoyed a splendid social position. The names of 
Swann and Odette de Crecy came miraculously to life 
whenever anyone wanted to explain to you that you were 
wrong, that there had been nothing so very wonderful 
about the family, and it was generally supposed that Mme 
de Saint-Loup had really made as good a match for her 
daughter as could be expected and that the marriage of 
this daughter's grandfather to Mme de Crecy had been no 
more than an unsuccessful attempt to rise to a higher 
sphere-a view of Swann's marriage which would have 
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astonished his fashionable friends, in whose eyes it had 
been rather the product of an idealistic theory like those 
which in the eighteenth century drove aristocratic disci
ples of Rousseau and other precursors of the Revolution 
to abandon their privileges and live according to nature. 

My surprise at Gilberte's words and the pleasure that 
they c;aused me were soon replaced, while Mme de Saint
Loup left me and made her way into another drawing
room, by that idea of Time past which was brought home 
to me once again, in yet another fashion and without my 
even having seen her, by Mlle de Saint-Loup. Was she 
not-are not, indeed, the majority of human beings? 
like one of those star-shaped crossroads in a forest where 
roads converge that have come, in the forest as in our 
lives, from the most diverse quarters? Numerous for me 
were the roads which · led to Mlle de Saint-Loup and 
which radiated around her. Firstly the two great "ways" 
themselves, where on my many walks I had dreamed so 
many dreams, both led to her: through her father Robert 
de Saint-Loup the Guermantes way; through Gilberte, her 
mother, the Meseglise way which was also "Swann's 
way." One of them took me, by way of this girl's  mother 
and the Champs-Elysees, to Swann, to my evenings at 
Combray, to Meseglise itself; the other, by way of her fa
ther, to those afternoons at Balbec where even now I saw 
him again near the sun-bright sea. And then between 
these two high roads a network of transversals was set up. 
Balbec, for example, the real Balbec where I had met 
Saint-Loup, was a place that I had longed to go to very 
largely because of what Swann had told me about the 
churches in its neighbourhood, and especially about its 
own church in the Persian style, and yet Robert de Saint-
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Loup was the nephew of the Duchesse de Guermantes, 
and through him I arrived at. Combray again, at the 
Guermantes way. And Mlle de Saint-Loup led to many 
other points of my life, to the lady in pink, for instance, 
who was her grandmother and whom I had seen in the 
house of 'my great-uncle. And here there was a new 
transversal, for this great-uncle's manservant, who had 
opened the door to me that day and who later, by the gift 
of a photograph, had enabled me to identify the lady in · 

pink, was the father of the young man with whom not 
only M. de Charlus but also Mlle de Saint-Loup's father 
had been in love, the young man on whose account he 
had made her mother unhappy. And was it not Swann, 
the grandfather of Mlle de Saint-Loup, who had first spo
ken to me of the music of Vinteuil, just as it was Gilberte 
who had first ·spoken to me of Albertine? Yet it was in 
speaking of this same music of Vinteuil to Albertine that I 
had discovered the identity of . her great friend and it was 
with this discovery that that part of our lives had com
menced which had led her to her death and caused me 
such terrible sufferings. And it was also Mlle de Saint
Loup's father who had gone off to try and bring Alber
tine back. And indeed my whole social life, both in the 
drawing-rooms of the Swanns and the Guermantes in 
Paris and also that very different life which I had led with 
the Verdurins in the country, was in some sense a prolon
gation of the two ways of Combray, a prolongation which 
brought into line with one way or the other places as far 
apart as the Champs-Elysees and the beautiful terrace of 
La Raspeliere. Are there in fact among all our acquain
tances any who, if we are to tell the story of our friend
ship with them, do not constrain us to place them 
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successively in all the most different settings of our own 
lives? A life of Saint-Loup painted by me would have as 
its background the various scenes of my own life, would 
be related to every part of that life, even those to which it 
was apparently most foreign, such as my grandmother and 
Albertine. And the Verdurins, though they might be dia
metrically opposed to these other characters, were yet 
linked to Odette through her past and to Robert de Saint
Loup through Charlie-and in the Verdurins' house too 
what a role, what an all-important role had not the music 
of Vinteuil played! And then Swann had been in love with 
Legrandin's sister, and Legrandin had known M. de 
Charlus, whose ward Legrandin's nephew, young Cam
bremer, had married. Certainly, if he was thinking purely 
of the human heart, the poet was right when he spoke of 
the "mysterious threads" which are broken by life. But 
the truth, even more, is that life is perpetually weaving 
fresh threads which link one individual and one event to 
another, and that these threads are crossed and recrqssed, 
doubled and redoubled to thicken the web, so that be
tween any slightest point of our past and all the others a 
rich network of memories gives us an almost infinite vari
ety of communicating paths to choose from. 

