Despite the Prince’s code of manners, the fact that the barrister’s comment, though
uttered in his hearing, had not been directly addressed to him made him less angry
than he would otherwise have been. Besides, this evening was somewhat
exceptional. Finally, the barrister had no more prospect of coming to know the Prince
de Foix than the cabman who had driven that noble lord to the restaurant. The Prince
felt, accordingly, that he might allow himself to reply, in an arrogant tone, as though
speaking to some one “off stage”, to this stranger who, thanks to the fog, was in the
position of a travelling 135companion whom one meets at some seaside place at the
ends of the earth, scoured by all the winds of heaven or shrouded in mist: “Losing your
way’s nothing; the trouble is, you can’t find it again.” The wisdom of this aphorism
impressed the proprietor, for he had already heard it several times in the course of the
evening.

He was, in fact, in the habit of always comparing what he heard or read with an
already familiar canon, and felt his admiration aroused if he could detect no
difference. This state of mind is by no means to be ignored, for, applied to political
conversations, to the reading of newspapers, it forms public opinion and thereby
makes possible the greatest events in history. An aggregation of German landlords,
simply by being impressed by a customer or a newspaper when he or it said that
France, England and Russia were “out to crush” Germany, made war, at the time of
Agadir, possible, even if no war occurred. Historians, if they have not been wrong to
abandon the practice of attributing the actions of peoples to the will of kings, ought to
substitute for the latter the psychology of the person of no importance.

In politics the proprietor of this particular café had for some time now concentrated
his pupil-teacher’s mind on certain particular details of the Dreyfus case. If he did not
find the terms that were familiar to him in the conversation of a customer or the
columns of a newspaper he would pronounce the article boring or the speaker
insincere. The Prince de Foix, however, impressed him so forcibly that he barely gave
him time to finish what he was saying. “That’s right, Prince, that’s right,” (which meant
neither more nor less than “repeated without a mistake”) “that’s exactly how itis!” he
exclaimed, 136expanding, like people in the Arabian Nights “to the limit of repletion”.
But the Prince had by this time vanished into the smaller room. Then, as life resumes
its normal course after even the most sensational happenings, those who had
emerged from the sea of fog began to order whatever they wanted to eat or drink;
among them a party of young men from the Jockey Club who, in view of the
abnormality of the situation, had no hesitation in taking their places at a couple of
tables in the big room, and were thus quite close to me. So the cataclysm had
established even between the smaller room and the bigger, among all these people



stimulated by the comfort of the restaurant after their long wanderings across the
ocean of fog, a familiarity from which | alone was excluded, not unlike the spirit that
must have prevailed in Noah’s ark. Suddenly | saw the landlord’s body whipped into a
series of bows, the head waiters hurrying to support him in a full muster which drew
every eye towards the door. “Quick, send Cyprien here, lay a table for M. le Marquis de
Saint-Loup,” cried the proprietor, for whom Robert was not merely a great nobleman
possessing a real importance even in the eyes of the Prince de Foix, but a client who
drove through life four-in-hand, so to speak, and spent a great deal of money in this
restaurant. The customers in the big room looked on with interest, those in the small
room shouted simultaneous greetings to their friend as he finished wiping his shoes.
But just as he was about to make his way into the small room he caught sight of me in
the big one. “Good God,” he exclaimed, “what on earth are you doing there? And with
the door wide open too?” he went on, with an angry glance at the proprietor, who ran
to 137shut it, throwing the blame on his staff: “I’m always telling them to keep it shut.”

| had been obliged to shift my own table and to disturb others which stood in the way
in order to reach him. “Why did you move? Would you sooner dine here than in the
little room? Why, my poor fellow, you’re freezing. You will oblige me by keeping that
door locked;” he turned to the proprietor. “This very instant, M. le Marquis; the
gentlemen will have to go out of this room through the other, that is all.” And the better
to shew his zeal he detailed for this operation a head waiter and several satellites,
vociferating the most terrible threats of punishment were it not properly carried out.
He began to shew me exaggerated marks of respect, so as to make me forget that
these had begun not upon my arrival but only after that of Saint-Loup, while, lest |
should think them to have been prompted by the friendliness shewn me by his rich
and noble client, he gave me now and again a surreptitious little smile which seemed
to indicate a regard that was wholly personal.

Something said by one of the diners behind me made me turn my head for a moment.
I had caught, instead of the words: “Wing of chicken, excellent; and a glass of
champagne, only not too dry,” the unexpected: “l should prefer glycerine. Yes, hot,
excellent.” | wanted to see who the ascetic was that was inflicting upon himself such a
diet. | turned quickly back to Saint-Loup so as not to be recognised by the man of
strange appetite. It was simply a doctor, whom | happened to know; and of whom
another customer, taking advantage of the fog to buttonhole him here in the café, was
asking his professional advice. Like stockbrokers, 138doctors employ the first person
singular.

Meanwhile | was studying Saint-Loup, and my thoughts took a line of their own. There
were in this café, | had myself known at other times plenty of foreigners, intellectuals,



budding geniuses of all sorts, resigned to the laughter excited by their pretentious
capes, their 1830 neckties and still more by the clumsiness of their movements, going
so far as to provoke that laughter in order to shew that they paid no heed to it, who yet
were men of real intellectual and moral worth, of an extreme sensibility. They
repelled—the Jews among them principally, the unassimilated Jews, that is to say, for
with the other kind we are not concerned—those who could not endure any oddity or
eccentricity of appearance (as Bloch repelled Albertine). Generally speaking, one
realised afterwards that if they had against them hair worn too long, noses and eyes
that were too big, stilted theatrical gestures, it was puerile to judge them by these
only, they had plenty of intelligence and spirit and were men to whom, in the long run,
one could become closely attached. Among the Jews especially there were few whose
parents and kinsfolk had not a warmth of heart, a breadth of mind in comparison with
which Saint-Loup’s mother and the Duc de Guermantes cut the poorest of figures by
their sereness, their skin-deep religiosity which denounced only the most open
scandals, their apology for a Christianity which led invariably (by the unexpected
channel of a purely calculating mind) to an enormously wealthy marriage. But in Saint-
Loup, when all was said, however the faults of his relatives might be combined in a
fresh creation of character, there reigned the most charming openness of mind and
heart. And whenever (it must be 139frankly admitted, to the undying glory of France)
these qualities are found in a man who is purely French, be he noble or plebeian, they
flower—flourish would be too strong a word, for a sense of proportion persists and
also a certain restraint—with a grace which the foreign visitor, however estimable he
may be, does not present to us. Of these intellectual and moral qualities others
undoubtedly have their share, and if we have first to overcome what repels us and
what makes us smile they remain no less precious. But it is all the same a pleasant
thing, and one which is perhaps exclusively French that what is fine from the
standpoint of equity, what is of value to the heart and mind should be first of all
attractive to the eyes, charmingly coloured, consummately chiselled, should express
outwardly as well in substance as in form an inward perfection. | studied Saint-Loup’s
features and said to myself that it is a thing to be glad of when there is no lack of
bodily grace to prepare one for the graces within, and when the winged nostrils are
spread as delicately and with as perfect a design as the wings of the little butterflies
that hover over the field-flowers round Combray; and that the true opus francigenum,
the secret of which was not lost in the thirteenth century, the beauty of which would
not be lost with the destruction of our churches, consists not so much in the stone
angels of Saint-André-des-Champs as in the young sons of France, noble, citizen or
peasant, whose faces are carved with that delicacy and boldness which have
remained as traditional there as on the famous porch, but are creative still as well.



After leaving us for a moment in order to supervise personally the barring of the door
and the ordering of 1400ur dinner (he laid great stress on our choosing “butcher’s
meat”, the fowls being presumably nothing to boast of) the proprietor came back to
inform us that M. le Prince de Foix would esteem it a favour if M. le Marquis would
allow him to dine at a table next to ours. “But they are all taken,” objected Robert,
casting an eye over the tables which blocked the way to mine. “That doesn’t matter in
the least, if M. le Marquis would like it, | can easily ask these people to move to
another table. Itis always a pleasure to do anything for M. le Marquis!” “But you must
decide,” said Saint-Loup to me. “Foix is a good fellow, he may bore you or he may not;
anyhow he’s not such a fool as most of them.” | told Robert that of course | should like
to meet his friend but that now that | was for once in a way dining with him and was so
entirely happy, | should be just as well pleased to have him all to myself. “He’s got a
very fine cloak, the Prince has,” the proprietor broke in upon our deliberation. “Yes, |
know,” said Saint-Loup. | wanted to tell Robert that M. de Charlus had disclaimed all
knowledge of me to his sister-in-law, and to ask him what could be the reason of this,
but was prevented by the arrival of M. de Foix. Come to see whether his request had
been favourably received, we caught sight of him standing beside our table. Robert
introduced us, but did not hide from his friend that as we had things to talk about he
would prefer not to be disturbed. The Prince withdrew, adding to the farewell bow
which he made me a smile which, pointed at Saint-Loup, seemed to transfer to him
the responsibility for the shortness of a meeting which the Prince himself would have
liked to see prolonged. As he turned to go, Robert, 141struck, it appeared, by a
sudden idea, dashed off after his friend, with a “Stay where you are and get on with
your dinner, | shall be back in a moment,” to me; and vanished into the smaller room. |
was pained to hear the smart young men sitting near me, whom | did not know, repeat
the most absurd and malicious stories about the young Hereditary Grand Duke of
Luxembourg (formerly Comte de Nassau) whom | had met at Balbec and who had
shewn me such delicate marks of sympathy at the time of my grandmother’s illness.
According to one of these young men, he had said to the Duchesse de Guermantes: “I
expect everyone to get up when my wife passes,” to which the Duchess had retorted
(with as little truth, had she said any such thing, as humour, the grandmother of the
young Princess having always been the very pink of propriety): “Get up when your wife
passes, do they? Well, that’s a change from her grandmother’s day. She expected the
gentlemen to lie down.” Then some one alleged that, having gone down to see his aunt
the Princesse de Luxembourg at Balbec, and put up at the Grand Hotel, he had
complained to the manager there (my friend) that the royal standard of Luxembourg
was not flown in front of the hotel, over the sea. And that this flag being less familiar
and less generally in use than the British or Italian, it had taken him several days to



procure one, greatly to the young Grand Duke’s annoyance. | did not believe a word of
this story, but made up my mind, as soon as | went to Balbec, to inquire of the
manager, so as to make certain that it was a pure invention. While waiting for Saint-
Loup to return | asked the proprietor to get me some bread. “Certainly, Monsieur le
Baron!”“l am 142not a Baron,” | told him. “Oh, beg pardon, Monsieur le Comte!” | had
no time to lodge a second protest which would certainly have promoted me to the
rank of marquis; faithful to his promise of an immediate return, Saint-Loup
reappeared in the doorway carrying over his arm the thick vicuna cloak of the Prince
de Foix, from whom | guessed that he had borrowed it in order to keep me warm. He
signed to me not to get up, and came towards me, but either my table would have to
be moved again or | must change my seat if he was to get to his. Entering the big room
he sprang lightly on to one of the red plush benches which ran round its walls and on
which, apart from myself, there were sitting only three or four of the young men from
the Jockey Club, friends of his own, who had not managed to find places in the other
room. Between the tables and the wall electric wires were stretched at a certain
height; without the least hesitation Saint-Loup jumped nimbly over them like a horse
in a steeplechase; embarrassed that it should be done wholly for my benefit and to
save me the trouble of a slight movement, | was at the same time amazed at the
precision with which my friend performed this exercise in levitation; and in this | was
not alone; for, albeit they would probably have had but little admiration for a similar
display on the part of a more humbly born and less generous client, the proprietor and
his staff stood fascinated, like race-goers in the enclosure; one underling, apparently
rooted to the ground, stood there gaping with a dish in his hand for which a party close
beside him were waiting; and when Saint-Loup, having to get past his friends, climbed
on the narrow ledge behind them and ran along it, balancing 143himself with his
arms, discreet applause broke from the body of the room. On coming to where | was
sitting he stopped short in his advance with the precision of a tributary chieftain
before the throne of a sovereign, and, stooping down, handed to me with an air of
courtesy and submission the vicuna cloak which, a moment later, having taken his
place beside me, without my having to make a single movement he arranged as a light
but warm shawl about my shoulders.

“By the way, while | think of it, my uncle Charlus has something to say to you. |
promised I’ld send you round to him to-morrow evening.”

“l was just going to speak to you about him. But to-morrow evening | am dining with
your aunt Guermantes.”

“Yes there’s a regular beanfeast to-morrow at Oriane’s. I’'m not asked. But my uncle
Palaméde don’t want you to go there. You can’t get out of it, | suppose? Well, anyhow,



go on to my uncle’s afterwards. I’m sure he really does want to see you. Look here, you
can easily manage to get there by eleven. Eleven o’clock; don’t forget; I’ll let him know.
He’s very touchy. If you don’t turn up he’ll never forgive you. And Oriane’s parties are
always over quite early. If you are only going to dine there you can quite easily be at my
uncle’s by eleven. | ought really to go and see Oriane, about getting shifted from
Morocco; | want an exchange. She is so nice about all that sort of thing, and she can
get anything she likes out of General de Saint-Joseph, who runs that branch. But don’t
say anything about it to her. I’ve mentioned it to the Princesse de Parme, everything
will be all right. Interesting place, Morocco. | could tell you all sorts of 144things. Very
fine lot of men out there. One feels they’re on one’s own level, mentally.”

“You don’t think the Germans are going to go to war about it?”

“No; they’re annoyed with us, as after all they have every right to be. But the Emperor
is out for peace. They are always making us think they want war, to force us to give in.
Pure bluff, you know, like poker. The Prince of Monaco, one of Wilhelm’s agents,
comes and tells us in confidence that Germany will attack us. Then we give way. But if
we didn’t give way, there wouldn’t be war in any shape or form. You have only to think
what a comic spectacle a war would be in these days. It’ld be a bigger catastrophe
than the Flood and the Gétterdammerung rolled in one. Only it wouldn’t last so long.”

He spoke to me of friendship, affection, regret, albeit like all visitors of his sort he was
going off the next morning for some months, which he was to spend in the country,
and would only be staying a couple of nights in Paris on his way back to Morocco (or
elsewhere); but the words which he thus let fall into the heated furnace which my
heart was this evening kindled a pleasant glow there. Our infrequent meetings, this
one in particular, have since formed a distinct episode in my memories. For him, as for
me, this was the evening of friendship. And yet the friendship that | felt for him at this
moment was scarcely, | feared (and felt therefore some remorse at the thought), what
he would have liked to inspire. Filled still with the pleasure that | had had in seeing him
come bounding towards me and gracefully pause on arriving at his goal, | felt that this
pleasure lay 145in my recognising that each of the series of movements which he had
developed against the wall, along the bench, had its meaning, its cause in Saint-
Loup’s own personal nature, possibly, but even more in that which by birth and
upbringing he had inherited from his race.

A certainty of taste in the region not of beauty but manners, which when he was faced
by a novel combination of circumstances enabled the man of breeding to grasp at
once—like a musician who has been asked to play a piece he has never seen—the
feeling, the motions that were required, and to apply the appropriate mechanism and



technique; which then allowed this taste to display itself without the constraint of any
other consideration, by which the average young man of the middle class would have
been paralysed, from fear as well of making himself ridiculous in the eyes of strangers
by his disregard of convention as of appearing too deferential in the eyes of his
friends; the place of this constraint being taken in Robert by a lofty disdain which
certainly he had never felt in his heart but which he had received by inheritance in his
body, and which had moulded the attitudes of his ancestors to a familiarity with their
inferiors which, they imagined, could only flatter and enchant those to whom it was
displayed; lastly, a noble liberality which, taking no account of his boundless natural
advantages (lavish expenditure in this restaurant had succeeded in making him, here
as elsewhere, the most fashionable customer and the general favourite, a position
which was underlined by the deference shewn him throughout the place not only by
the waiters but by all its most exclusive young patrons), led him to trample them
underfoot, just as he had, actually and symbolically, 146trodden upon those benches
decked with purple, like a triumphal way which pleased my friend only because it
enabled him more gracefully and swiftly to arrive at my side; such were the qualities,
essential to aristocracy, which through the husk of this body, not opaque and vague as
mine would have been, but significant and limpid, transmitted as through a work of art
the industrious, energetic force which had created it and rendered the movements of
this lightfoot course which Robert had pursued along the wall intelligible and
charming as those of a row of knights upon a marble frieze. “Alas!” Robert might have
thought, “was it worth while to have grown up despising birth, honouring only justice
and intellect, choosing outside the ranks of the friends provided for me companions
who were awkward and ill-dressed, provided they had the gift of eloquence, only for
the sole personality apparent in me, which is to remain a treasured memory, to be not
that which my will, with the most praiseworthy effort, has fashioned in my likeness,
but one which is not of my making, which is not even myself, which | have always
disliked and striven to overcome; was it worth while to love my chosen friend as | have
loved him, for the greatest pleasure that he can find in me to be that of discovering
something far more general than myself, a pleasure which is notin the least (as he
says, though he cannot seriously believe it) one of the pleasures of friendship, but an
intellectual and detached, a sort of artistic pleasure?” This is what | am now afraid
that Saint-Loup may at times have thought. If so, he was mistaken. If he had not (as he
steadfastly had) cherished something more lofty than the suppleness innate in his
body, if he had not kept 147aloof for so long from the pride that goes with noble birth,
there would have been something more studied, a certain heaviness in his very agility,
a self-important vulgarity in his manners. As with Mme. de Villeparisis a strong vein of
seriousness had been necessary for her to give in her conversation and in her Memoirs



a sense of the frivolous, which is intellectual, so, in order that Saint-Loup’s body might
be indwelt by so much nobility, the latter had first to desert a mind that was aiming at
higher things, and, reabsorbed into his body, to be fixed there in unconscious, noble
lines. In this way his distinction of mind was not absent from a bodily distinction
which otherwise would not have been complete. An artist has no need to express his
mind directly in his work for it to express the quality of that mind; it has indeed been
said that the highest praise of God consists in the denial of Him by the atheist, who
finds creation so perfect that it can dispense with a creator. And | was quite well
aware that it was not merely a work of art that | was admiring in this young man
unfolding along the wall the frieze of his flying course; the young Prince (a descendant
of Catherine de Foix, Queen of Navarre and grand-daughter of Charles VII) whom he
had just left for my sake, the endowments, by birth and fortune, which he was laying at
my feet, the proud and shapely ancestors who survived in the assurance, the agility,
the courtesy with which he now arranged about my shivering body the warm woollen
cloak, were not all these like friends of longer standing in his life, by whom | might
have expected that we should be permanently kept apart, and whom, on the contrary,
he was sacrificing to me by a choice which one can make only in the loftiest

places 1480f the mind, with that sovereign liberty of which Robert’s movements were
the presentment and in which is realised perfect friendship?

How much familiar intercourse with a Guermantes—in place of the distinction that it
had in Robert, because there the inherited scorn of humanity was but the outer
garment, become an unconscious charm, of a real moral humility—could disclose of
vulgar arrogance | had had an opportunity of seeing, notin M. de Charlus, in whom
certain characteristic faults, for which | had been unable, so far, to account, were
overlaid upon his aristocratic habits, but in the Duc de Guermantes. And yet he too, in
the general impression of commonness which had so strongly repelled my
grandmother when she had met him once, years earlier, at Mme. de Villeparisis’s,
included glimpses of historic grandeur of which | became conscious when | went to
dine in his house, on the evening following that which | had spent with Saint-Loup.

They had not been apparent to me either in himself orin the Duchess when | had met
them first in their aunt’s drawing-room, any more than | had discerned, on first seeing
her, the differences that set Berma apart from her fellow-players, all the more that in
her the individuality was infinitely more striking than in any social celebrity, such
distinctions becoming more marked in proportion as the objects are more real, more
conceivable by the intellect. And yet, however slight the shades of social distinction
may be (and so slight are they that when an accurate portrayer like Sainte-Beuve tries
to indicate the shades of difference between the salons of Mme. Geoffrin, Mme.



Récamier and Mme. de Boigne, they appear so much alike that the cardinal 149truth
which, unknown to the author, emerges from his investigations is the vacuity of that
form of life), with them, and for the same reason as with Berma, when the
Guermantes had ceased to impress me and the tiny drop of their originality was no
longer vaporised by my imagination, | was able to distil and analyse it, imponderable
as it was.

The Duchess having made no reference to her husband when she talked to me at her
aunt’s party, | wondered whether, in view of the rumours of a divorce that were

current, he would be present at the dinner. But my doubts were speedily set at rest, for
through the crowd of footmen who stood about in the hall and who (since they must
until then have regarded me much as they regarded the children of the evicted
cabinet-maker, that is to say with more fellow-feeling perhaps than their master but as
a person incapable of being admitted to his house) must have been asking
themselves to what this social revolution could be due, | saw slip towards me M. de
Guermantes himself, who had been watching for my arrival so as to receive me upon
his threshold and take off my greatcoat with his own hands.

“Mme. de Guermantes will be as pleased as punch,” he greeted me in a glibly
persuasive tone. “Let me help you off with your duds.” (He felt it to be at once
companionable and comic to employ the speech of the people.) “My wife was just the
least bit afraid you might fail us, although you had fixed a date. We’ve been saying to
each other all day long: ‘Depend upon it, he’ll never turn up.” | am bound to say, Mme.
de Guermantes was a better prophet than | was. You are not an easy man to get hold
of, and | was quite sure you were going to play 150us false.” And the Duke was so bad
a husband, so brutal even (people said), that one felt grateful to him, as one feels
grateful to wicked people for their occasional kindness of heart, for those words
“Mme. de Guermantes” with which he appeared to be spreading out over the Duchess
a protecting wing, that she might be but one flesh with him. Meanwhile, taking me
familiarly by the hand, he began to lead the way, to introduce me into his household.
Just as some casual phrase may delight us coming from the lips of a peasant if it
points to the survival of a local tradition, shews the trace of some historic event
unknown, it may be, to him who thus alludes to it; so this politeness on the part of M.
de Guermantes, which, moreover, he was to continue to shew me throughout the
evening, charmed me as a survival of habits of many centuries’ growth, habits of the
seventeenth century in particular. The people of bygone ages seem to us infinitely
remote. We do not feel justified in ascribing to them any underlying intention apart
from those to which they give formal expression; we are amazed when we come upon
a sentiment more or less akin to what we are feeling to-day in a Homeric hero, or upon



a skilful tactical feint in Hannibal, during the battle of Cannae, where he let his flank
be driven back in order to take the enemy by surprise and surround him; it would seem
that we imagined the epic poet and the Punic general as being as remote from
ourselves as an animal seen in a zoological garden. Even in certain personages of the
court of Louis XIV, when we find signs of courtesy in the letters written by them to
some man of inferior rank who could be of no service to them whatever, they leave us
bewildered because they reveal to us suddenly, as existing among these 151great
gentlemen, a whole world of beliefs to which they never give any direct expression but
which govern their conduct, and especially the belief that they are bound in politeness
to feign certain sentiments and to carry out with the most scrupulous care certain
obligations of friendship.

This imagined remoteness of the pastis perhaps one of the things that enable us to
understand how even great writers have found an inspired beauty in the works of
mediocre mystifiers, such as Macpherson’s Ossian. We so little expected to learn that
bards long dead could have modern ideas that we marvel if in what we believe to be
an ancient Gaelic ode we come upon one which we should have thought, at the most,
ingenious in a contemporary. A translator of talent has simply to add to an ancient
writer whom he presents to us more or less faithfully reproduced fragments which,
signed with a contemporary name and published separately, would seem entertaining
only; at once he imparts a moving grandeur to his poet, who is thus made to play upon
the keyboards of several ages at once. This translator was capable only of a mediocre
book, if that book had been published as his original work. Given out as a translation,
it seems that of a masterpiece. The past not merely is not fugitive, it remains present.
Itis not within a few months only after the outbreak of a war that laws passed without
haste can effectively influence its course, it is not within fifteen years only after a
crime which has remained obscure that a magistrate can still find the vital evidence
which will throw a light on it; after hundreds and thousands of years the scholar who
has been studying in a distant land the place-names, the customs of the inhabitants,
may still 152extract from them some legend long anterior to the Christian era, already
unintelligible, if not actually forgotten, at the time of Herodotus, which in the name
given to arock, in a religious rite, dwells surrounded by the present, like an emanation
of greater density, immemorial and stable. There was similarly an emanation, though
far less ancient, of the life of the court, if notin the manners of M. de Guermantes,
which were often vulgar, at least in the mind that controlled them. | was to breathe
this again, like the odour of antiquity, when | joined him a little later in the drawing-
room. For | did not go there at once.



As we left the outer hall, | had mentioned to M. de Guermantes that | was extremely
anxious to see his Elstirs. “| am at your service. Is M. Elstir a friend of yours, then? If so,
itis most vexing, for | know him slightly; he is a pleasant fellow, what our fathers used
to call an ‘honest fellow’, | might have asked him to honour us with his company, and
to dine to-night. | am sure he would have been highly flattered at being invited to
spend the evening in your society.” Very little suggestive of the old order when he tried
thus to assume its manner, the Duke relapsed unconsciously into it. After inquiring
whether | wished him to shew me the pictures, he conducted me to them, gracefully
standing aside for me at each door, apologising when, to shew me the way, he was
obliged to precede me, a little scene which (since the days when Saint-Simon relates
that an ancestor of the Guermantes did him the honours of his town house with the
same punctilious exactitude in the performance of the frivolous duties of a
gentleman) must, before coming gradually down to us, have been enacted by many
other 153Guermantes for numberless other visitors. And as | had said to the Duke that
I would like very much to be left alone for a few minutes with the pictures, he
discreetly withdrew, telling me that | should find him in the drawing-room when | was
ready.

Only, once | was face to face with the Elstirs, | completely forgot about dinner and the
time; here again as at Balbec | had before me fragments of that strangely coloured
world which was no more than the projection, the way of seeing things peculiar to that
great painter, which his speech in no way expressed. The parts of the walls that were
covered by paintings from his brush, all homogeneous with one another, were like the
luminous images of a magic lantern, which would have been in this instance the brain
of the artist, and the strangeness of which one could never have suspected so long as
one had known only the man, which was like seeing the iron lantern boxing its lamp
before any coloured slide had been slid into its groove. Among these pictures several
of the kind that seemed most absurd to ordinary people interested me more than the
rest because they recreated those opticalillusions which prove to us that we should
never succeed in identifying objects if we did not make some process of reasoning
intervene. How often, when driving in the dark, do we not come upon a long, lighted
street which begins a few feet away from us, when what we have actually before our
eyes is nothing but a rectangular patch of wall with a bright light falling on it, which has
given us the mirage of depth. In view of which is it not logical, not by any artifice of
symbolism but by a sincere return to the very root of the impression, to represent one
thing by that other for which, in the flash of a first 154illusion, we mistook it? Surfaces
and volumes are in reality independent of the names of objects which our memory
imposes on them after we have recognised them. Elstir attempted to wrest from what



he had just felt what he already knew, his effort had often been to break up that
aggregate of impressions which we call vision.

The people who detested these “horrors” were astonished to find that Elstir admired
Chardin, Perroneau, any number of painters whom they, the ordinary men and women
of society, liked. They did not take into account that Elstir had had to make, for his own
part, in striving to reproduce reality (with the particular index of his taste for certain
lines of approach), the same effort as a Chardin or a Perroneau and that
consequently, when he ceased to work for himself, he admired in them attempts of
the same order, fragments anticipatory so to speak of works of his own. Nor did these
society people include in their conception of Elstir’s work that temporal perspective
which enabled them to like, or at least to look without discomfort at Chardin’s
painting. And yet the older among them might have reminded themselves that in the
course of their lives they had seen gradually, as the years bore them away from it, the
unbridgeable gulf between what they considered a masterpiece by Ingres and what,
they had supposed, must remain for ever a “horror” (Manet’s Olympia, for example)
shrink until the two canvases seemed like twins. But we learn nothing from any lesson
because we have not the wisdom to work backwards from the particular to the
general, and imagine ourselves always to be going through an experience which is
without precedents in the past.

I was moved by the discovery in two of the pictures 155(more realistic, these, and in
an earlier manner) of the same person, in one in evening dress in his own drawing-
room, in the other wearing a frock coat and tall hat at some popular regatta where he
had evidently no business to be, which proved that for Elstir he was not only a regular
sitter but a friend, perhaps a patron whom it pleased him (just as Carpaccio used to
introduce prominent figures, and in speaking likenesses, from contemporary life in
Venice) to introduce into his pictures, just as Beethoven, too, found pleasure in
inscribing at the top of a favourite work the beloved name of the Archduke Rudolph.
There was something enchanting about this waterside carnival. The river, the women’s
dresses, the sails of the boats, the innumerable reflexions of one thing and another
came crowding into this little square panel of beauty which Elstir had cut out of a
marvellous afternoon. What delighted one in the dress of a woman who had stopped
for a moment in the dance because it was hot and she was out of breath was
irresistible also in the same way in the canvas of a motionless sail, in the water of the
little harbour, in the wooden bridge, in the leaves of the trees and in the sky. As in one
of the pictures that | had seen at Balbec, the hospital, as beautiful beneath its sky of
lapis lazuli as the cathedral itself, seemed (more bold than Elstir the theorician, than
Elstir the man of taste, the lover of things mediaeval) to be intoning: “There is no such



thing as gothic, there is no such thing as a masterpiece; this tasteless hospital is just
as good as the glorious porch,” so | now heard: “The slightly vulgar lady at whom a
man of discernment would refrain from glancing as he passed her by, would except
from the poetical composition which nature has set before him—her 156dress is
receiving the same light as the sail of that boat, and there are no degrees of value and
beauty; the commonplace dress and the sail, beautiful in itself, are two mirrors
reflecting the same gleam; the value is all in the painter’s eye.” This eye had had the
skill to arrest for all time the motion of the hours at this luminous instant, when the
lady had felt hot and had stopped dancing, when the tree was fringed with a belt of
shadow, when the sails seemed to be slipping over a golden glaze. But just because
the depicted moment pressed on one with so much force, this so permanent canvas
gave one the most fleeting impression, one felt that the lady would presently move out
of it, the boats drift away, the night draw on, that pleasure comes to an end, that life
passes and that the moments illuminated by the convergence, at once, of so many
lights do not recur. | recognised yet another aspect, quite different it is true, of what
the moment means in a series of water-colours of mythological subjects, dating from
Elstir’s first period, which also adorned this room. Society people who held
“advanced” views on art went “as far as” this earliest manner, but no farther. These
were certainly not the best work that he had done, but already the sincerity with which
the subject had been thought out melted its natural coldness. Thus the Muses, for
instance, were represented as it might be creatures belonging to a species now
fossilised, but creatures which it would not have been surprising in mythological
times to see pass in the evening, in twos or threes, along some mountain path. Here
and there a poet, of a race that had also a peculiar interest for the zoologist
(characterised by a certain sexlessness) strolled with a Muse, as one sees in nature
creatures of different but of kindred species consort 157together. In one of these
water-colours one saw a poet wearied by long wanderings on the mountains, whom a
Centaur, meeting him and moved to pity by his weakness, had taken on his back and
was carrying home. In more than one other, the vast landscape (in which the mythical
scene, the fabulous heroes occupied a minute place and were almost lost) was
rendered, from the mountain tops to the sea, with an exactitude which told one more
than the hour, told one to the very minute what time of day it was, thanks to the
precise angle of the setting sun, to the fleeting fidelity of the shadows. In this way the
artist managed to give, by making it instantaneous, a sort of historical reality, as of a
thing actually lived, to the symbol of his fable, painted it and set it at a definite pointin
the past.



While | was examining Elstir’s paintings the bell, rung by arriving guests, had been
pealing uninterruptedly, and had lulled me into a pleasing unconsciousness. But the
silence which followed its clangour and had already lasted for some time
succeeded—Iless rapidly, it is true—in awakening me from my dream, as the silence
that follows Lindor’s music arouses Bartolo from his sleep. | was afraid that | had been
forgotten, that they had sat down to dinner, and hurried to the drawing-room. At the
door of the Elstir gallery | found a servant waiting for me, white-haired, though whether
with age or powder | cannot say, with the air of a Spanish Minister, but treating me with
the same respect that he would have shewn to a King. | felt from his manner that he
must have been waiting for at least an hour, and | thought with alarm of the delay | had
caused in the service of dinner, especially as | had promised to be at M. de Charlus’s
by eleven.