At every moment of our lives we are surrounded by 
things and people which once were endowed with a rich 
emotional significance that they no longer possess. But let 
us cease to make use of them in an unconscious way, let 
us try to recall what they once were in our eyes, and how 
often do we not find that a thing later transformed into, 
as it were, mere raw material for our industrial use was 
once alive, and alive for us with a personal life of its own. 
All round me on the walls were paintings by Elstir, that 
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Elstir who had first introduced me to Albertine. And it 
was in the house of Mme Verdurin that I was about to be 
presented to Mlle de Saint-Loup whom I was going to ask 
to be Albertine's successor in my life, in the house of that 
very Mme Verdurin whom I had so often visited with Al
bertine-and how enchanting they seemed in my mem
ory, all those journeys that we had made together in the 
little train on the way to Douville and La Raspeliere
and who had also schemed first to promote and then to 
break not only my own love for Albertine but, long before 
it, that of the grandfather and the grandmother of this 
same Mlle de Saint-Loup. And to complete the process by 
which all my various pasts were fused into a single mass 
Mme Verdurin, like Gilberte, had married a Guermantes. 

I have said that it would be impossible to depict our 
relationship with anyone whom we have even slightly 
known without passing in review, one after another, the 
most different settings of our life. Each individual there" 
fore-and I was myself one of these individuals- was a 
measure of duration for me, in virtue of the revolutions 
which like some heavenly body he· had accomplished not 
only on his own axis but also around other bodies, in 
virtue, above all, of the successive positions which he had 
occupied in relation to myself. And surely the awareness 
of all these different planes within which, since in this last 
hour, at this party, I had recaptured it, Time seemed to 
dispose the different elements of my life, had, by making 
me reflect that in a hook which tried to tell the story of a 
life it would be necessary to use not the two-dimensional 
psychology which we normally use but a quite different 
sort of three-dimensional psychology, added a new beauty 
to those resurrections of the past which my memory had 
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effected while I was following my thoughts alone in the li
brary, since memory by itself, when it introduces the past, 
unmodified, into the present-the past just as it was at 
the moment when it was itself the present-suppresses 
the mighty dimension of Time which is the dimension in 
which life is lived. 

I saw Gilberte comiJ;lg across the room towards me. 
For me the marriage of Saint-Loup and the thoughts 
which filled my mind at that date-and which were still 
there, unchanged, this very morning-might have be
longed to yesterday, so that I was astonished to see at her 
side a girl of about sixteen, whose tall figure was a mea
sur:e of that distance which I had been reluctant to see. 
Time, colourless· and inapprehensible Time, so that I was 
almost able to see it and touch it, had materialised itself 
in this girl, moulding her into a masterpiece, while corre
spondinglY,, on me, alas! it had merely done its work. And 
now Mile de Saint-Loup was standing in front of me. She 
had deep-set piercing eyes, and a charming nose thrust 
slightly forward in the form of a beak and curved, per
haps not in the least · like that of Swann but like Saint
Loup's. The soul of that particular Guermantes had 
fluttered away, but his charming head, as of a bird in 
flight, with its piercing eyes, had settled momentarily 
upon the shoulders of Mile de Saint-Loup and the sight 
of it there aroused a train of memories and dreams in 
those who had known her father. I was struck too by the 
way in which her nose, imitating in this the model of her 
mother's nose and her grandmother's, was cut off by just 
that absolutely horizontal line at its base, that same bril
liant if slightly tardy stroke of design -a feature so indi
vidual that with its help, even without seeing anything 

T I M E  R E G A I N E D  507 

else of a head, one could have recognised it out of thou
sands-and it seemed to me wonderful that at the critical 
moment nature should have returned, like a great and 
originai sculptor, to give to the granddaughter, as she had 
given to her mother and her grandmother, that significant 
and decisive touch of the chisel. I thought her very beau
tiful: still rich in hopes, full of laughter, formed from 
those very years which I myself had lost, she was like my 
own youth. 