158The Spanish Minister (though | also met on the way the footman persecuted by the
porter, who, radiant with delight when | inquired after his girl, told me that the very
next day they were both to be off duty, so that he would be able to spend the whole
day with her, and extolled the generosity of Madame la Duchesse) conducted me to
the drawing-room, where | was afraid of finding M. de Guermantes in an ill humour. He
welcomed me, on the contrary, with a joy that was evidently to a certain extent
artificial and dictated by politeness, but was also sincere, prompted both by his
stomach which so long a delay had begun to famish, and his consciousness of a
similar impatience in all his other guests, who completely filled the room. Indeed |
heard afterwards that | had kept them waiting for nearly three-quarters of an hour. The
Duc de Guermantes probably thought that to prolong the general torment for two
minutes more would not intensify it and that, politeness having driven him to
postpone for so long the moment of moving into the dining-room, this politeness
would be more complete if, by not having dinner announced immediately, he could
succeed in persuading me that | was not late, and that they had not been waiting for
me. And so he asked me, as if we had still an hour before dinner and some of the party
had not yet arrived, what | thought of his Elstirs. But at the same time, and without
letting the cravings of his stomach become apparent, so as not to lose another
moment, he, in concert with the Duchess, proceeded to the ceremony of introduction.
Then only | perceived that there had occurred round about me, me who until this
evening, save for my novitiate in Mme. Swann’s drawing-room, had been accustomed,
in my mother’s homes, at 159Combray and in Paris, to the manners, either protecting
or defensive, of the grim ladies of our middle-world, who treated me as a child, a
change of surroundings comparable to that which introduces Parsifal suddenly into
the midst of the Flower-Maidens. Those who surrounded me now, their bosoms



entirely bare (the naked flesh appeared on either side of a sinuous spray of mimosa or
behind the broad petals of a rose) could not murmur a word of greeting without at the
same time bathing me in long, caressing glances, as though shyness alone restrained
them from kissing me. Many of them were nevertheless highly respectable from the
moral standpoint; many, not all, for the most virtuous had not for those of a lighter
vein the same repulsion that my mother would have felt. The caprices of one’s
conduct, denied by saintlier friends, in the face of the evidence, seemed in the
Guermantes world to matter far less than the relations which one had been able to
maintain. One pretended not to know that the body of one’s hostess was at the
disposal of all comers, provided that her visiting list showed no gaps. As the Duke put
himself out not at all for his other guests (of whom he had long known everything that
there was to know, and they of him) but quite markedly for me, whose kind of
superiority, being outside his experience, inspired in him something akin to the
respect which the great noblemen of the court of Louis XIV used to feel for his
plebeian Ministers, he evidently considered that the fact of my not knowing his other
guests mattered not at all—to me at least, though it might to them—and while | was
anxious, on his account, as to the impression that | was going to make on them he was
thinking only of how his friends would impress me.

160At the very outset | found myself completely bewildered. No sooner had | entered
the drawing-room than M. de Guermantes, without even allowing me time to shake
hands with the Duchess, had led me, as though | were a delightful surprise to the
person in question to whom he seemed to be saying: “Here’s your friend! You see, I'm
bringing him to you by the scruff of his neck,” towards a lady of smallish stature.
Whereupon, long before, thrust forward by the Duke, | had reached her chair, the lady
had begun to flash at me continuously from her large, soft, dark eyes the thousand
smiles of understanding which we address to an old friend who perhaps has not
recognised us. As this was precisely my case and | could not succeed in calling to
mind who she was | averted my eyes from her as | approached so as not to have to
respond until our introduction should have released me from my predicament.
Meanwhile the lady continued to maintain in unstable equilibrium the smile intended
for myself. She looked as though she were anxious to be relieved of it and to hear me
say: “Oh, but this is a pleasure! Mamma will be pleased when | tell her I’ve met you!” |
was as impatient to learn her name as she was to see that | did finally greet her, fully
aware of what | was doing, so that the smile which she was holding on indefinitely, like
the note of a tuning-fork, might at length be let go. But M. de Guermantes managed
things so badly (to my mind, at least) that | seemed to have heard only my own name
uttered and was given no clue to the identity of my unknown friend, to whom it never



occurred to tell me herself what her name was, so obvious did the grounds of our
intimacy, which baffled me completely, seem to her. Indeed, as soon as | 161had
come within reach, she did not offer me her hand, but took mine in a familiar clasp,
and spoke to me exactly as though | had been equally conscious with herself of the
pleasant memories to which her mind reverted. She told me how sorry Albert (who, |
gathered, was her son) would be to have missed seeing me. | tried to remember who,
among the people | had known as boys, was called Albert, and could think only of
Bloch, but this could not be Bloch’s mother that | saw before me since she had been
dead for some time. In vain | struggled to identify the past experience common to
herself and me to which her thoughts had been carried back. But | could no more
distinguish it through the translucent jet of her large, soft pupils which allowed only
her smile to pierce their surface than one can distinguish a landscape that lies on the
other side of a smoked glass, even when the sun is blazing on it. She asked me
whether my father was not working too hard, if | would not come to the theatre some
evening with Albert, if | was stronger now, and as my replies, stumbling through the
mental darkness in which | was plunged, became distinct only to explain that | was
not feeling well that evening, she pushed forward a chair for me herself, going to all
sorts of trouble which | was not accustomed to see taken by my parents’ friends. At
length the clue to the riddle was furnished me by the Duke: “She thinks you’re
charming,” he murmured in my ear, which felt somehow that it had heard these words
before. They were what Mme. de Villeparisis had said to my grandmother and myself
after we had made the acquaintance of the Princesse de Luxembourg. Everything
became clear; the lady | now saw had nothing in common with Mme. de Luxembourg,
but from the language of 162him who thus served me with her | could discern the
nature of the animal. It was a Royalty. She had never before heard of either my family
or myself, but, a scion of the noblest race and endowed with the greatest fortune in
the world (for, a daughter of the Prince de Parme, she had married a cousin of equal
princelihood), she sought always, in gratitude to her Creator, to testify to her
neighbour, however poor or lowly he might be, that she did not look down upon him.
Really, | might have guessed this from her smile. | had seen the Princesse de
Luxembourg buy little rye-cakes on the beach at Balbec to give to my grandmother, as
though to a caged deer in the zoological gardens. But this was only the second
Princess of the Blood Royal to whom | had been presented, and | might be excused my
failure to discern in her the common factors of the friendliness of the great. Besides,
had not they themselves gone out of their way to warn me not to counttoo much on
this friendliness, since the Duchesse de Guermantes, who had waved me so effusive
a greeting with her gloved hand at the Opéra-Comique, had appeared furious when |
bowed to her in the street, like people who, having once given somebody a sovereign,



feel that this has set them free from any further obligation towards him. As for M. de
Charlus, his ups and downs were even more sharply contrasted. While in the sequel |
have known, as the reader will learn, Highnesses and Majesties of another sort
altogether, Queens who play the Queen and speak not after the conventions of their
kind but like the Queens in Sardou’s plays.

If M. de Guermantes had been in such haste to present me, it was because the
presence at a party of anyone not personally known to a Royal Personage is an
intolerable 163state of things which must not be prolonged for a single instant. It was
similar to the haste which Saint-Loup had shewn in making me introduce him to my
grandmother. By the same token, by a fragmentary survival of the old life of the court
which is called social courtesy and is not superficial, in which, rather, by a centripetal
reversion, it is the surface that becomes essential and profound, the Duc and
Duchesse de Guermantes regarded as a duty more essential than those (which one at
least of the pair neglected often enough) of charity, chastity, pity and justice, as a
more unalterable law that of never addressing the Princesse de Parme save in the
third person.

Having never yet in my life been to Parma (a pilgrimage | had been anxious to make
ever since certain Easter holidays long ago), to meet its Princess, who, | knew, owned
the finest palace in that matchless city, where, moreover, everything must be in
keeping, isolated as it was from the rest of the world, within the polished walls, in the
atmosphere, stifling as a breathless summer evening on the Piazza of a small town in
Italy, of its compact and almost cloying nhame, would surely have substituted in a flash
for what | had so often tried to imagine all that did really exist at Parma in a sort of
partial arrival there, without my having to stir from Paris, of myself; it was in the
algebraical expression of a journey to the city of Correggio a simple equation, so to
speak, of that unknown quantity. But if | had for many years past—like a perfumer
impregnating a solid mass of grease with scent—made this name, Princesse de
Parme, absorb the fragrance of thousands of violets, in return, when | set eyes on the
Princess, who, until then | should have sworn, must be the Sanseverina herself, a
second process 164began which was not, | may say, completed until several months
had passed, and consisted in expelling, by means of fresh chemical combinations, all
the essential oil of violets and all the Stendhalian fragrance from the name of the
Princess, and in implanting there, in their place, the image of a little dark woman,
taken up with good works, of a friendliness so humble that one felt at once in how
exalted a pride that friendliness had its roots. Moreover, while, barring a few points of
difference, she was exactly like any other great lady, she was as little Stendhalian as
is, for example, in Paris, in the Europe quarter, the Rue de Parme, which bears far less



resemblance to the name of Parma than to any or all of the neighbouring streets, and
reminds one not nearly so much of the Charterhouse in which Fabrice ends his days
as of the waiting room in the Saint-Lazare station.

Her friendliness sprang from two causes. The first and more general was the
education which this daughter of Kings had received. Her mother (not merely allied by
blood to all the royal families of Europe but furthermore—in contrast to the Ducal
House of Parma—richer than any reigning Princess) had instilled into her from her
earliest childhood the arrogantly humble precepts of an evangelical snobbery; and to-
day every line of the daughter’s face, the curve of her shoulders, the movements of her
arms seemed to repeat the lesson: “Remember that if God has caused you to be born
on the steps of a throne you ought not to make that a reason for looking down upon
those to whom Divine Providence has willed (wherefore His Name be praised) that you
should be superior by birth and fortune. On the contrary, you must suffer the little
ones. Your ancestors were Princes of Treves and 165Juliers from the year 647: God
has decreed in His bounty that you should hold practically all the shares in the Suez
Canal and three times as many Royal Dutch as Edmond de Rothschild; your pedigree
in a direct line has been established by genealogists from the year 63 of the Christian
Era; you have as sisters-in-law two Empresses. Therefore never seem, in your speech,
to be recalling these great privileges, not that they are precarious (for nothing can alter
antiquity of race, while the world will always need petrol), but because it is useless to
point out that you are better born than other people or that your investments are all
gilt-edged, since everyone knows these facts already. Be helpful to the needy. Furnish
to allthose whom the bounty of heaven has done you the favour of placing beneath
you as much as you can give them without forfeiture of your rank, that is to say help in
the form of money, even your personal service by their sickbeds, but never (bear well
in mind) invite them to your parties, which would do them no possible good and, by
weakening your own position, would diminish the efficacy of your benevolent
activities.”

And so even at the moments when she could not do good the Princess endeavoured
to shew, or rather to let it be thought, by all the external signs of dumb language, that
she did not consider herself superior to the people among whom she found herself
thrown. She treated each of them with that charming courtesy with which well-bred
people treat their inferiors and was continually, to make herself useful, pushing back
her chair so as to leave more room, holding my gloves offering me all those services
which would demean the proud spirit of a commoner but are very willingly rendered by
sovereign ladies 1660r, instinctively and by force of professional habit, by retired
servants.



But already the Duke, who seemed in a hurry to complete the round of introduction,
had led me off to another of the flower-maidens. On hearing her name | told her that |
had passed by her country house, not far from Balbec. “Oh, | should have been so
pleased to take you over it,” she informed me, almost in a whisper, to enhance her
modesty, butin a tone of deep feeling, steeped in regret for the loss of an opportunity
to enjoy a quite exceptional pleasure; and went on, with a meaning glance: “l do hope
you will come again some day. But | must say that what would interest you more still
would be my aunt Brancas’s place. It was built by Mansard; it is the jewel of the
province.” It was not only she herself who would have been glad to shew me over her
house, but her aunt Brancas would have been no less delighted to do me the honours
of hers, or so | was assured by this lady who thought evidently that, especially at a
time when the land shewed a tendency to pass into the hands of financiers who had
no knowledge of the world, it was important that the great should keep up the exalted
traditions of lordly hospitality, by speeches which involved them in nothing. It was also
because she sought, like everyone in her world, to say the things which would give
most pleasure to the person she was addressing, to give him the highest idea of
himself, to make him think that he flattered people by writing to them, that he
honoured those who entertained him, that everyone was burning to know him. The
desire to give other people this comforting idea of themselves does, it must be
admitted, exist even among the middle classes. We find there that kindly

disposition, 167in the form of an individual merit compensating for some other defect,
not alas among the most trusty male friends but at any rate among the most
agreeable female companions. But there anyhow it blooms only in isolated patches.
In an important section of the aristocracy, on the other hand, this characteristic has
ceased to be individual; cultivated by education, sustained by the idea of a personal
greatness which can fear no humiliation, which knows no rival, is aware that by being
pleasant it can make people happy and delights in doing so, it has become the generic
feature of a class. And even those whom personal defects of too incompatible a kind
prevent from keeping it in their hearts bear the unconscious trace of it in their
vocabulary or their gesticulation.

“She is a very good creature,” said the Duc de Guermantes, of the Princesse de Parme,
“and she can play the ‘great lady’ when she likes, better than anyone.”

While | was being introduced to the ladies, one of the gentlemen of the party had been
shewing various signs of agitation: this was Comte Hannibal de Bréauté-Consalvi.
Arriving late, he had not had time to investigate the composition of the party, and
when | entered the room, seeing in me a guest who was not one of the Duchess’s
regular circle and must therefore have some quite extraordinary claim to admission,



installed his monocle beneath the groined arch of his eyebrow, thinking that this
would be a great help to him in discovering what manner of man | was. He knew that
Mme. de Guermantes possessed (the priceless appanage of truly superior women)
what was called a “salon”, that is to say added occasionally to the people of her own
set some celebrity who had recently come into prominence by the discovery 168of a
new cure for something or the production of a masterpiece. The Faubourg Saint-
Germain had not yet recovered from the shock of learning that, to the reception which
she had given to meet the King and Queen of England, the Duchess had not been
afraid to invite M. Detaille. The clever women of the Faubourg who had not been
invited were inconsolable, so deliciously thrilling would it have been to come into
contact with that strange genius. Mme. de Courvoisier made out that M. Ribot had
been there as well, but this was a pure invention, designed to make people believe
that Oriane was aiming at an Embassy for her husband. Finally, a last straw of
scandal, M. de Guermantes, with a gallantry that would have done credit to Marshal
Saxe, had repaired to the green-room of the Comédie Francaise, and had begged Mlle.
Reichemberg to come and recite before the King, which having come to pass
constituted an event without precedent in the annals of routs. Remembering all these
surprises, which, moreover, had his entire approval, his own presence being not
merely an ornament but, in the same way as that of the Duchesse de Guermantes, a
consecration to any drawing-room, M. de Bréauté, when he asked himself who | could
be, felt that the field of exploration was very wide. For a moment the name of M. Widor
flashed before his mind, but he decided that | was not old enough to be an organist,
and M. Widor not striking enough to be “asked out”. It seemed on the whole more
plausible to regard me simply as the new Attaché at the Swedish Legation of whom he
had heard, and he was preparing to ask me for the latest news of King Oscar, by whom
he had several times been very hospitably received; but when the Duke, in

introducing 169me, had mentioned my name to M. de Bréauté, the latter, finding that
name to be completely unknown to him, had no longer any doubt that, being where |
was, | must be a celebrity of some sort. Oriane would certainly never invite anyone
who was not, and had the art of attracting men who were in the public eye to her
house, in a ratio that of course never exceeded one per cent, otherwise she would
have lowered its tone. M. de Bréauté began, therefore, to lick his chops and to sniff the
air greedily, his appetite whetted not only by the good dinner upon which he could
count, but by the character of the party, which my presence could not fail to make
interesting, and which would furnish him with a topic for brilliant conversation next
day at the Duc de Chartres’s luncheon-table. He had not yet settled in his own mind
whether | was the man who had just been making those experiments with a serum to
cure cancer, or the author of the new “curtain-raiser” then in rehearsal at the Thééatre



Francais; but, a great intellectual, a great collector of “travellers’ tales”, he continued
an ever increasing display of reverences, signs of mutual understanding, smiles
filtered through the glass of his monocle; either in the mistaken idea that a man of my
standing would esteem him more highly if he could manage to instilinto me the
illusion that for him, the Comte de Bréauté-Consalvi, the privileges of the mind were
no less deserving of respect than those of birth; or simply from the need to express
and difficulty of expressing his satisfaction, in his ignorance of the language in which
he ought to address me, just as if, in fact, he had found himself face to face with one
of the “natives” of an undiscovered country on which his keel had grounded, natives
from whom, in the hope of ultimate profit, he 170would endeavour, observing with
interest the while their quaint customs and without interrupting his demonstrations of
friendship, or like them uttering loud cries, to obtain ostrich eggs and spices in
exchange for his glass beads. Having responded as best | could to his joy, | shook
hands next with the Duc de Chéatellerault, whom | had already met at Mme. de
Villeparisis’s, who, he informed me, was “as cunning as they made ’em”. He was
typically Guermantes in the fairness of his hair, his arched profile, the points where
the skin of his cheeks lost colour, all of which may be seen in the portraits of that
family which have come down to us from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
But, as | was no longer in love with the Duchess, her reincarnation in the person of a
young man offered me no attraction. | interpreted the hook made by the Duc de
Chatellerault’s nose, as if it had been the signature of a painter whose work | had long
studied but who no longer interested me in the least. Next, | said good evening also to
the Prince de Foix, and to the detriment of my knuckles, which emerged crushed and
mangled, let them be caughtin a vice which was the German handclasp,
accompanied by an ironical or good-natured smile, of the Prince von Faffenheim, M.
de Norpois’s friend, who, by virtue of the mania for nicknames which prevailed in this
set, was known so universally as Prince Von that he himself used to sign his letters
“Prince Von”, or, when he wrote to his intimates, “Von”. And yet this abbreviation was
understandable, in view of his triple-barrelled name. It was less easy to grasp the
reasons which made “Elizabeth” be replaced, now by “Lili”, now by “Bebeth”, just as
another world swarmed with “Kikis”. One can realise that these people, albeit in

most 171respects idle and light-minded enough, might have come to adopt “Quiou” in
order not to waste the precious time that it would have taken them to pronounce
“Montesquiou”. But itis not so easy to see what they saved by naming one of their
cousins “Dinand” instead of “Ferdinand”. It must not be thought, however, that in the
invention of nicknames the Guermantes invariably proceed to curtail or reduplicate
syllables. Thus two sisters, the Comtesse de Montpeyroux and the Vicomtesse de
Vélude, who were both of them enormously stout, invariably heard themselves



addressed, without the least trace of annoyance on their part or of amusement on
other people’s, so long established was the custom, as “Petite” and “Mignonne”.
Mme. de Guermantes, who adored Mme. de Montpeyroux, would, if her friend had
been seriously ill, have flown to the sister with tears in her eyes and exclaimed: “l hear
Petite is dreadfully bad!” Mme. de UEclin, who wore her hair in bands that entirely hid
her ears, was never called anything but “The Empty Stomach”; in some cases people
simply added an ‘a’ to the last or first name of the husband to indicate the wife. The
most miserly, most sordid, most inhuman man in the Faubourg having been
christened Raphael, his charmer, his flower springing also from the rock always
signed herself “Raphaela”—but these are merely a few specimens taken from
innumerable rules, to which we can always return later on, if the occasion offers, and
explain some of them. | then asked the Duke to present me to the Prince d’Agrigente.
“What! Do you mean to say you don’t know our excellent Gri-gri!” cried M. de
Guermantes, and gave M. d’Agrigente my name. His own, so often quoted by
Francoise, had always appeared to me 172like a transparent sheet of coloured glass
through which | beheld, struck, on the shore of the violet sea, by the slanting rays of a
golden sun, the rosy marble cubes of an ancient city of which | had not the least doubt
that the Prince—happening for a miraculous moment to be passing through Paris—
was himself, as luminously Sicilian and gloriously mellowed, the absolute sovereign.
Alas, the vulgar drone to whom | was introduced, and who wheeled round to bid me
good evening with a ponderous ease which he considered elegant, was as
independent of his name as of any work of art that he might have owned without
bearing upon his person any trace of its beauty, without, perhaps, ever having stopped
to examine it. The Prince d’Agrigente was so entirely devoid of anything princely,
anything that might make one think of Girgenti that one was led to suppose that his
name, entirely distinct from himself, bound by no ties to his person, had had the
power of attracting to itself the whole of whatever vague poetical element there might
have been in this man as in any other, and isolating it, after the operation, in the
enchanted syllables. If any such operation had been performed, it had certainly been
done most efficiently, for there remained not an atom of charm to be drawn from this
kinsman of the Guermantes. With the result that he found himself at one and the
same time the only man in the world who was Prince d’Agrigente and the man who, of
all the men in the world was, perhaps, least so. He was, for all that, very glad to be
what he was, but as a banker is glad to hold a number of shares in a mine without
caring whether the said mine answers to the charming name of Ivanhoe or Primrose,
or is called merely the Premier. Meanwhile, as these introductions, which it

has 173taken me so long to recount but which, beginning as | entered the room, had
lasted only a few seconds, were coming to an end, and Mme. de Guermantes, in an



almost suppliant tone, was saying to me: “l am sure Basin is tiring you, dragging you
round like that; we are anxious for you to know our friends, but we are a great deal
more anxious not to tire you, so that you may come again often,” the Duke, with a
somewhat awkward and timid wave of the hand, gave (as he would gladly have given it
at any time during the last hour, filled for me by the contemplation of his Elstirs) the
signal that dinner might now be served.

| should add that one of the guests was still missing, M. de Grouchy, whose wife, a
Guermantes by birth, had arrived by herself, her husband being due to come straight
from the country, where he had been shooting all day. This M. de Grouchy, a
descendent of his namesake of the First Empire, of whom it has been said, quite
wrongly, that his absence at the start of the Battle of Waterloo was the principal cause
of Napoleon’s defeat, came of an excellent family which, however, was not good
enough in the eyes of certain fanatics for blue blood. Thus the Prince de Guermantes,
whose own tastes, in later life, were to prove more easily satisfied, had been in the
habit of saying to his nieces: “What a misfortune for that poor Mme. de Guermantes”
(the Vicomtesse de Guermantes, Mme. de Grouchy’s mother) “that she has never
succeeded in marrying any of her children.” “But, uncle, the eldest girl married M. de
Grouchy.” “l do not call that a husband! However, they say that your uncle Frangois
has proposed for the youngest one, so perhaps they won’t all die old maids.” No
sooner was the order 174to serve dinner given than with a vast gyratory whirr, multiple
and simultaneous, the double doors of the dining-room swung apart; a chamberlain
with the air of a Lord Chamberlain bowed before the Princesse de Parme and
announced the tidings “Madame is served,” in a tone such as he would have
employed to say “Madame is dead,” which, however, cast no gloom over the assembly
for it was with an air of unrestrained gaiety and as, in summer, at “Robinson” that the
couples moved forward one behind another to the dining-room, separating when they
had reached their places where footmen thrust their chairs in behind them; last of all,
Mme. de Guermantes advanced upon me, that | might lead her to the table, and
without my feeling the least shadow of the timidity that | might have feared, for, like a
huntress to whom her great muscular prowess has made graceful motion an easy
thing, observing no doubt that | had placed myself on the wrong side of her, she
pivoted with such accuracy round me that | found her arm resting on mine and
attuned in the most natural way to a rhythm of precise and noble movements. |
yielded to these with all the more readiness in that the Guermantes attached no more
importance to them than does to learning a truly learned man in whose company one
is less alarmed than in that of a dunce; other doors opened through which there
entered the steaming soup, as though the dinner were being held in a puppet-theatre



of skillful mechanism where the belated arrival of the young guest set, on a signal
from the puppet-master, all the machinery in motion.

Timid and not majestically sovereign had been this signal from the Duke, to which had
responded the unlocking 1750f that vast, ingenious, subservient and sumptuous
clockwork, mechanical and human. The indecision of his gesture did not spoil for me
the effect of the spectacle that was attendant upon it. For | could feel that what had
made it hesitating and embarrassed was the fear of letting me see that they were
waiting only for myself to begin dinner and that they had been waiting for some time,
just as Mme. de Guermantes was afraid that after looking at so many pictures | would
find it tiring and would be hindered from taking my ease among them if her husband
engaged me in a continuous flow of introductions. So that it was the absence of
grandeur in this gesture that disclosed its true grandeur. As, also, did that indifference
shewn by the Duke to the splendour of his surroundings, in contrast to his deference
towards a guest, however insignificant, whom he desired to honour.

Not that M. de Guermantes was not in certain respects thoroughly commonplace,
shewing indeed some of the absurd weaknesses of a man with too much money, the
arrogance of an upstart, which he certainly was not. But just as a public official ora
priest sees his own humble talents multiplied to infinity (as a wave is by the whole
mass of the sea which presses behind it) by those forces on which they can rely, the
Government of France and the Catholic Church, so M. de Guermantes was borne on
by that other force, aristocratic courtesy in its truest form. This courtesy drew the line
at any number of people. Mme. de Guermantes would not have asked to her house
Mme. de Cambremer, or M. de Forcheville. But the moment that anyone (as was the
case with me) appeared eligible for admission into the Guermantes world, this
courtesy revealed treasures of hospitable simplicity more 176splendid still, were that
possible, than those historic rooms, or the marvellous furniture that had remained in
them.

When he wished to give pleasure to anyone, M. de Guermantes possessed, in this
way, for making his guest for the moment the principal person present, an art which
made the most of the circumstances and the place. No doubt at Guermantes his
“distinctions” and “favours” would have assumed another form. He would have
ordered his carriage to take me for a drive, alone with himself, before dinner. Such as
they were, one could not help feeling touched by his manners as one is in reading
memoirs of the period by those of Louis XIV when he replies good-naturedly, smiling
and almost with a bow, to some one who has come to solicit his favour. It must
however in both instances be borne in mind that this “politeness” did not go beyond
the strict meaning of the word.



Louis XIV (with whom the sticklers for pure nobility of his day find fault, nevertheless,
for his scant regard for etiquette, so much so that, according to Saint-Simon, he was
only a very minor king, as kings go, when compared with such monarchs as Philippe
de Valois or Charles V), has the most minute instructions drawn up so that Princes of
the Blood and Ambassadors may know to what sovereigns they ought to give
precedence. In certain cases, in view of the impossibility of arriving at a decision, a
compromise is arranged by which the son of Louis XIV, Monseigneur, shall entertain
certain foreign sovereigns only out of doors, in the open air, so that it may not be said
that in entering the house one has preceded the other; and the Elector Palatine,
entertaining the Duc de Chevreuse at dinner, pretends, so as not to have 177to make
way for his guest, to be taken ill, and dines with him indeed, but dines lying down, thus
avoiding the difficulty. M. le Duc evading opportunities of paying his duty to Monsieur,
the latter, on the advice of the King, his brother, who is moreover extremely attached
to him, seizes an excuse for making his cousin attend his levee and forcing him to
pass him his shirt. But as soon as the feeling is deep, when the heart is involved, this
rule of duty, so inflexible when politeness only is at stake, changes entirely. A few
hours after the death of this brother, one of the people whom he most dearly loved,
when Monsieur, in the words of the Duc de Montfort, is “still warm”, we find Louis XIV
singing snatches from operas, astonished that the Duchesse de Bourgogne, who has
difficulty in concealing her grief, should be looking so woe-begone, and, desiring that
the gaiety of the court shall be at once resumed, so that his courtiers may be
encouraged to sit down to the tables, ordering the Duc de Bourgogne to start a game
of brelan. Well, not only in his social and concentrated activities, but in the most
spontaneous utterances, the ordinary preoccupations of M. de Guermantes, the use
he made of his time, one found a similar contrast; the Guermantes were no more
susceptible than other mortals to grief; one might indeed say that their actual
sensibility was lower; on the other hand one saw their names every day in the social
columns of the Gaulois on account of the prodigious number of funerals at which they
would have felt it a neglect of duty not to have their presence recorded. As the
traveller discovers, almost unaltered, the houses roofed with turf, the terraces which
may have met the eyes of Xenophon or Saint Paul, so in the manners of M. de
Guermantes, a man who melted 178one’s heart by his courtesy and revolted it by his
harshness, | found still intact after the lapse of more than two centuries that deviation
typical of court life under Louis XIV which transfers all scruples of conscience from
matters of the affections and morality and applies them to purely formal questions.

The other reason for the friendliness shewn me by the Princesse de Parme was of a
more personal kind. It was that she was convinced beforehand that everything that



she saw at the Duchesse de Guermantes’s, people and things alike, was of a quality
superior to that of anything that she had at home. Itis true that in all the other houses
of her acquaintance she behaved as if this had been the case; over the simplest dish,
the most ordinary flowers, she was not satisfied with going into ecstasies, she would
ask leave to send round next morning, to copy the recipe or to examine the variety of
blossom, her head cook or head gardener, gentlemen with large salaries who kept
their own carriages and were deeply humiliated at having to come to inquire after a
dish they despised or to take notes of a kind of carnation that was not half so fine, had
not such ornamental streaks, did not produce so large a blossom as those which they
had long been growing for her at home. But if in the Princess, wherever she went, this
astonishment at the sight of the most commonplace things was assumed, and
intended to shew that she did not derive from the superiority of her rank and riches a
pride forbidden by her early instructors, habitually dissembled by her mother and
intolerable in the sight of her Creator, it was, on the other hand, in all sincerity that she
regarded the drawing-room of the Duchesse de Guermantes as a privileged place in
which she could pass 179only from surprise to delight. To a certain extent, for that
matter, though not nearly enough to justify this state of mind, the Guermantes were
different from the rest of noble society, they were rarer and more refined. They had
given me at first sight the opposite impression; | had found them vulgar, similar to all
other men and women, but because before meeting them | had seen in them, as in
Balbec, in Florence, in Parma, only names. Evidently, in this drawing-room, all the
women whom | had imagined as being like porcelain figures were even more like the
great majority of women. But, in the same way as Balbec or Florence, the
Guermantes, after first disappointing the imagination because they resembled their
fellow-creatures rather than their name, could subsequently, though to a less degree,
appeal to the intellect by certain distinctive characteristics. Their bodily structure, the
colour—a peculiar pink that merged at times into violet—of their skins, a certain
almost flashing fairness of the finely spun hair, even in the men, on whom it was
massed in soft golden tufts, half a wall-growing lichen, half a catlike fur (a luminous
sparkle to which corresponded a certain brilliance of intellect, for if people spoke of
the Guermantes complexion, the Guermantes hair, they spoke also of the wit of the
Guermantes, as of the wit of the Mortemarts—a certain social quality whose superior
fineness was famed even before the days of Louis XIV and all the more universally
recognised since they published the fame of it themselves), all this meant thatin the
material itself, precious as that might be, in which one found them embedded here
and there, the Guermantes remained recognisable, easy to detect and to follow, like
the veins whose paleness streaks a block of jasper or onyx, or, better still, 180like the



pliant waving of those tresses of light whose loosened hairs run like flexible rays along
the sides of a moss-agate.

The Guermantes—those at least who were worthy of the name—were not only of a
quality of flesh, or hair, of transparency of gaze that was exquisite, but had a way of
holding themselves, of walking, of bowing, of looking at one before they shook one’s
hand, of shaking hands, which made them as different in all these respects from an
ordinary person in society as he in turn was from a peasant in a smock. And despite
their friendliness one asked oneself: “Have they not indeed the right, though they
waive it, when they see us walk, bow, leave a room, do any of those things which when
performed by them become as graceful as the flight of a swallow or the bending of a
rose on its stem, to think: ‘These people are of another race than ours, and we are, we,
the true lords of creation.’?” Later on, | realised that the Guermantes did indeed regard
me as being of another race, but one that aroused their envy because | possessed
merits of which | knew nothing and which they professed to regard as alone important.
Later still | came to feel that this profession of faith was only half sincere and that in
them scorn or surprise could be coexistent with admiration and envy. The physical
flexibility essential to the Guermantes was twofold; thanks to one of its forms,
constantly in action, at any moment and if, for example, a male Guermantes were
about to salute a lady, he produced a silhouette of himself made from the unstable
equilibrium of a series of asymmetrical movements with nervous compensations, one
leg dragging a little, either on purpose or because, having been broken so often in the
hunting-field, 181it imparted to his trunk in its effort to keep pace with the other a
deviation to which the upward thrust of one shoulder gave a counterpoise, while the
monocle settled itself before his eye, raising an eyebrow just as the tuft of hair on the
forehead was lowered in the formal bow; the other flexibility, like the form of the wave,
the wind or the ocean track which is preserved on the shell or the vessel, was so to
speak stereotyped in a sort of fixed mobility, curving the arched nose which, beneath
the blue, protruding eyes, above the over-thin lips, from which, in the women, there
emerged a raucous voice, recalled the fabulous origin attributed in the sixteenth
century by the complaisance of parasitic and Hellenising genealogists to his race,
ancient beyond dispute, but not to the degree of antiquity which they claimed when
they gave as its source the mythological impregnation of a nymph by a divine Bird.