The idea of Time was of value to me for yet another 
reason: it was a spur, it told me that it was time to begin 
if I wished to attain to what I had sometimes perceived in 
the course of my life, in brief lightning-flashes, on the 
Guermantes way and in my drives in the carriage of Mme 
de Villeparisis, at those moments of perception which had 
made me think that life was worth living. How much 
more worth living did it appear to me now, now that I 
seemed to see that this life that we live in half-darkness 
can be illumined, this life that at every moment we distort 
can be restored to its true pristine shape, that a life, in 
short, can be realised within the confines of a book! How 
happy would he be, I thought, the man who had the 
power to write such a book! What a task awaited him! To 
give some idea of this task one would have to borrow 
comparisons from the loftiest and the most varied arts; for 
this writer-who, moreover, must bring out the opposed 
facets of each of his characters in order to show its vol
ume-would have to prepare his book with meticulous 
care, perpetually regrouping his forces like a general con
ducting an offensive, and he would have also to endure 
his book like a form of fatigue, to accept it like a disci
pline, build it up like a church, follow it like a medical 
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regime, vanquish it like an obstacle, win it like a friend
ship, cosset it like a little child, create it like a new world 
without neglecting those mysteries whose explanation is to 
be found probably only in worlds other than our own and 
the presentiment of which is the thing that moves us most 
deeply in life and in art. In long books of this kind there 
are parts which there has been time only to sketch, parts 
which, because of the very amplitude of the architect's 
plan, will no doubt never be completed. How many great 
cathedrals remain unfinished! The writer feeds his book, 
he strengthens the parts of it which are weak, he protects 
it, but afterwards it is the book that grows, that designates 
its author's tomb and defends it against the world's clam
our and for a while against oblivion. But to return to my 
own case, I thought more modestly of my book and it 
would be inaccurate even to say that I thought of those 
who would read it as "my" readers. For it seemed to me 
that they would not be "my" readers but the readers of 
their own selves, my book being merely a sort of magnify
ing glass like those which the optician at Combray used to 
offer his customers-it would be my book, but with its 
help I would furnish them with the means of reading 
what lay inside themselves. So that I should not ask them 
to praise me or to censure me, but simply to tell me 
whether "it really is like that," I should ask them whether 
the words that they read within themselves are the same 
as those which I have written (though a discrepancy in 
this respect need not always be the consequence of an er
ror on my part, since the explanation could also be that 
the reader had eyes for which my book was not a suitable 
instrument). And-for at every moment the metaphor 
uppermost in my mind changed as I began to represent to 
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myself more dearly and in a more material shape the task 
upon which I was about to embark-! thought that at my 
big deal table, under the eyes of Franl):oise, who like all 
unpretentious people who live at close quarters with us 
would have a certain insight into the nature of my labours 
(and I had sufficiently forgotten Albertine to have for
given Franl):oise anything that she might have done to in
jure her), I should work beside her and in a way almost as 
she worked herself (or at least as she had worked in the 
past, for now, with the onset of old age, she had almost 
lost her sight) and, pinning here and there an extra page, 
I should construct my book, I dare not say ambitiously 
like a cathedral, but quite simply like a dress. Whenever I 
had not all my "paperies" near me, as Franl):oise called 
them, and just the one that I needed was missing, 
Franl):oise would understand how tlilis upset me, she who 
always said that she could not sew if she had not the right 
size of thread and the proper buttons. And then through 
sharing my life with me had she not acquired a sort of in
stinctive comprehension of literary work, more accurate 
than that possessed by many intelligent people, not to 
mention fools? Already years ago, when I had written my 
article for Le Figaro, while our old butler, with that sort 
of commiseration which always slightly exaggerates the la
boriousness of an occupation which the sympathiser does 
not practise himself and does not even clearly visualise
or even of a habit which he does not have himself, like 
the people who say to you: "How tiring you must find it 
to sneeze like that!" -,-expressed his quite sincere pity for 
writers in the words: "That's a head-splitting job you've 
got there," Franl):oise on the contrary both divined my 
happiness and respected my toil. The only thing that an-
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I bore within me as by something fragile and precious 
which had been entrusted to me and which I should have 
liked to deliver intact into the hands of those for whom it 
was intended, hands which were not my own. And this 
feeling that I was the bearer of a work made me think in a 
changed way of an accident in which I might meet with 
death, as of something much more greatly to be feared 
and at the same time, to the extent to which this work of 
mine seemed to me necessary and durable, absurd because 
in contradiction with my desire, with the flight of my 
thought, yet none the less possible for that, since acci
dents, being produced by material causes, can perfectly 
well take place at the very moment when wishes of a quite 
different order, which they destroy without being aware of 
their existence, render them most bitterly regrettable (at a 
trivial level of existence such accidents happen every day: 
at the very moment, for instance, when you are trying 
your hardest not to make a noise because of a friend who 
is asleep, a carafe placed too near the edge of his table 
falls to the ground and awakens him). I knew that my 
brain was like a basin of rock rich in minerals, in which 
lay vast and varied ores of great price. But should I have 
time to exploit them? For two reasons I was the only per
son who could do this: with my death would disappear 
the one and only engineer who possessed the skill to ex
tract these minerals and-more than that-the whole 
stratum itself. Yet presently, when I left this party to go 
home, it only needed a chance collision between the cab 
which I should take and another car for my body to be 
destroyed, thus forcing my mind, from- which life in
stantly would ebb away, to abandon for ever and ever the 
new ideas which at this moment, not yet having had time 
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to place them within the safety of a book, it anxiously 
-embraced with the fragile protection of its own pulpy and 
quivering substance. 