The Guermantes were just as idiomatic from the intellectual as from the physical
point of view. With the exception of Prince Gilbert (the husband with antiquated ideas
of “Marie-Gilbert”, who made his wife sit on his left when they drove out together
because her blood, though royal, was inferior to his own), but he was an exception
and furnished, behind his back, a perpetual laughing-stock to the rest of the family,



who had always fresh anecdotes to tell of him, the Guermantes, while living in the
pure cream of aristocracy, affected to take no account of nobility. The theories of the
Duchesse de Guermantes, who, to tell the truth, by dint of being a Guermantes,
became to a certain extent something different and more attractive, subordinated
everything else so completely to intellect, and were in politics so socialistic 182that
one asked oneself where in her mansion could be hiding the familiar spirit whose duty
it was to ensure the maintenance of the aristocratic standard of living, and which,
always invisible but evidently crouching at one moment in the entrance hall, at
another in the drawing-room, at a third in her dressing-room, reminded the servants of
this woman who did not believe in titles to address her as Mme. la Duchesse,
reminding also herself who cared only for reading and had no respect for persons to
go out to dinner with her sister-in-law when eight o’clock struck, and to put on a low
gown.

The same familiar spirit represented to Mme. de Guermantes the social duties of
duchesses, of the foremost among them, that was, who like herself were multi-
millionaires, the sacrifice to boring tea, dinner and evening parties of hours in which
she might have read interesting books, as unpleasant necessities like rain, which
Mme. de Guermantes accepted, letting play on them her biting humour, but without
seeking in any way to justify her acceptance of them. The curious accident by which
the butler of Mme. de Guermantes invariably said “Madame la Duchesse” to this
woman who believed only in the intellect did not however appear to shock her. Never
had it entered her head to request him to address her simply as “Madame”. Giving her
the utmost benefit of the doubt one might have supposed that, thinking of something
else at the time, she had heard only the word “Madame” and that the suffix appended
to it had not caught her attention. Only, though she might feign deafness, she was not
dumb. In fact, whenever she had a message to give to her husband she would say to
the butler: “Remind Monsieur le Duc——"

183The familiar spirit had other occupations as well, one of which was to inspire them
to talk morality. Itis true that there were Guermantes who went in for intellect and
Guermantes who went in for morals, and that these two classes did not as a rule
coincide. But the former kind—including a Guermantes who had forged cheques, who
cheated at cards and was the most delightful of them all, with a mind open to every
new and sound idea—spoke even more eloquently upon morals than the others, and
in the same strain as Mme. de Villeparisis, at the moments in which the familiar spirit
expressed itself through the lips of the old lady. At corresponding moments one saw
the Guermantes adopt suddenly a tone almost as old-lady-like, as genial and (as they
themselves had more charm) more touching than that of the Marquise, to say of a



servant: “One feels that she has a thoroughly sound nature, she’s not at alla common
girl, she must come of decent parents, she is certainly a girl who has never gone
astray.” At such moments the familiar spirit took the form of an intonation. But at
times it could be bearing also, the expression on a face, the same in the Duchess asin
her grandfather the Marshal, a sort of undefinable convulsion (like that of the Serpent,
the genius of the Carthaginian family of Barca) by which my heart had more than once
been set throbbing, on my morning walks, when before | had recognized Mme. de
Guermantes | felt her eyes fastened upon me from the inside of a little dairy. This
familiar spirit had intervened in a situation which was far from immaterial not merely
to the Guermantes but to the Courvoisiers, the rival faction of the family and, though
of as good blood as the Guermantes (it was, indeed, through his Courvoisier
grandmother that the Guermantes 184explained the obsession which led the Prince
de Guermantes always to speak of birth and titles as though those were the only
things that mattered), their opposite in every respect. Not only did the Courvoisiers
not assign to intelligence the same importance as the Guermantes, they had not the
same idea of it. For a Guermantes (even were he a fool) to be intelligent meant to have
a sharp tongue, to be capable of saying cutting things, to “get away with it”; but it
meant also the capacity to hold one’s own equally in painting, music, architecture, to
speak English. The Courvoisiers had formed a less favourable impression of
intelligence, and unless one were actually of their world being intelligent was almost
tantamount to “having probably murdered one’s father and mother”. For them
intelligence was the sort of burglar’s jemmy by means of which people one did not
know from Adam forced the doors of the most reputable drawing-rooms, and it was
common knowledge among the Courvoisiers that you always had to pay in the long
run for having “those sort” of people in your house. To the most trivial statements
made by intelligent people who were not “in society” the Courvoisiers opposed a
systematic distrust. Some one having on one occasion remarked: “But Swann is
younger than Palamede,”—“He says so, at any rate, and if he says it you may be sure
it’s because he thinks it is to his interest!” had been Mme. de Gallardon’s retort. Better
still, when some one said of two highly distinguished foreigners whom the
Guermantes had entertained that one of them had been sentin first because she was
the elder: “Butis she really the elder?” Mme. de Gallardon had inquired, not positively
as though that sort of person did not have any age, 185but as if presumably devoid of
civil or religious status, of definite traditions, they were both more or less young, like
two kittens of the same litter between which only a veterinary surgeon was competent
to decide. The Courvoisiers, more than the Guermantes, maintained also in a certain
sense the integrity of the titled class thanks at once to the narrowness of their minds
and the bitterness of their hearts. Just as the Guermantes (for whom, below the royal



families and a few others like the Lignes, the La Trémoilles and so forth, all the rest
were lost in a common rubbish-heap) were insolent towards various people of long
descent who lived round Guermantes, simply because they paid no attention to those
secondary distinctions by which the Courvoisiers were enormously impressed, so the
absence of such distinctions affected them little. Certain women who did not hold
any specially exalted rank in their native provinces but, brilliantly married, rich, good-
looking, beloved of Duchesses, were for Paris, where people are never very well up in
who one’s “father and mother” were, an excellent and exclusive piece of “imported
goods”. It might happen, though not commonly, that such women were, through the
channel of the Princesse de Parme or by virtue of their own attractions, received by
certain Guermantes. But with regard to these the indignation of the Courvoisiers knew
no bounds. Having to meet, between five and six in the afternoon, at their cousin’s,
people with whose relatives their own relatives did not care to be seen mixing down in
the Perche became for them an ever-increasing source of rage and an inexhaustible
fount of rhetoric. The moment, for instance, when the charming Comtesse G——
entered the Guermantes drawing-room, the face of Mme. 186de Villebon assumed
exactly the expression that would have befitted it had she been called to recite the
line:

And should but one stand fast, that one were surely |,

a line which for that matter was unknown to her. This Courvoisier had consumed
almost every Monday an éclair stuffed with cream within a few feet of the Comtesse
G——, but to no consequence. And Mme. de Villebon confessed in secret that she
could not conceive how her cousin Guermantes could allow a woman into her house
who was not even in the second-best society of Chateaudun. “l really fail to see why
my cousin should make such a fuss about whom she knows; it’s making a perfect
farce of society!” concluded Mme. de Villebon with a change of facial expression, this
time a sly smile of despair, which, in a charade, would have been interpreted rather as
indicating another line of poetry, though one with which she was no more familiar than
with the first:

Grace aux Dieux mon malheur passe mon espérance.

We may here anticipate events to explain that the persévérance (which rhymes, in the
following line with espérance) shewn by Mme. de Villebon in snubbing Mme. G——
was not entirely wasted. In the eyes of Mme. G—— it invested Mme. de Villebon with a
distinction so supreme, though purely imaginary, that when the time came for Mme.
G——’s daughter, who was the prettiest girl and the greatest heiress in the ballrooms
of that season, to marry, people were astonished to see her refuse all the Dukes in



succession. The fact was that her mother, 187remembering the weekly humiliations
she had had to endure in the Rue de Grenelle on account of Chateaudun could think
of only one possible husband for her daughter—a Villebon son.

A single point at which Guermantes and Courvoisiers converged was the art (one, for
that matter, of infinite variety) of marking distances. The Guermantes manners were
not absolutely uniform towards everyone. And yet, to take an example, all the
Guermantes, all those who really were Guermantes, when you were introduced to
them proceeded to perform a sort of ceremony almost as though the fact that they
held out their hands to you had been as important as the conferring of an order of
knighthood. At the moment when a Guermantes, were he no more than twenty, but
treading already in the footsteps of his ancestors, heard your name uttered by the
person who introduced you, he let fall on you as though he had by no means made up
his mind to say “How d’ye do?” a gaze generally blue, always of the coldness of a steel
blade which he seemed ready to plunge into the deepest recesses of your heart.
Which was as a matter of fact what the Guermantes imagined themselves to be doing,
each of them regarding himself as a psychologist of the highest order. They thought
moreover that they increased by this inspection the affability of the salute which was
to follow it, and would not be rendered you without full knowledge of your deserts. All
this occurred at a distance from yourself which, little enough had it been a question of
a passage of arms, seemed immense for a handclasp, and had as chilling an effectin
this connexion as in the other, so that when the Guermantes, after a rapid twisting
thrust that explored 188the most intimate secrets of your soul and laid bare your title
to honour, had deemed you worthy to associate with him thereafter, his hand, directed
towards you at the end of an arm stretched out to its fullest extent, appeared to be
presenting a rapier at you for a single combat, and that hand was in fact placed so far
in advance of the Guermantes himself at that moment that when he afterwards
bowed his head it was difficult to distinguish whether it was yourself or his own hand
that he was saluting. Certain Guermantes, lacking the sense of proportion, or being
incapable of refraining from repeating themselves incessantly, went farther and
repeated this ceremony afresh every time that they met you. Seeing that they had no
longer any need to conduct the preliminary psychological investigation for which the
“familiar spirit” had delegated its powers to them and the result of which they had
presumably kept in mind, the insistence of the perforating gaze preceding the
handclasp could be explained only by the automatism which their gaze had acquired
or by some power of fascination which they believed themselves to possess. The
Courvoisiers, whose physique was different, had tried in vain to assimilate that
searching gaze and had had to fall back upon a lordly stiffness or a rapid indifference.



On the other hand, it was from the Courvoisiers that certain very exceptional
Guermantes of the gentler sex seemed to have borrowed the feminine form of
greeting. At the moment when you were presented to one of these, she made you a
sweeping bow in which she carried towards you, almost to an angle of forty-five
degrees, her head and bust, the rest of her body (which came very high, up to the belt
which formed a pivot) 189remaining stationary. But no sooner had she projected thus
towards you the upper part of her person than she flung it backwards beyond the
vertical line by a sudden retirement through almost the same angle. This subsequent
withdrawal neutralised what appeared to have been conceded to you; the ground
which you believed yourself to have gained did not even remain a conquest, asin a
duel; the original positions were retained. This same annulment of affability by the
resumption of distance (which was Courvoisier in origin and intended to shew that the
advances made in the first movement were no more than a momentary feint)
displayed itself equally clearly, in the Courvoisier ladies as in the Guermantes, in the
letters which you received from them, at any rate in the first period of your
acquaintance. The “body” of the letter might contain sentences such as one writes
only (you would suppose) to a friend, but in vain might you have thought yourself
entitled to boast of being in that relation to the lady, since the letter began with
“Monsieur,” and ended with “Croyez monsieur a mes sentiments distingués.” After
which, between this cold opening and frigid conclusion which altered the meaning of
all the rest, there might come in succession (were it a reply to a letter of condolence
from yourself) the most touching pictures of the grief which the Guermantes lady had
felt on losing her sister, of the intimacy that had existed between them, of the beauty
of the place in which she was staying, of the consolation that she found in the charm
of her young children, all this amounted to no more than a letter such as one finds in
printed collections, the intimate character of which implied, however, no more
intimacy between yourself and 190the writer than if she had been the Younger Pliny or
Mme. de Simiane.

Itis true that certain Guermantes ladies wrote to you from the first as “My dear friend,”
or “My friend,” these were not always the most simple natured among them, but rather
those who, living only in the society of kings and being at the same time “light”,
assumed in their pride the certainty that everything which came from themselves gave
pleasure and in their corruption the habit of setting no price upon any of the
satisfactions that they had to offer. However, since to have had a common ancestor in
the reign of Louis Xlll was enough to make a young Guermantes say, in speaking of the
Marquise de Guermantes: “My aunt Adam,” the Guermantes were so numerous a clan
that, even among these simple rites, that for example of the bow upon introduction to



a stranger, there existed a wide divergence. Each subsection of any refinement had its
own, which was handed down from parents to children like the prescription for a
liniment or a special way of making jam. Thus it was that we saw Saint-Loup’s
handclasp thrust out as though involuntarily at the moment of his hearing one’s name,
without any participation by his eyes, without the addition of a bow. Any unfortunate
commoner who for a particular reason—which, for that matter, very rarely occurred—
was presented to anyone of the Saint-Loup subsection racked his brains over this
abrupt minimum of a greeting, which deliberately assumed the appearance of non-
recognition, to discover what in the world the Guermantes—male or female—could
have against him. And he was highly surprised to learn that the said Guermantes had
thought fit to write specially to the introducer 191to tell him how delighted he or she
had been with the stranger, whom he or she looked forward to meeting again. As
specialised as the mechanical gestures of Saint-Loup were the complicated and rapid
capers (which M. de Charlus condemned as ridiculous) of the Marquis de Fierbois, the
grave and measured paces of the Prince de Guermantes. But itis impossible to
describe here the richness of the choreography of the Guermantes ballet owing to the
sheer length of the cast.

To return to the antipathy which animated the Courvoisiers against the Duchesse de
Guermantes, they might have had the consolation of feeling sorry for her so long as
she was still unmarried, for she was then comparatively poor. Unfortunately, at all
times and seasons, a sort of fuliginous emanation, quite sui generis, enveloped, hid
from the eye the wealth of the Courvoisiers which, however great it might be,
remained obscure. In vain might a young Courvoisier with an ample dowry find a most
eligible bridegroom:; it invariably happened that the young couple had no house of
their own in Paris, “came up to stay” in the season with his parents, and for the rest of
the year lived down in the country in the thick of a society that may have been
unadulterated but was also quite undistinguished. Whereas a Saint-Loup who was up
to the eyes in debt dazzled Doncieres with his carriage-horses, a Courvoisier who was
extremely rich always went in the tram. Similarly (though of course many years earlier)
Mlle. de Guermantes (Oriane), who had scarcely a penny to her name, created more
stir with her clothes than all the Courvoisiers put together. The really scandalous
things she said gave a sort of advertisement to her style of dressing and doing her hair.
She 192had had the audacity to say to the Russian Grand Duke: “Well, Sir, | hear you
would like to have Tolstoy murdered?” at a dinner-party to which none of the
Courvoisiers, not that any of them knew very much about Tolstoy, had been asked.
They knew little more about Greek writers, if we may judge by the Dowager Duchesse
de Gallardon (mother-in-law of the Princesse de Gallardon who at that time was still a



girl) who, not having been honoured by Oriane with a single visit in five years, replied to
some one who asked her the reason for this abstention: “It seems she recites
Aristotle” (meaning Aristophanes) “in society. | cannot allow that sort of thing in my
house!”

One can imagine how greatly this “sally” by Mlle. de Guermantes upon Tolstoy, if it
enraged the Courvoisiers, delighted the Guermantes, and by derivation everyone who
was not merely closely but even remotely attached to them. The Dowager Comtesse
d’Argencourt (née Seineport), who entertained a little of everything, because she was
a blue-stocking and in spite of her son’s being a terrible snob, repeated the saying
before her literary friends with the comment: “Oriane de Guermantes, you know; she’s
as fine as amber, as mischievous as a monkey, there’s nothing she couldn’t do if she
chose, her water-colours are worthy of a great painter and she writes better verses
than most of the great poets, and as for family, don’t you know, you couldn’t imagine
anything better, her grandmother was Mlle. de Montpensier, and she is the eighteenth
Oriane de Guermantes in succession, without a single misalliance; it’s the purest
blood, the oldest in the whole of France.” And so the sham men of letters, those demi-
intellectuals who went to Mme. 193d’Argencourt’s, forming a mental picture of Oriane
de Guermantes, whom they would never have an opportunity to know personally, as
something more wonderful and more extraordinary than Princess Badroulbadour, not
only felt themselves ready to die for her on learning that so noble a person glorified
Tolstoy above all others, but felt also quickening with a fresh strength in their minds
their own love of Tolstoy, their longing to fight against Tsarism. These liberal ideas
might have grown faint in them, they might have begun to doubt their importance, no
longer venturing to confess to holding them, when suddenly from Mlle. de
Guermantes herself, that is to say from a girl so indisputably cultured and authorised
to speak, who wore her hair flat on her brow (a thing that no Courvoisier would ever
have consented to do), came this vehement support. A certain number of realities,
good or bad in themselves, gain enormously in this way by receiving the adhesion of
people who are in authority over us. For instance among the Courvoisiers the rites of
affability in a public thoroughfare consisted in a certain bow, very ugly and far from
affable in itself but which people knew to be the distinguished way of bidding a person
good day, with the result that everyone else, suppressing the instinctive smile of
welcome on his own face, endeavoured to imitate these frigid gymnastics. But the
Guermantes in general and Oriane in particular, while better conversant than anyone
with these rites, did not hesitate, if they caught sight of you from a carriage, to greet
you with a sprightly wave of the hand, and in a drawing-room, leaving the Courvoisiers
to make their stiff and imitative bows, sketched charming reverences in the air, held



out their hands as 194though to a comrade with a smile from their blue eyes, so that
suddenly, thanks to the Guermantes, there entered into the substance of smartness,
until then a little hollow and dry, everything that you would naturally have liked and
had compelled yourself to forego, a genuine welcome, the effusion of a true
friendliness, spontaneity. Itis in a similar fashion (but by a rehabilitation which this
time is scarcely justified) that people who carry in themselves an instinctive taste for
bad music and for melodies, however commonplace, which have in them something
easy and caressing, succeed, by dint of education in symphonic culture, in mortifying
that appetite. But once they have arrived at this point; when, dazzled—and rightly so—
by the brilliant orchestral colouring of Richard Strauss, they see that musician adopt
with an indulgence worthy of Auber the most vulgar motifs, what those people
originally admired finds suddenly in so high an authority a justification which delights
them, and they let themselves be enchanted without scruple and with a twofold
gratitude, when they listen to Salomé, by what it would have been impossible for them
to admire in Les Diamants de la Couronne.

Authentic or not, the retort made by Mlle. de Guermantes to the Grand Duke, retailed
from house to house, furnished an opportunity to relate the excessive smartness with
which Oriane had been turned out at the dinner-party in question. But if such
splendour (and this is precisely what rendered it unattainable by the Courvoisiers)
springs not from wealth but from prodigality, the latter does nevertheless last longer if
it enjoys the constant support of the former, which allows it to spend all its fire. Given
the principles openly advertised not 1950nly by Oriane but by Mme. de Villeparisis,
namely that nobility does not count, that it is ridiculous to bother one’s head about
rank, that wealth does not necessarily mean happiness, that intellect, heart, talent
are alone of importance, the Courvoisiers were justified in hoping that, as a result of
the training she had received from the Marquise, Oriane would marry some one who
was not in society, an artist, a fugitive from justice, a scalliwag, a free-thinker, that she
would pass definitely into the category of what the Courvoisiers called “detrimentals”.
They were all the more justified in this hope since, inasmuch as Mme. de Villeparisis
was at this very moment, from the social point of view, passing through an awkward
crisis (none of the few bright stars whom | was to meet in her drawing-room had as yet
reappeared there), she professed an intense horror of the society which was thus
holding her aloof. Even when she referred to her nephew the Prince de Guermantes,
whom she did still see, she could never make an end of mocking at him because he
was so infatuated about his pedigree. But the moment it became a question of finding
a husband for Oriane, it had been no longer the principles publicly advertised by aunt
and niece that had controlled the operations, it had been the mysterious “familiar



spirit” of their race. As unerringly as if Mme. de Villeparisis and Oriane had never
spoken of anything but rent-rolls and pedigrees in place of literary merit and depth of
character, and as if the Marquise, for the space of a few days, had been—as she
would ultimately be—dead and on her bier, in the church of Combray, where each
member of the family would be reduced to a mere Guermantes, with a forfeiture of
individuality and baptismal hames to 196which there testified on the voluminous
black drapery of the pall the single ‘G’ in purple surmounted by the ducal coronet, it
was on the wealthiest man and the most nobly born, on the most eligible bachelor of
the Faubourg Saint-Germain, on the eldest son of the Duc de Guermantes, the Prince
des Laumes, that the familiar spirit had let fall the choice of the intellectual, the
critical, the evangelical Mme. de Villeparisis. And for a couple of hours, on the day of
the wedding, Mme. de Villeparisis received in her drawing-room all the noble persons
atwhom she had been in the habit of sneering, at whom she indeed sneered still to
the various plebeian intimates whom she had invited and on whom the Prince des
Laumes promptly left cards, preparatory to “cutting the cable” in the following year.
And then, making the Courvoisiers’ cup of bitterness overflow, the same old maxims,
which made out intellect and talent to be the sole claims to social pre-eminence,
resumed their doctrinal force in the household of the Princesse des Laumes
immediately after her marriage. And in this respect, be it said in passing, the point of
view which Saint-Loup upheld when he lived with Rachel, frequented the friends of
Rachel, would have liked to marry Rachel, implied—whatever the horror that it
inspired in the family—less falsehood than that of the Guermantes young ladies in
general, preaching the virtues of intellect, barely admitting the possibility of anyone’s
questioning the equality of mankind, all of which ended at a given pointin the same
result as if they had professed the opposite principles, thatis to say in marriage to an
extremely wealthy duke. Saint-Loup did, on the contrary, actin conformity with his
theories, which led people to say that he was treading 197in evil ways. Certainly from
the moral standpoint Rachel was not altogether satisfactory. But itis by no means
certain whether, if she had been some person no more worthy but a duchess or the
heiress to many millions, Mme. de Marsantes would not have been in favour of the
match.

Well, to return to Mme. des Laumes (shortly afterwards Duchesse de Guermantes, on
the death of her father-in-law), it was the last agonising straw upon the backs of the
Courvoisiers that the theories of the young Princess, remaining thus lodged in her
speech, should notin any sense be guiding her conduct; with the result that this
philosophy (if one may so call it) in no way impaired the aristocratic smartness of the
Guermantes drawing-room. No doubt all the people whom Mme. de Guermantes did



not invite imagined that it was because they were not clever enough, and some rich
American lady who had never had any book in her possession except a little old copy,
never opened, of Parny’s poems, arranged because it was of the “period” upon one of
the tables in her inner room, shewed how much importance she attached to the
things of the mind by the devouring gaze which she fastened on the Duchesse de
Guermantes when that lady made her appearance at the Opera. No doubt, also, Mme.
de Guermantes was sincere when she selected a person on account of his or her
intellect. When she said of a woman: “It appears, she’s quite charming!” or of a man
that he was the “cleverest person in the world,” she imagined herself to have no other
reason for consenting to receive them than this charm or cleverness, the familiar spirit
not interposing itself at this last moment; more deeply-rooted, stationed 198at the
obscure entry of the region in which the Guermantes exercised their judgment, this
vigilant spirit precluded them from finding the man clever or the woman charming if
they had no social value, actual or potential. The man was pronounced learned, but
like a dictionary, or, on the contrary, common, with the mind of a commercial traveller,
the woman pretty, but with a terribly bad style, or too talkative. As for the people who
had no definite position, they were simply dreadful—such snobs! M. de Bréauté,
whose country house was quite close to Guermantes, mixed with no one below the
rank of Highness. But he laughed at them in his heart and longed only to spend his
days in museums. Accordingly Mme. de Guermantes was indignant when anyone
spoke of M. de Bréauté as a snob. “A snob! Babal! But, my poor friend, you must be
mad, it’s just the opposite. He loathes smart people; he won’t let himself be
introduced to anyone. Even in my house! If | ask him to meet some one he doesn’t
know, he swears at me all the time.” This was not to say that, even in practice, the
Guermantes did not adopt an entirely different attitude towards cleverness from the
Courvoisiers. In a positive sense, this difference between the Guermantes and the
Courvoisiers had begun already to bear very promising fruit. Thus the Duchesse de
Guermantes, enveloped moreover in a mystery which had set so many poets
dreaming of her at a respectful distance, had given that party to which | have already
referred, at which the King of England had enjoyed himself more thoroughly than
anywhere else, for she had had the idea, which would never have occurred to a
Courvoisier mind, of inviting, and the audacity, from which a Courvoisier 199courage
would have recoiled, to invite, apart from the personages already mentioned, the
musician Gaston Lemaire and the dramatist Grandmougin. But it was pre-eminently
from the negative point of view that intellectuality made itself felt. If the necessary
coefficient of cleverness and charm declined steadily as the rank of the person who
sought an invitation from the Princesse des Laumes became more exalted, vanishing
into zero when he or she was one of the principal Crowned Heads of Europe,



conversely the farther they fell below this royal level the higher the coefficient rose.
For instance at the Princesse de Parme’s parties there were a number of people whom
her Royal Highness invited because she had known them as children, or because they
were related to some duchess, or attached to the person of some Sovereign, they
themselves being quite possibly ugly, boring or stupid; well, with a Courvoisier any of
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the reasons: “a favourite of the Princesse de Parme,” “a niece on the mother’s side of
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the Duchesse d’Arpajon,” “spends three months every year with the Queen of Spain,”
would have been sufficient to make her invite such people to her house, but Mme. de
Guermantes, who had politely acknowledged their bows for ten years at the Princesse
de Parme’s, had never once allowed them to cross her threshold, considering that the
same rule applied to a drawing-room in a social as in a material sense, where it only
needed a few pieces of furniture which had no particular beauty but were left there to
fillthe room and as a sign of the owner’s wealth, to render it hideous. Such a drawing-
room resembled a book in which the author could not refrain from the use of language
advertising his own learning, brilliance, fluency. 200Like a book, like a house, the
quality of a “salon”, thought Mme. de Guermantes—and rightly—is based on the
corner-stone of sacrifice.

Many of the friends of the Princesse de Parme, with whom the Duchesse de
Guermantes had confined herself for years past to the same conventional greeting, or
to returning their cards, without ever inviting them to her parties or going to theirs,
complained discreetly of these omissions to her Highness who, on days when M. de
Guermantes came by himself to see her, passed on a hint to him. But the wily
nobleman, a bad husband to the Duchess in so far as he kept mistresses, but her
most tried and trusty friend in everything that concerned the good order of her
drawing-room (and her own wit, which formed its chief attraction), replied: “But does
my wife know her? Indeed! Oh, well, | daresay she does. But the truth is, Ma’am, that
Oriane does not care for women’s conversation. She lives, surrounded by a court of
superior minds—I am not her husband, | am only the first footman. Except for quite a
small number, who are all of them very clever indeed, women bore her. Surely, Ma’am,
your Highness with all her fine judgement is not going to tell me that the Marquise de
Souvré has any brains. Yes, | quite understand, the Princess receives her out of
kindness. Besides, your Highness knows her. You tell me that Oriane has met her; itis
quite possible, but once or twice at the most, | assure you. And then, | must explain to
your Highness, it is really a little my fault as well. My wife is very easily tired, and she is
so anxious to be friendly always that if | allowed her she would never stop going to see
people. Only yesterday evening she had a temperature, she was afraid of

hurting 201the Duchesse de Bourbon’s feelings by not going to see her. | had to shew



my teeth, | assure you; | positively forbade them to bring the carriage round. Do you
know, Ma’am, | should really prefer not to mention to Oriane that you have spoken to
me about Mme. de Souvré. My wife is so devoted to your Highness, she will go round
at once to invite Mme. de Souvré to the house; that will mean another call to be paid,
it will oblige us to make friends with the sister, whose husband | know quite well. |
think | shall say nothing at all about it to Oriane, if the Princess has no objection. That
will save her a great deal of strain and excitement. And | assure you that it will be no
loss to Mme. de Souvré. She goes everywhere, moves in the most brilliant circles. You
know, we don’t entertain at all, really, just a few little friendly dinners, Mme. de Souvré
would be bored to death.” The Princesse de Parme, innocently convinced that the Duc
de Guermantes would not transmit her request to his Duchess, and dismayed by her
failure to procure the invitation that Mme. de Souvré sought, was all the more flattered
to think that she herself was one of the regular frequenters of so exclusive a
household. No doubt this satisfaction had its drawbacks also. Thus whenever the
Princesse de Parme invited Mme. de Guermantes to her own parties she had to rack
her brains to be sure that there was no one else on her list whose presence might
offend the Duchess and make her refuse to come again.

On ordinary evenings (after dinner, at which she invariably entertained at a very early
hour, for she clung to old customs, a small party) the drawing-room of the Princesse
de Parme was thrown open to her regular guests, and, generally speaking, to all the
higher ranks 2020f the aristocracy, French and foreign. The order of her receptions
was as follows: on issuing from the dining-room the Princess sat down on a sofa
before a large round table and chatted with the two most important of the ladies who
had dined with her, or else cast her eyes over a magazine, or sometimes played cards
(or pretended to play, adopting a German court custom), either a game of patience by
herself or selecting as her real or pretended partner some prominent personage. By
nine o’clock the double doors of the big drawing-room were in a state of perpetual
agitation, opening and shutting and opening again to admit the visitors who had dined
quietly at home (or if they had dined in town hurried from their café promising to return
later, since they intended only to go in at one door and out at the other) in order to
conform with the Princess’s time-table. She, meanwhile, her mind fixed on her game
or conversation, made a show of not seeing the new arrivals, and it was not until they
were actually within reach of her that she rose graciously from her seat, with a friendly
smile for the women. The latter thereupon sank before the upright Presence in a
courtesy which was tantamount to a genuflexion, so as to bring their lips down to the
level of the beautiful hand which hung very low, and to kiss it. But at that moment the
Princess, just as if she had been every time surprised by a formality with which



nevertheless she was perfectly familiar, raised the kneeling figure as though by main
force, and with incomparable grace and sweetness, and kissed her on both cheeks. A
grace and sweetness that were conditional, you may say, upon the meekness with
which the arriving guest inclined her knee. Very likely; and it seems that 203in a
society without distinctions of rank politeness would vanish, not, as is generally
supposed, from want of breeding, but because from one class would have vanished
the deference due to a distinction which must be imaginary to be effective, and, more
completely still, from the other class the affability in the distribution of which one is
prodigal so long as one knows it to be, to the recipient, of an untold value which, in a
world based on equality, would at once fall to nothing like everything that has only a
promissory worth. But this disappearance of politeness in a reconstructed society is
by no means certain, and we are at times too ready to believe that the presentis the
only possible state of things. People of first-rate intelligence have held the opinion that
a Republic could not have any diplomacy or foreign alliances, and, more recently, that
the peasant class would not tolerate the separation of Church and State. After all, the
survival of politeness in a society levelled to uniformity would be no more miraculous
than the practical success of the railway or the use of the aeroplane in war. Besides,
even if politeness were to vanish, there is nothing to shew that this would be a
misfortune. Lastly, would not society become secretly more hierarchical as it became
outwardly more democratic. This seems highly probable. The political power of the
Popes has grown enormously since they ceased to possess either States or an Army;
our cathedrals meant far less to a devout Catholic of the seventeenth century than
they mean to an atheist of the twentieth, and if the Princesse de Parme had been the
sovereign ruler of a State, no doubt | should have felt myself impelled to speak of her
almost as | should speak of a President of the Republic, that is to say not at all.

204As soon as the postulant had been raised from the ground and embraced by the
Princess, the latter resumed her seat and returned to her game of patience, but first of
all, if the newcomer were of any importance, held her for a moment in conversation,
making her sit down in an armchair.

When the room became too crowded the lady in waiting who had to control the traffic
cleared the floor by leading the regular guests into an immense hall on to which the
drawing-room opened, a hall filled with portraits and minor trophies of the House of
Bourbon. The intimate friends of the Princess would then volunteer for the part of
guide and would repeat interesting anecdotes, to which the young people had not the
patience to listen, more interested in the spectacle of living Royalties (with the
possibility of having themselves presented to them by the lady in waiting and the
maids of honour) than in examining the relics of dead Sovereigns. Too much occupied



with the acquaintances which they would be able to form and the invitations it might
perhaps be possible to secure, they knew absolutely nothing, even in after-years, of
what there was in this priceless museum of the archives of the Monarchy, and could
only recall confusedly that it was decorated with cacti and giant palms which gave
this centre of social elegance a look of the palmarium in the Jardin d’Acclimatation.