But by a strange coincidence, this rational fear of dan
ger was taking shape in my mind at a moment when I 
had finally become indifferent to the idea of death. In the 
past the fear of being ·no longer myself was something 
that had terrified me, and this had made me dread the 
end of each new love that I had experienced (for Gilberte, 
for Albertine), because I could not bear the idea that the 
"I" who loved them would one day cease to exist, since 
this in itself would be a kind of death. But by dint of rep
etition this fear had gradually been transformed into a 
calm confidence. So that if in those early days, as we have 
seen, the idea of death had cast a shadow over my loves, 
for a long time now the remembrance of love had helped 
me not to fear death. For I realised that dying was not 
something new, but that on the contrary since my child
hood I had already died many times. To take a compara
tively recent period, had I not clung to Albertine more 
tenaciously than · to my own life? . Could I at the time 
when I loved he� conceive my personality without the 
continued existence within it of my love for her? Yet now 
I no longer loved her, I was no longer the person who 
loved her but a different person who did not love her, and 
it was when I had become a new person that I had ceased 
to love her. And yet I did not suffer from having become 
this new person, from no longer loving Albertine, and 
surely the prospect of one day no longer having a body 
could not from any point of view seem to me as sad as 
had then seemed to me that of one day no longer loving 
Albertine, · that prospect which now was a fact and one 
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which left me quite unmoved. These successive deaths, so 
feared by the self which they were destined to annihilate, 
so painless, so unimportant once they were accomplished 
and the self that feared them was no longer there to feel 
them, had taught me by now that it would be the merest 
folly to be frightened of death. Yet it was precisely when 
the thought of death had become a matter of indifference 
to me that I was beginning once more to fear death, under 
another form, it is true, as a threat not to myself but to 
my book, since for my book's incubation this life that so 
many dangers threatened was for a while at least indis
pensable. Victo� Hugo says: 

Grass must grow and children must die. 

To me it seems more correct to say that the cruel law of 
art is that people die and we ourselves die after exhausting 
every form of suffering, so that over our heads may grow 
the grass not of oblivion but of eternal life, the vigorous · 

and luxuriant growth of a true work of art, and so that 
thither, gaily and without a thought for those who are 
sleeping beneath them, future generations may come to 
enjoy their dijeuner sur l 'herbe. 

So much for the dangers from without; there were 
others, as I have said, that threatened me from within. 
Supposing that I were preserved from all accidents of an 
external kind, might I not nevertheless be robbed of the 
fruits of this good fortune by some accident occurring 
within myself, some internal catastrophe assailing me be
fore the necessary months had passed and I had had time 
to write my book? When presently I made my way home 
through the Champs-Elysees, who was to say that I might 
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not be struck down by that ' malady which had struck my 
grandmother one afternoon when she had gone there with 
me for a walk which, though of this she had no suspicion, 
was destined to be her last�so ignorant are we, as igno
rant as the hand of a clock when it arrives at the point 
upon its dial where a spring will be released within the 
mechanism which will cause the hour to strike. And in
deed perl;l.aps the fear that I might already have traversed 
almost the whole of that last minute which precedes the 
first stroke of the hour, that minute during which the 
stroke is already preparing itself, perhaps the fear of the 
stroke that might already be moving into action within 
my brain was itself a sort of obscure awareness of some
thing that was soon to happen, a sort of reflexion in the 
conscious mind of the precarious state of the brain whose 
arteries are about to give way, a phenomenon no more 
impossible than that sudden acceptance of death that 
comes to wounded men who, though the doctor and their 
own desire to live try to deceive them, say, realising the 
truth: "I am going to die, I am ready," and write their 
farewells to their wives. 

Nor was anything so grave as a cerebral haemorrhage 
needed to hinder. me in the execution of my task. Already 
the premonitory symptoms of the same malady, percepti
ble to me in a certain emptiness in the head and a ten
dency to forgetfulness thanks to which I now merely 
stumbled upon things in my memory by chance in the 
way in which, when you are tidying your belongings, you 
find objects which you had forgotten even that you had to 
look for, were making me resemble a miser whose strong
box has burst open and whose treasures little by little are 
disappearing. For a while there existed within me a self 
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which deplored the loss of these treasures, then I per
.ceived that memory, as it withdrew from me, carried away 
with it this self too. 