Naturally the Duchesse de Guermantes, by way of self-mortification, did occasionally
appear on these evenings to pay an “after dinner” call on the Princess, who kept her
all the time by her side, while she rallied the Duke. But on evenings when the Duchess
came to dine, the Princess took care not to invite her regular party, 205and closed her
doors to the world on rising from table, for fear lest a too liberal selection of guests
might offend the exacting Duchess. On such evenings, were any of the faithful who
had not received warning to present themselves on the royal doorstep, they would be
informed by the porter: “Her Royal Highness is not at home this evening,” and would
turn away. But, long before this, many of the Princess’s friends had known that, on the
day in question, they would not be asked to her house. These were a special set of
parties, a privilege barred to so many who must have longed for admission. The
excluded could, with a practical certainty, enumerate the roll of the elect, and would
say irritably among themselves: “You know, of course, that Oriane de Guermantes
never goes anywhere without her entire staff.” With the help of this body the Princesse
de Parme sought to surround the Duchess as with a protecting rampart against those
persons the chance of whose making a good impression on her was at all doubtful.
But with several of the Duchess’s favourites, with several members of this glittering
“staff” the Princesse de Parme resented having to go out of her way to shew them
attentions, seeing that they paid little or no attention to herself. No doubt the Princess
was fully prepared to admit that it was possible to derive more enjoyment in the
company of the Duchesse de Guermantes than in her own. She could not deny that
there was always a “crush” on the Duchess’s at-home days, or that she herself often
met there three or four royal personages who thought it sufficient to leave their cards
upon her. And in vain might she commit to memory Oriane’s witty sayings, copy her
gowns, serve at her own tea-parties the 206same strawberry tarts, there were
occasions on which she was left by herself all afternoon with a lady in waiting and
some foreign Counsellor of Legation. And so whenever (as had been the case with
Swann, for instance, at an earlier period) there was anyone who never let a day pass
without going to spend an hour or two at the Duchess’s and paid a call once in two
years on the Princesse de Parme, the latter felt no great desire, even for the sake of
amusing Oriane, to make to this Swann or whoever he was the “advances” of an
invitation to dinner. In a word, having the Duchess in her house was for the Princess a



source of endless perplexity, so haunted was she by the fear that Oriane would find
fault with everything. But in return, and for the same reason, when the Princesse de
Parme came to dine with Mme. de Guermantes she could be certain beforehand that
everything would be perfect, delightful, she had only one fear which was that of her
own inability to understand, remember, give satisfaction, her inability to assimilate
new ideas and people. On this account my presence aroused her attention and
excited her cupidity, just as might a new way of decorating the dinner-table with
festoons of fruit, uncertain as she was which of the two it might be—the table
decorations or my presence—that was the more distinctively one of those charms,
the secret of the success of Oriane’s parties, and in her uncertainty firmly resolved to
try at her own next dinner-party to introduce them both. What for that matter fully
justified the enraptured curiosity which the Princesse de Parme brought to the
Duchess’s house was that element—amusing, dangerous, exciting—into which the
Princess used to plunge with a combination of anxiety, shock and delight (as 207at the
seaside on one of those days of “big waves” of the danger of which the bathing-
masters warn us, simply and solely because none of them knows how to swim), from
which she used to emerge terrified, happy, rejuvenated, and which was known as the
wit of the Guermantes. The wit of the Guermantes—a thing as non-existent as the
squared circle, according to the Duchess who regarded herself as the sole
Guermantes to possess it—was a family reputation like that of the pork pies of Tours
or the biscuits of Rheims. No doubt (since an intellectual peculiarity does not employ
for its perpetuation the same channels as a shade of hair or complexion) certain
intimate friends of the Duchess who were not of her blood were nevertheless
endowed with this wit, which on the other hand had failed to permeate the minds of
various Guermantes, too refractory to assimilate wit of any kind. The holders, not
related to the Duchess, of this Guermantes wit had generally the characteristic
feature of having been brilliant men, fitted for a career to which, whether it were in the
arts, diplomacy, parliamentary eloquence or the army, they had preferred the life of a
small and intimate group. Possibly this preference could be explained by a certain
want of originality, of initiative, of will power, of health or of luck, or possibly by
shobbishness.

With certain people (though these, it must be admitted, were the exception) if the
Guermantes drawing-room had been the stumbling-block in their careers, it had been
without their knowledge. Thus a doctor, a painter and a diplomat of great promise had
failed to achieve success in the careers for which they were nevertheless more
brilliantly endowed than most of their competitors 208because their friendship with
the Guermantes had the result that the two former were regarded as men of fashion



and the third as a reactionary, which had prevented each of the three from winning the
recognition of his colleagues. The mediaeval gown and red cap which are still donned
by the electoral colleges of the Faculties are (or were at least, not so long since)
something more than a purely outward survival from a narrow-minded past, from a
rigid sectarianism. Under the cap with its golden tassels, like the High Priest in the
conical mitre of the Jews, the “Professors” were still, in the years that preceded the
Dreyfus Case, fast rooted in rigorously pharisaical ideas. Du Boulbon was at heart an
artist, but was safe because he did not care for society. Cottard was always at the
Verdurins’. But Mme. Verdurin was a patient; besides, he was protected by his
vulgarity; finally, at his own house he entertained no one outside the Faculty, at
banquets over which there floated an aroma of carbolic. Butin powerful corporations,
where moreover the rigidity of their prejudices is but the price that must be paid for
the noblest integrity, the most lofty conceptions of morality, which weaken in an
atmosphere that, more tolerant, freer at first, becomes very soon dissolute, a
Professor in his gown of scarlet satin faced with ermine, like that of a Doge (which is to
say a Duke) of Venice enshrined in the Ducal Palace, was as virtuous, as deeply
attached to noble principles, but as unsparing of any alien element as that other
Duke, excellent but terrible, whom we know as M. de Saint-Simon. The alien, here,
was the worldly doctor, with other manners, other social relations. To make good, the
unfortunate of whom we are now speaking, so as not to be accused by

his 209colleagues of looking down on them (the strange ideas of a man of fashion!) if
he concealed from them his Duchesse de Guermantes, hoped to disarm them by
giving mixed dinner-parties in which the medical element was merged in the
fashionable. He was unaware that in so doing he signed his own death-warrant, or
rather he discovered this later, when the Council of Ten had to fill a vacant chair, and it
was invariably the name of another doctor, more normal, it might be obviously inferior,
that leaped from the fatal urn, when their “Veto” thundered from the ancient Faculty,
as solemn, as absurd and as terrible as the “Juro” that spelt the death of Moliere. So
too with the painter permanently labelled man of fashion, when fashionable people
who dabbled in art had succeeded in making themselves be labelled artists; so with
the diplomat who had too many reactionary associations.

But this case was the rarest of all. The type of distinguished man who formed the main
substance of the Guermantes drawing-room was that of people who had voluntarily
(or so at least they supposed) renounced all else, everything that was incompatible
with the wit of the Guermantes, with the courtesy of the Guermantes, with that
indefinable charm odious to any “Corporation” however little centralised.



And the people who were aware that in days gone by one of these frequenters of the
Duchess’s drawing-room had been awarded the gold medal of the Salon, that another,
Secretary to the Bar Council, had made a brilliant start in the Chamber, that a third
had ably served France as Chargé d’Affaires, might have been led to regard as
“failures” people who had done nothing more now for 210twenty years. But there were
few who were thus “well-informed”, and the parties concerned would themselves
have been the last to remind people, finding these old distinctions to be now
valueless, in the light of this very Guermantes spirit of wit: for did not this condemn
respectively as a bore or an usher, and as a counter-jumper a pair of eminent
Ministers, one a trifle solemn the other addicted to puns, of whose praises the
newspapers were always full but in whose company Mme. de Guermantes would
begin to yawn and shew signs of impatience if the imprudence of a hostess had
placed either of them next to her at the dinner-table. Since being a statesman of the
first rank was in no sense a recommendation to the Duchess’s favour, those of her
friends who had definitely abandoned the “Career” or the “Service”, who had never
stood for the Chamber, felt, as they came day after day to have luncheon and talk with
their great friend, or when they met her in the houses of Royal Personages, of whom
for that matter they thought very little (or at least they said so), that they themselves
had chosen the better part, albeit their melancholy air, even in the midst of the gaiety,
seemed somehow to challenge the soundness of this opinion.

It must be recognised also that the refinement of social life, the subtlety of
conversation at the Guermantes’ did also contain, exiguous as it may have been, an
element of reality. No official title was equivalent to the approval of certain chosen
friends of Mme. de Guermantes, whom the most powerful Ministers had been unable
to attract to their houses. If in this drawing-room so many intellectual ambitions, such
noble efforts even had been for ever buried, still at least from their dust the rarest
blossoms 2110f civilised society had taken life. Certainly men of wit, Swann for
instance, regarded themselves as superior to men of genuine worth, whom they
despised, but that was because what the Duchesse de Guermantes valued above
everything else was not intellect; it was, according to her, that superior, more exquisite
form of the human intellect exalted to a verbal variety of talent—wit. And long ago at
the Verdurins’ when Swann condemned Brichot and Elstir, one as a pedant and the
other as a clown, despite all the learning of one and the other’s genius, it was the
infiltration of the Guermantes spirit that had led him to classify them so. Never would
he have dared to present either of them to the Duchess, conscious instinctively of the
air with which she would have listened to Brichot’s monologues and Elstir’s hair-



splittings, the Guermantes spirit regarding pretentious and prolix speech, whetherin a
serious or a farcical vein, as alike of the most intolerable imbecility.

As for the Guermantes of the true flesh and blood, if the Guermantes spirit had not
absorbed them as completely as we see occur in, to take an example, those literary
circles in which everyone shares a common way of pronouncing his words, of
expressing his thoughts, and consequently of thinking, it was certainly not because
originality is stronger in purely social groups or presents any obstacle there to
imitation. But imitation depends not merely upon the absence of any unconquerable
originality but also demands a relative fineness of ear which enables one first of all to
discern what one is afterwards to imitate. Whereas there were several Guermantes in
whom this musical sense was as entirely lacking as in the Courvoisiers.

212To take as an instance what is called; in another sense of the word imitation,
“giving imitations” (or among the Guermantes was called “taking off”), Mme. de
Guermantes might succeed in this to perfection, the Courvoisiers were as incapable
of appreciating her as if they had been a tribe of rabbits instead of men and women,
because they had never had the sense to observe the particular defect or accent that
the Duchess was endeavouring to copy. When she “gave an imitation” of the Duc de
Limoges, the Courvoisiers would protest: “Oh, no, he doesn’t really speak like that; |
met him again only yesterday at dinner at Bebeth’s; he talked to me all evening and he
didn’t speak like that at all!” whereas the Guermantes of any degree of culture
exclaimed: “Gad, what fun Oriane is! The odd part of it is that when she is copying him
she looks exactly like him! | feel I’'m listening to him. Oriane, do give us a little more
Limoges!” Now these Guermantes (and not necessarily the few really outstanding
members of the clan who, when the Duchess imitated the Duc de Limoges, would say
admiringly: “Oh, you really have got him,” or “You do get him,”) mightindeed be devoid
of wit according to Mme. de Guermantes (and in this respect she was right); yet, by
dint of hearing and repeating her sayings they had come to imitate more or less her
way of expressing herself, of criticising people, of what Swann, like the Duke himself,
used to call her “phrasing” of things, so that they presented in their conversation
something which to the Courvoisiers appeared “fearfully like” Oriane’s wit and was
treated by them collectively as the “wit of the Guermantes”. As these Guermantes
were to her not merely kinsfolk but admirers, Oriane (who 213kept the rest of the
family rigorously at arm’s-length and now avenged by her disdain the insults that they
had heaped upon her in her girlhood) went to call on them now and then, generally in
company with the Duke, in the season, when she drove out with him. These visits were
historic events. The heart began to beat more rapidly in the bosom of the Princesse
d’Epinay, who was “at home” in her big drawing-room on the ground floor, when she



perceived afar off, like the first glow of an innocuous fire, or the “reconnaissances” of
an unexpected invasion, making her way across the courtyard slowly, in a diagonal
course, the Duchess crowned with a ravishing hat and holding atilt a sunshade from
which there rained down a summer fragrance. “Why, here comes Oriane,” she would
say, like an “On guard!” intended to convey a prudent warning to her visitors, so that
they should have time to beat an orderly retreat, to clear the rooms without panic. Half
of those present dared not remain, and rose at once to go. “But no, why? Sit down
again, l insist on keeping you a little longer,” said the Princess in a careless tone and
seemingly at her ease (to shew herself the great lady) but in a voice that suddenly rang
false. “But you may want to talk to each other.” “Really, you’re in a hurry? Oh, very well,
I shall come and see you,” replied the lady of the house to those whom she was just as
well pleased to see depart. The Duke and Duchess gave a very civil greeting to people
whom they had seen there regularly for years, without for that reason coming to know
them any better, while these in return barely said good day to them, thinking this more
discreet. Scarcely had they left the room before the Duke began asking good-
naturedly who 214they were, so as to appear to be taking an interest in the intrinsic
quality of people whom he himself, owing to the cross-purposes of fate or the
wretched state of Oriane’s nerves, never saw in his own house. “Tell me, who was that
little woman in the pink hat?” “Why, my dear cousin, you have seen her hundreds of
times, she’s the Vicomtesse de Tours, who was a Lamarzelle.” “But, do you know,
she’s quite good-looking; she seems clever too; if it weren’t for a little flaw in her
upper lip she’ld be a regular charmer. If there’s a Vicomte de Tours, he can’t have any
too bad a time. Oriane, do you know what those eyebrows and the way her hair grows
reminded me of? Your cousin Hedwige de Ligne.” The Duchesse de Guermantes, who
languished whenever people spoke of the beauty of any woman other than herself, let
the conversation drop. She had reckoned without the weakness her husband had for
letting it be seen that he knew all about the people who did not come to his house,
whereby he believed that he shewed himself to be more seriously minded than his
wife. “But,” he resumed suddenly with emphasis, “You mentioned the name
Lamarzelle. | remember, when | was in the Chamber, hearing a really remarkable
speech made....” “That was the uncle of the young woman you saw just now.” “Indeed!
What talent! No, my dear girl,” he assured the Vicomtesse d’Egremont, whom Mme.
de Guermantes could not endure, but who, refusing to stir from the Princesse
d’Epinay’s drawing-room where she willingly humbled herself to play the part of
parlour-maid (and was ready to slap her own parlour-maid on returning home), stayed
there, confused, tearful, but stayed when the ducal couple were in the room,

took 215their cloaks, tried to make herself useful, offered discreetly to withdraw into
the next room, “you are not to make tea for us, let us just sit and talk quietly, we are



simple souls, really, honestly. Besides,” he went on, turning to the Princesse d’Epinay
(leaving the Egremont lady blushing, humble, ambitious and full of zeal), “we can only
give you a quarter of an hour.” This quarter of an hour was entirely taken up with a sort
of exhibition of the witty things which the Duchess had said during the previous week,
and to which she herself would certainly not have referred had not her husband, with
great adroitness, by appearing to be rebuking her with reference to the incidents that
had provoked them, obliged her as though against her will to repeat them.