And something not . unlike my grandmother's illness 
itself happened to me shortly afterwards, when I still had 
not started to work on my book, in a strange fashion 
which I should never have anticipated. I went out to see 
some friends one evening and was told that I had never 
looked so well, and how wonderful it was that I had not a 
single grey hair. But at the end of the visit, coming down
stairs, three times I nearly fell. I had left my home only 
two hours earlier; but when I got back, .I felt that I no 
longer possessed either memory or the power of thought 
or strength or existence of any kind. People could have 
come to call on me or to proclaim me king, to lay violent 
hands on me or arrest me, and I should passively have 
submitted, neither opening my eyes nor uttering a word, 
like those travellers of whom we read who, crossing the 
Caspian Sea in a small boat, are so utterly prostrated by 
seasickness that they offer not even a show of resistance 
when they are told that they are going to be thrown into 
the sea. I had, strictly speaking, no illness, but I felt my
self no longer capable of anything, I was in the condition 
of those old men who one day are in full possession of 
their faculties and the next, having fractured a thigh or 
had an attack of indigestion, can only drag on for a while 
in their bed an existence which has become nothing more 
than a preparation, longer or shorter, for a now in
eluctable death. One of my selves, the one which in the 
past had been in the habit of going to those barbarian fes
tivals that we call dinner-parties, at which, for the men in 
white shirt-fronts and the half-naked women beneath 
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feathered plumes, values have been so reversed that a man 
who does no� tum up. after having accepted the 
invitation-or merely arrives after the roast has been 
served-is deemed to have committed an act more culpa
ble than any of those immoral actions which, along with 
the latest deaths, are so lightly discussed at this feast 
which nothing but death or a serious illness is an accept
able excuse for failing to attend-and then only provided 
that one has given notice in good time of one's intention 
to die, so that there may be no danger for the other guests 
of sitting down thirteen to table-this one of my selves 
had re�ained its scruples and lost its memory. The other 
self, the one which had had a glimpse of the task that lay 
before it, on the contrary still remembered. I had received 
an invitation from Mme Mole and I had learnt that Mme 
Sazerat' s son had died. I determined therefore to employ 
one of those few hours after which I could not hope even 
to pronounce another word or to swallow a mouthful of 
milk, since my tongue would be tied as my grandmother's 
had been during her agony, in addressing my excuses to 
the one lady and my condolences to the other. But a mo
ment or two later I had forgotten that I had these things 
to do-most · happily forgotten, for the memory of my 
real work did not slumber but proposed to employ the 
hour at reprieve which was granted me in laying my first 
foundations. Unfortunately, as I took up a note-book to 
write, Mme Mole's invitation card slipped out in front of 
my eyes. Immediately the forgetful self, which neverthe
less was able to dominate the other-is this not always 
the case with those scrupulous barbarians who have learnt 
the lore of the dinner-parcy?�pushed away the note-book 
and wrote to Mme Mole (whose esteem for me would no 
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doubt have been great had she known that I had allowed 
my reply to her invitation to. take precedence over my 
labours- as an architect). Then suddenly a word in my let
ter reminded me that Mme Sazerat had lost her son and I 
wrote to her as well, after which, having sacrificed a real 
duty to the factitious obligation to appear polite and sym
pathetic, I fell back exhausted and closed my eyes, not to 
emerge from a purely vegetal existence before a week had 
elapsed. During this time, however, if all my unnecessary 
duties, to which I was willing to sacrifice my true duty, 
vanished after a few moments from my head, the idea of 
the edifice that I had to construct did not leave me for an 
instant. Whether it would be a church where little by lit
tle a group of faithful would succeed in apprehending ver
ities and discovering harmonies or perhaps even a grand 
general plan, or whether it would remain, like a druidic 
monument on a rocky isle, something for ever unfre
quented, I could not tell. But I was resolved to devote to 
it all my strength, which ebbed, as it seemed, reluctantly 
and as though to leave me time to coJilplete the periphery 
of my walls and close "the funeral gate." Before very long 
I was able to show a few sketches. No one understood 
anything of them. Even those who commended my per
ception of the truths which I wanted eventually to engrave 
within the temple, congratulated me on having discovered 
them "with a microscope," when on the contrary it . was a 
telescope that I had used to observe things which were in
deed very small to the naked eye, but only because they 
were situated at a great distance, and which were each one 
of them in itself a world. Those passages in which I was 
trying to arrive at general laws were described as so much 
pedantic investigation of detail. What, in any case, was I 
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hoping to achieve? In my youth I had had a certain facil
ity, and Bergotte had praised as "admirable" the pages 
which I wrote while still at school. But instead of working 
I had lived a life of idleness, of pleasures and distractions, 
of ill health and cosseting and eccentricities, and I was 
embarking upon my labour of construction almost at the 
point of death, without knowing anything of my trade. I 
felt that I no longer possessed the strength to carry out 
my obligations to people or my duties to my thoughts and 
my work, still less to satisfy both of these claims. As for 
the first, my forgetfulness of the letters I had to write and 
of the other things I had to do, to some extent simplified 
my task. But suddenly, at the end of a month, the associ
ation of ideas brought back the painful recollection ·of 
these duties and I was momentarily overwhelmed by the 
thought of. my impotence. To my astonishment I found 
that I did not mind, the truth being that, since the day 
when my legs had trembled so violently as I was going 
downstairs, I had become indifferent to everything, I 
longed only for rest, while waiting for the great rest which 
wo4ld come in the end. Amongst other things I was indif
ferent to the verdict which might be passed on my work 
by the best minds of my age, and this not . because I rele
gated to some future after my death the admiration which 
it seemed to me that my work ought to receive. The best 
minds of posterity might think what they chose, their 
opinions mattered to me no more than those of my con
temporaries. The truth was that, if I thought of my work 
and not of the letters which I ought to answer, this was 
not because I attached to these two things, as I had dur
ing my years of idleness and later, in that brief interval 
between the conception of my book and the day when I 
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had had to cling to the banister, very different degrees of 
importance. The organisation of my memory, of the pre
occupations that filled my mind, was indeed linked to my 
work, but perhaps simply because, while the letters which 
I received were forgotten a moment later, the idea of my 
work was inside my head, always the same, perpetually in 
process of becoming. But even my work had become for 
me a tiresome obligation, like a son for a dying mother 
who still, between her injections and her blood-lettings, 
has to make the exhausting effort of constantly looking af
ter him. Perhaps she still loves him, but it is only in the 
form of a duty too great for her strength that she is aware 
of her affection. In me, in the same way, the powers of 
the writer were no longer equal to the egotistical demands 
of the work. Since the day of the staircase, nothing in the 
world, no happiness, whether it came from friendship or 
the progress of my book or the hope of fame, reached me 
except as a sunshine unclouded but so pale that it no 
longer had the virtue to warm me, to make me live, to in
stil in me any desire; and yet, faint though it was, it was 
still too dazzling for my eyes, I closed them and turned 
my face to the wall. When a lady wrote to me: "I have 
been very surprised not to receive an answer to my letter," 
I must, it seemed, to judge from the sensation of move
ment in my lips, have twisted an infinitesimal corner of 
my mouth into a little smile. Nevertheless, I was re
minded of her unanswered letter and I wrote her a reply. 
Not wishing to be thought ungrateful, I tried hard to raise 
my tardy civilities to the· level of those which I supposed 
that other people, though I had forgotten it, had shown to 
me. And I was crushed by the effort to impose upon my 
moribund existence the superhuman fatigues of life. The 
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loss of  my memory helped me a little by creating gaps in 
my obligations; they were more than made good by the 
claims of my work. 

The idea of death took up permanent residence within 
me in the way that love sometimes does. Not that I loved 
death, I abhorred it. But after a preliminary stage in 
which, no doubt, I thought about it from time to time as 
one does about a woman with whom one is not yet in 
love, its image adhered now to the most profound layer of 
my mind, so completely that I could not give my atten
tion to anything without that thing first traversing the 
idea of death,· and even if no object occupied my attention 
and I remained in a state of complete repose, the idea of 
death still kept me company as faithfully as the idea of 
my self. And, on that day on which I had become a half
dead man, I do not think that it was the accidents charac
terising this condition-my inability to walk downstairs, 
to remember a name, to get up from a chair-that had, 
even by an unconscious train of thought, given rise to this 
idea of death, this conviction that I was already almost 
dead; it seems to me rather that the idea had come simul
taneously with the symptoms, that inevitably the mind, 
great mirror that it is, reflected a new reality. Yet still I 
did not see how from my present ailments one could pass, 
without · warning of what was to come, to total death. 
Then, however, I thought of other people, of the count
less people who die every day without the gap between 
their illness and their.; death seeming to us extraordinary. I 
thought also that it was only because I saw them from 
within -rather than because I saw them in the deceptive 
colours of hope-that certain of my ailments, taken 
singly, did not seem to me to be fatal although I believed 
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that I would soon die, just as those who are most con
vinced that their hour has come are, nevertheless, easily 
persuaded that if they are unable to pronounce certain 
words, this is nothing so serious as aphasia or a stroke, 
but a symptom merely of a local fatigue of the tongue, or 
a ner'{ous condition comparable to a stutter, or the lassi
tude which follows indigestion. 

No doubt my books too, like my fleshly being, would 
in the end one day die. But death is a thing that we must · 

resign ourselves to. We accept the thought that in ten 
years we ourselves, in a hundred years our books, will 
have ceased to exist. Eternal duration is promised no more 
to men's works than to men. 

In my awareness of the approach of death I resembled 
a dying soldier, and like him too, before I died, I had 
something to write. But my task was longer than his, my 
words had to reach more than a single person. My task 
was long. By day, the most I could hope for was to try to 
sleep. If I worked, it would be only at night. But I should 
need many nights, a hundred perhaps, or even a thou
sand. And I should live in the anxiety of not knowing 
whether the master of my destiny might not prove less in
dulgent than the Sultan Shahriyar, whether in the morn
ing, when I broke off my story, he would consent to a 
further reprieve and permit me to resume my narrative 
the following evening. Not that I had the slightest preten
sion to be writing a new version, in any way, of the Ara

.bian Nights, or of that other book written by night, 
Saint-Simon's Memoirs, or of any of those books which I 
had loved with a child's simplicity and to which I had 
been as superstitiously attached as later to my loves, so 
that I could not imagine without horror any work which 
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should be unlike them. But-as Elstir had found with 
Chardin-you can make a new version of what you love 
only by first renouncing it. So my book, though it might 
be as long as the Arabian Nights, would be entirely differ
ent. True, when you are in love with some particular 
book, you would like yourself to write something that 
closely resembles it, but this love of the moment must be 
sacrificed, you must think not of your own taste but of a 
truth which far from asking you what your preferences are 
forbids you to pay attention .to them. And only if you 
faithfully follow this truth will you sometimes find that 
you have stumbled again upon what you renounced, find 
that, by forgetting these works themselves, you have writ
ten the Arabian Nights or the Memoirs of Saint-Simon of 
another age. But for me was there still time? Was it not 
too late? 

· And I had to ask myself not only: "Is there still 
time?" but also: "Am I well enough?" Ill health, which by 
compelling me, like a severe director of conscience, to die 
to the world, had rendered me good service (for "except a 
corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth 
alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit"), and 
which, after idleness had preserved me from the dangers 
of facility, was perhaps going to protect me from idleness, 
that same ill health had consumed my strength and as I 
had first noticed long ago, particularly when I had ceased 
to love Albertine, the strength of my memory. But was 
not the re-creation by the memory of impressions which 
had then to be deepened, illumined, transformed into 
equivalents of understanding, was not this process one of 
the conditions, almost the very essence of the work of art 

as I had just now in the library conceived it? Ah! if only I 
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now possessed the strength which had still been intact on 
that evening brought back to my mind by the sight of 
Fran9ois le Champi ! Was not that the evening when my 
mother had abdicated her authority, the evening from 
which dated, together with the slow death of my grand
mother, the decline of my health and my will? All these 
things had been decided in that moment when, no longer 
able to bear the prospect of waiting till morning to place 
my lips upon my mother's  face, I had made up my mind, 
jumped out of bed and gone in my night-shirt to post 
myself at the window through which the moonlight en
tered my room until I should hear the sounds of 
M. Swann's departure. My parents had gone with him to 
the door, I had heard the garden gate open, give a peal of 
its bell, and close . . . 

While I was asking myself these questions, it oc
curred to me suddenly that, if I still had the strength to 
accomplish my work, this afternoon -like certain days 
long ago at Combray which had influenced me-which in 
its brief compass had given me both the idea of my work 
and the fear of being unable to bring it to fruition, would 
certainly impress upon it that form of which as a child I 
had had a presentiment in the church at Combray but 
which ordinarily, throughout our lives, is invisible to us: 
the form of Time. 

. 

Many errors, it is true, there are, as the reader will 
have seen that various �pisodes in this story had proved to 
me, by which our senses falsify for us the real nature of 
the world. Some of these, however, it would be possible 
for me to avoid by the efforts which I should make to 
give a more exact transcription of things. In the case of 
sounds, for instance, I should be able to refrain from al-
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tering their place of origin, from detaching them from 
their cause, beside which our intelligence only succeeds in 
locating them after they have reached , our ears-though 
to make the rain sing softly in the middle of one's room 
or, contrarily, to make the quiet boiling of one's tisane 
sound like a deluge in the courtyard outside should not 
really be more misleading than what is so often done by 
painters when they paint a sail or the peak of a mountain 
in such a way that, according to the laws of perspective, 
the intensity of the colo�rs and the illusion of our first 
glance, they appear to us either very near or very far 
away, through an error which the reasoning mind subse
quently corrects by, sometimes, a very large displacement. 
Other errors, though of a more serious kind, I might con
tinue to commit, placing features, for instance, as we all 
do, upon the face of a woman seen in the street, when in
stead of nose, cheeks and chin there ought to be merely 
an empty space with nothing more upon it than a flicker
ing reflexion of our desires. But at least, even if I had not 
the leisure to prepare-and here was a much more impor
tant matter-the hundred different masks which ought 

. properly to be attached to a single face, if only because of 
the different eyes which look at it and the different mean
ings which they read into its features, not to mention, for 
the same eyes, the different emotions of hope and fear or 
on the contrary love and habit which for thirty years can 
conceal the changes brought about by age, and even if I 
did not attempt-though my love-affair with Albertine 
was sufficient proof to me that any other kind of repre
sentation must be artificial and untruthful-to represent 
some of my characters as existing not outside but within 
ourselves, where their slightest action can bring fatal dis-
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turbances in its train, and to vary also the light of the 
moral sky which illumines them in accordance with the 
variations in pressure in our own sensibility (for an object 
which was so small beneath the clear sky of our certainty 
can be suddenly magnified many times over on the ap
pearance of a tiny cloud of danger)-if, in my attempt to 
transcribe a universe which had to be totally redrawn, I 

could not convey these changes and many others, the 
needfulness of which, if one is to depict reality, has been 
made manifest in the course of my narrative, at least I 
should not fail to portray man, in this universe, as en
dowed with the length not of hi:s body but of his years 
and as obliged-a task more and more enormous and in 
the end too great for his strength-to drag them with him 
wherever he goes. 

Moreover, that we occupy a place, always growing, in 
Time is something everybody is conscious of, and this 
universality could only make me rejoice, it being the 
truth, the truth suspected by each of us, that I had to seek 
to elucidate. Not only does everybody feelthat we occupy 
a place in Time, but the simplest of us measures this 
place approximately, as he would measure the one we oc
cupy in space. People with no special perspicacity, seeing 
two men whom they do not know, both perhaps with 
black moustaches or both clean-shaven, will say that of 
the two one is about twenty and the other about forty 
years old, for the face of a young man cannot possibly be 
confused with that of a man of middle age, which in the 
eyes even of the most ignorant beholder is veiled by a sort 
of mist of seriousness. Of course, this evaluation of age 
that we make is often inaccurate, but the mere fact that 
we think ourselves able to make it indicates that we con-
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ceive of age as an entity which is measurable. And the 
second of the two men with black moustaches has, in ef
fect, had twenty years added to his stature. 

This notion of Time embodied, of years past but not 
separated from us, it was now my intention to emphasise 
as strongly as possible in my work. And at this very mo
ment, in the house of the Prince de Guermantes, as 
though to strengthen me in my resolve, the noise of my 
parents' footsteps as they accompanied M. Swann to the 
door and the peal-resilient, ferruginous, interminable, 
fresh and shrill-of the bell on the garden gate which in
formed me that at last he had gone and that Mamma 
would presently come upstairs, these sounds rang again in 
my ears, yes, unmistakably I heard these very sounds, sit
uated though they were in a remote past. And as I cast 
my mind over all the events which were ranged in an un
broken series between the moment of my childhood when 
I had first heard its sound and the Guermantes party, I 
was terrified to think that it was indeed this same bell 
which rang within me and that nothing that I could do 
would alter its jangling notes. On the contrary, having 
forgotten the exact manner in which they faded away and 
wanting to re-learn this, to hear them properly again, I 
was obliged to block my ears to the conversations which 
were proceeding between the masked figures all round me, 
for in order to get nearer to the sound of the bell and to 
hear it better it was into my own depths that I had to re
descend. And this could only be because its peal had al
ways been there, inside me, and not this sound only but 
also, between that distant moment and th� present one, 
unrolled in all its vast length, the whole of that past 
which I was not aware that I carried about within me. 
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When the bell of the garden gate had pealed, I already 
existed and from that moment onwards, for me still to be 
able to hear that peal, there must have been no break in 
continuity, no single second at which I had ceased or 
rested from existing, from thinking, from being conscious 
of myself, since that moment from long ago still adhered 
to me and I could still find it again, could retrace my 
steps to it, merely by descending to a greater depth within 
myself. And it is because they contain thus within them
selves the hours of the past that human bodies have the 
power to hurt so terribly those who love them, because 
they contain the memories of so many joys and desires al
ready effaced for them, but still cruel for the lover who 
contemplates and prolongs in the dimension of Time the 
beloved body of which he is jealous, so jealous that he 
may even wish for its destruction. For after death Time 
withdraws from the body, and the memories, so indiffer
ent, grown so pale, are effaced in her who no longer ex
ists, as they soon will be in the · lover whom for a while 
they continue to torment but in whom before long they 
will perish, once the desire that owed its inspiration to a 
living body is no longer there to sustain them. Profound 
Albertine, whom I saw sleeping and who was dead. 

In this vast dimension which I had not known myself 
to possess, the date on which I had heard the noise of the 
garden bell at Combray-that far-distant noise which 
nevertheless was within me-was a point from which I 
might start to make measurements. And I felt, as I say, a 
sensation of weariness and almost of terror at the thought 
that all this length of Time had not only, without inter
ruption, been lived, experienced, secreted by me, that it 
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was my life, was in fact me, but also that I was compelled 
so long as I was alive to keep it attached to me, that it 
supported me and that, perched on its giddy summit, I 
could not myself make a movement without displacing it. 
A feeling of vertigo seized me as I looked down beneath 
me, yet within me: as though from a height, which was 
my own height, of many leagues, at the long series of the 
years. 

I understood now why it was that the Due de Guer
mantes, who to my surprise, when I had seen him sitting 
on a chair, had seemed to me so little aged although he 
had so many more years beneath him than I had, had 
presently, when he rose to his feet and tried to stand firm 
upon them, swayed backwards and forwards upon legs as 
tottery as those of some old archbishop with nothing solid 
about his person but his metal crucifix, to whose support 
there rushes a mob of sturdy you!lg seminarists, and had 
advanced with difficulty, trembling like a leaf, upon the 
almost unmanageable summit of his eighty-three years, as 
though men spend their lives perched upon living stilts 
which never cease to grow until sometimes they become 
taller than church ,steeples, making it in the end both dif
ficult and perilous for them to walk and raising them to 
an eminence from which suddenly they fall. And I was 
terrified by the thought that the stilts beneath my own 
feet might already have reached that height; it seemed to 
me that quite soon now I might be too weak to maintain 
my hold upon a past which already went down so far. So, 
if I were given long enough to accomplish my work, I 
should not fail, even if the effect were to make them re
semble monsters, to describe .men as occupying so consid-
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erable a place, compared with the restricted place which is 
reserved for them in space, a place on the contrary pro
longed past measure, for simultaneously, like giants 
plunged into the years, they touch the distant epochs 
through which they have lived, between which so many 
days have come to range themselves-in Time. 

NOT E S  · SYNOPS I S  

jsabol
Line

jsabol
Line