The Princesse d’Epinay, who was fond of her cousin and knew that she had a
weakness for compliments, went into ecstasies over her hat, her sunshade, her wit.
“Talk to her as much as you like about her clothes,” said the Duke in the sullen tone
which he had adopted and now tempered with a sardonic smile so that his
resentment should not be taken seriously, “but for heaven’s sake don’t speak of her
wit, | should be only too glad not to have so witty a wife. You are probably alluding to
the shocking pun she made about my brother Palamede,” he went on, knowing quite
well that the Princess and the rest of the family had not yet heard this pun, and
delighted to have an opportunity of shewing off his wife. “In the first place | consider it
unworthy of a person who has occasionally, | must admit, said some quite good
things, to make bad puns, but especially about my brother, who is very susceptible,
and ifitis going to lead to his quarrelling with me, that would really be too much

of 216a good thing.” “But we never heard a word about it! One of Oriane’s puns! It’s
sure to be delicious. Oh, do tell us!” “No, no,” the Duke went on, still sulking though
with a broader smile, “I’m so glad you haven’t heard it. Seriously, I’'m very fond of my
brother.” “Listen, Basin,” broke in the Duchess, the moment having come for her to
take up her husband’s cue, “l can’t think why you should say that it might annoy
Palamede, you know quite well it would do nothing of the sort. He is far too intelligent
to be vexed by a stupid joke which has nothing offensive about it. You are making them
think | said something nasty; | simply uttered a remark which was not in the least
funny, it is you who make it seem important by losing your temper over it. | don’t
understand you.” “You are making us terribly excited, what s it all about?” “Oh,
obviously nothing serious!” cried M. de Guermantes. “You may have heard that my
brother offered to give Brézé, the place he got from his wife, to his sister Marsantes.”
“Yes, but we were told that she didn’t want it, she didn’t care for that part of the
country, the climate didn’t suit her.” “Very well, some one had been telling my wife all
that and saying that if my brother was giving this place to our sister it was not so much
to please her as to tease her. ‘He’s such a teaser, Charlus, was what they actually
said. Well, you know Brézé, it’s a royal domain, | should say it’s worth millions, it used
to be part of the crown lands, it includes one of the finest forests in the whole of



France. There are plenty of people who would be only too delighted to be teased to
that tune. And so when she heard the word ‘teaser’ applied to Charlus because he
was giving away such a magnificent property, Oriane 217could not help exclaiming,
without meaning anything, | must admit, there wasn’t a trace of ill-nature about it, for
it came like a flash of lightning: ‘Teaser, teaser? Then he must be Teaser Augustus!’
You understand,” he went on, resuming his sulky tone, having first cast a sweeping
glance round the room in order to judge the effect of his wife’s witticism—and in some
doubt as to the extent of Mme. d’Epinay’s acquaintance with ancient history, “you
understand, it’s an allusion to Augustus Caesar, the Roman Emperor; it’s too stupid, a
bad play on words, quite unworthy of Oriane. And then, you see, | am more
circumspect than my wife, if | haven’t her wit, | think of the consequences; if anyone
should be so ill-advised as to repeat the remark to my brother there’ll be the devil to
pay. All the more,” he went on, “because as you know Palamede is very high and
mighty, and very fussy also, given to gossip and all that sort of thing, so that quite
apart from the question of his giving away Brézé you must admit that ‘Teaser Augustus’
suits him down to the ground. That is what justifies my wife’s remarks; even when she
isinclined to stoop to what is almost vulgar, she is always witty and does really
describe people.”

And so, thanks on one occasion to “Teaser Augustus”, on another to something else,
the visits paid by the Duke and Duchess to their kinsfolk replenished the stock of
anecdotes, and the emotion which these visits aroused lasted long after the
departure of the sparkling lady and her “producer”. Her hostess would begin by going
over again with the privileged persons who had been at the entertainment (those who
had remained in the room) the clever things that Oriane had said. “You

hadn’t 218heard ‘Teaser Augustus’?” asked the Princesse d’Epinay. “Yes,” replied the
Marquise de Baveno, blushing as she spoke, “the Princesse de Sarsina (the La
Rochefoucauld one) mentioned it to me, not quite in the same words. But of course it
was far more interesting to hear it repeated like that with my cousin in the room,” she
went on, as though speaking of a song that had been accompanied by the composer
himself. “We were speaking of Oriane’s latest—she was here just now,” her hostess
greeted a visitor who would be plunged in despair at not having arrived an hour earlier.
“What! Has Oriane been here?” “Yes, you ought to have come a little sooner,” the
Princesse d’Epinay informed her, not in reproach but letting her understand all that
her clumsiness had made her miss. It was her fault alone if she had not been present
at the Creation of the World or at Mme. Carvalho’s last performance. “What do you
think of Oriane’s latest? | must say, | do enjoy ‘Teaser Augustus’,” and the “saying”
would be served up again cold next day at luncheon before a few intimate friends who



were invited on purpose, and would reappear under various sauces throughout the
week. Indeed the Princess happening in the course of that week to pay her annual visit
to the Princesse de Parme seized the opportunity to ask whether her Royal Highness
had heard the pun, and repeated it to her. “Ah! Teaser Augustus,” said the Princesse de
Parme, her eyes bulging with an instinctive admiration, which begged however for a
complementary elucidation which Mme. d’Epinay was not loath to furnish. “I must
say, ‘Teaser Augustus’ pleases me enormously as a piece of ‘phrasing’,” she
concluded. As a matter of fact the word “phrasing” was not in the 219least applicable
to this pun, but the Princesse d’Epinay, who claimed to have assimilated her share of
the Guermantes spirit, had borrowed from Oriane the expressions “phrased” and
“phrasing” and employed them without much discrimination. Now the Princesse de
Parme, who was not at all fond of Mme. d’Epinay, whom she considered plain, knew to
be miserly and believed, on the authority of the Courvoisiers, to be malicious,
recognised this word “phrasing” which she had heard used by Mme. de Guermantes
but would not by herself have known how or when to apply. She received the
impression that it was in fact its “phrasing” that formed the charm of “Teaser
Augustus” and, without altogether forgetting her antipathy towards the plain and
miserly lady, could not repress a burst of admiration for a person endowed to such a
degree with the Guermantes spirit, so strong that she was on the point of inviting the
Princesse d’Epinay to the Opera. She was held in check only by the reflexion that it
would be wiser perhaps to consult Mme. de Guermantes first. As for Mme. d’Epinay,
who, unlike the Courvoisiers, paid endless attentions to Oriane and was genuinely
fond of her but was jealous of her exalted friends and slightly irritated by the fun which
the Duchess used to make of her before everyone on account of her meanness, she
reported on her return home what an effort it had required to make the Princesse de
Parme grasp the point of “Teaser Augustus”, and declared what a snob Oriane must be
to number such a goose among her friends. “l should never have been able to see
much of the Princesse de Parme even if | had cared to,” she informed the friends who
were dining with her. “M. d’Epinay would not have allowed 220it for a moment,
because of her immorality,” she explained, alluding to certain purely imaginary
excesses on the part of the Princess. “But even if | had had a husband less strictin his
views, | must say | could never have made friends with her. | don’t know how Oriane
can bear to see her every other day, as she does. | go there once a year, and it’s all |
can do to sit out my call.” As for those of the Courvoisiers who happened to be at
Victurnienne’s on the day of Mme. de Guermantes’s visit, the arrival of the Duchess
generally put them to flight owing to the exasperation they felt at the “ridiculous
salaams” that were made to her there. One alone remained on the

afternoon of “Teaser Augustus”. He did not entirely see the point, but he did see part



of it, being an educated man. And the Courvoisiers went about repeating that Oriane
had called uncle Palaméede “Caesar Augustus”, which was, according to them, a good
enough description of him, but why all this endless talk about Oriane, they went on.
People couldn’t make more fuss about a queen. “After all, what is Oriane? | don’t say
that the Guermantes aren’t an old family, but the Courvoisiers are every bit as good in
rank, antiquity, marriages. We mustn’t forget that on the Field of the Cloth of Gold,
when the King of England asked Francgois | who was the noblest of the lords there
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present, ‘Sire, said the King of France, ‘Courvoisier.’” But even if all the Courvoisiers
had stayed in the room to hear them, Oriane’s sayings would have fallen on deaf ears,
since the incidents that usually gave occasion for those sayings would have been
regarded by them from a totally different point of view. If, for instance, a Courvoisier
found herself running short of 221chairs, in the middle of a party, or if she used the
wrong name in greeting a guest whose face she did not remember, or if one of her
servants said something stupid, the Courvoisier, extremely annoyed, flushed,
quivering with excitement, would deplore so unfortunate an occurrence. And when
she had a visitor in the room and Oriane was expected, she would say in a tone
anxiously and imperiously questioning: “Do you know her?”, fearing that if the visitor
did not know her his presence might make an unfortunate impression on Oriane. But
Mme. de Guermantes on the contrary extracted from such incidents opportunities for
stories which made the Guermantes laugh until the tears streamed down their
cheeks, so that one was obliged to envy her, her having run short of chairs, having
herself made or having allowed her servant to make a blunder, having had at her party
some one whom nobody knew, as one is obliged to be thankful that great writers have
been kept at a distance by men and betrayed by women when their humiliations and
their sufferings have been if not the direct stimulus of their genius, at any rate the
subject matter of their works.

The Courvoisiers were incapable of rising to the level of the spirit of innovation which
the Duchesse de Guermantes introduced into the life of society and, by adapting it,
following an unerring instinct, to the necessities of the moment, made into something
artistic where the purely rational application of cut and dried rules would have given
as unfortunate results as would greet a man who, anxious to succeed in love orin
politics, was to reproduce in his own daily life the exploits of Bussy d’Amboise. If the
Courvoisiers gave a family dinner or a dinner to meet some prince, the addition of a
recoghised 222wit, of some friend of their son seemed to them an anomaly capable of
producing the direst consequences. A Courvoisier whose father had been a Minister
of the Empire having to give an afternoon party to meet Princesse Mathilde deduced
by a geometrical formula that she could invite no one but Bonapartists. Of whom she



knew practically none. All the smart women of her acquaintance, all the amusing men
were ruthlessly barred because, from their Legitimist views or connexions, they might
easily, according to Courvoisier logic, give offence to the Imperial Highness. The latter,
who in her own house entertained the flower of the Faubourg Saint-Germain, was
quite surprised when she found at Mme. de Courvoisier’s only a notorious old sponger
whose husband had been an Imperial Prefect, the widow of the Director of Posts and
sundry others known for their loyalty to Napoleon, their stupidity and their dullness.
Princesse Mathilde, however, in no way stinted the generous and refreshing shower of
her sovereign grace over these miserable scarecrows whom the Duchesse de
Guermantes, for her part, took good care not to invite when it was her turn to entertain
the Princess, but substituted for them without any abstract reasoning about
Bonapartism the most brilliant coruscation of all the beauties, all the talents, all the
celebrities, who, the exercise of some subtle sixth sense made her feel, would be
acceptable to the niece of the Emperor even when they belonged actually to the Royal
House. There was not lacking indeed the Duc d’Aumale, and when on withdrawing the
Princess, raising Mme. de Guermantes from the ground where she had sunkin a
curtsey and was trying to kiss the august hand, embraced her on both cheeks, it was
from the bottom of 223her heart that she was able to assure the Duchess that never
had she spent a happier afternoon nor seen so delightful a party. The Princesse de
Parme was Courvoisier in her incapacity for innovation in social matters, but unlike
the Courvoisiers the surprise that was perpetually caused her by the Duchesse de
Guermantes engendered in her not, as in them, antipathy but admiration. This
astonishment was still farther enhanced by the infinitely backward state of the
Princess’s education. Mme. de Guermantes was herself a great deal less advanced
than she supposed. But it was enough for her to have gone a little beyond Madame de
Parme to stupefy that lady, and, as the critics of each generation confine themselves
to maintaining the direct opposite of the truths admitted by their predecessors, she
had only to say that Flaubert, that arch-enemy of the bourgeois, had been bourgeois
through and through, or that there was a great deal of Italian music in Wagner, to open
before the Princess, at the cost of a nervous exhaustion which recurred every time, as
before the eyes of a swimmer in a stormy sea, horizons that seemed to her
unimaginable and remained for ever vague. A stupefaction caused also by the
paradoxes uttered with relation not only to works of art but to persons of their
acquaintance and to current social events. No doubt the incapacity that prevented
Mme. de Parme from distinguishing the true wit of the Guermantes from certain
rudimentarily acquired forms of that wit (which made her believe in the high
intellectual worth of certain, especially certain female Guermantes, of whom she was
bewildered on hearing the Duchess confide to her with a smile that they were mere



blockheads) was one of the causes of the astonishment 224which the Princess
always felt on hearing Mme. de Guermantes criticise other people. But there was
another cause also, one which I, who knew at this time more books than people and
literature better than life, explained to myself by thinking that the Duchess, living this
worldly life the idleness and sterility of which are to a true social activity what
criticism, in art, is to creation, extended to the persons who surrounded her the
instability of point of view, the uneasy thirst of the reasoner who to assuage a mind
that has grown too dry goes in search of no matter what paradox that is still fairly new,
and will make no bones about upholding the refreshing opinion that the really

great Iphigénie is Piccini’s and not Gluck’s, at a pinch the true Phédre that of Pradon.

When a woman who was intelligent, educated, witty had married a shy bumpkin
whom one saw but seldom and never heard, Mme. de Guermantes one fine day would
find a rare intellectual pleasure not only in decrying the wife but in “discovering” the
husband. In the Cambremer household, for example, if she had lived in that section of
society at the time, she would have decreed that Mme. de Cambremer was stupid,
and that the really interesting person, misunderstood, delightful, condemned to
silence by a chattering wife but himself worth a thousand of her, was the Marquis, and
the Duchess would have felt on declaring this the same kind of refreshment as the
critic who, after people have for seventy years been admiring Hernani, confesses to a
preference for Le Lion Amoureux. And from this same morbid need of arbitrary
novelties, if from her girlhood everyone had been pitying a model wife, a true saint, for
being married to a scoundrel, one fine day Mme. de Guermantes would 225assert that
this scoundrel was perhaps a frivolous man but one with a heart of gold, whom the
implacable harshness of his wife had driven to do the most inconsistent things. | knew
thatitis not only over different works, in the long course of centuries, but over
different parts of the same work that criticism plays, thrusting back into the shadow
what for too long has been thought brilliant, and making emerge what has appeared to
be doomed to permanent obscurity. | had not only seen Bellini, Winterhalter, the Jesuit
architects, a Restoration cabinet-maker come to take the place of men of genius who
were called “worn out”, simply because they had worn out the lazy minds of the
intellectuals, as neurasthenics are always worn out and always changing; | had seen
preferred in Sainte-Beuve alternately the critic and the poet, Musset rejected so far as
his poetry went save for a few quite unimportant little pieces. No doubt certain
essayists are mistaken when they set above the most famous scenesin Le

Cid or Polyeucte some speech from Le Menteur which, like an old plan, furnishes
information about the Paris of the day, but their predilection, justified if not by
considerations of beauty at least by a documentary interest, is still too rational for our



criticism run mad. It will barter the whole of Moliere for a line from L’Etourdi, and even
when it pronounces Wagner’s Tristan a bore will except a “charming note on the
horns” at the point where the hunt goes by. This depravation of taste helped me to
understand that of which Mme. de Guermantes gave proof when she decided that a
man of their world, recognised as a good fellow but a fool, was a monster of egoism,
sharper than people thought—that another widely known for his generosity might be
the 226personification of avarice, that a good mother paid no attention to her
children, and that a woman generally supposed to be vicious was really actuated by
the noblest feelings. As though spoiled by the nullity of life in society, the intelligence
and perception of Mme. de Guermantes were too vacillating for disgust not to follow
pretty swiftly in the wake of infatuation (leaving her still ready to feel herself attracted
afresh by the kind of cleverness which she had in turn sought out and abandoned) and
for the charm which she had felt in some warm-hearted man not to change, if he
came too often to see her, sought too freely from her directions which she was
incapable of giving him, into an irritation which she believed to be produced by her
admirer but which was in fact due to the utter impossibility of finding pleasure when
one does nothing else than seek it. The variations of the Duchess’s judgment spared
no one, except her husband. He alone had never been in love with her, in him she had
always felt an iron character, indifferent to the caprices that she displayed,
contemptuous of her beauty, violent, of a will that would never bend, the sort under
which alone nervous people can find tranquillity. M. de Guermantes on the other
hand, pursuing a single type of feminine beauty but seeking it in mistresses whom he
constantly replaced, had, once he had left them, and to express derision of them, only
an associate, permanent and identical, who irritated him often by her chatter but as to
whom he knew that everyone regarded her as the most beautiful, the most virtuous,
the cleverest, the best-read member of the aristocracy, as a wife whom he, M. de
Guermantes, was only too fortunate to have found, who cloaked all his irregularities,
entertained like no one 227else in the world, and upheld for their drawing-room its
position as the premier in the Faubourg Saint-Germain. This common opinion he
himself shared; often moved to ill-humour against her, he was proud of her. If, being as
niggardly as he was fastidious, he refused her the most trifling sums for her charities
or for the servants, yet he insisted upon her wearing the most sumptuous clothes and
driving behind the best horses in Paris. Whenever Mme. de Guermantes had just
perpetrated, with reference to the merits and defects, which she suddenly
transposed, of one of their friends, a new and succulent paradox, she burned to make
trial of it before people capable of relishing it, to bring out its psychological originality
and to set its epigrammatic brilliance sparkling. No doubt these new opinions
embodied as a rule no more truth than the old, often less; but this very element,



arbitrary and incalculable, of novelty which they contained conferred on them
something intellectual which made the communication of them exciting. Only the
patient on whom the Duchess was exercising her psychological skill was generally an
intimate friend as to whom those people to whom she longed to hand on her
discovery were entirely unaware that he was not still at the apex of her favour; thus the
reputation that Mme. de Guermantes had of being an incomparable friend,
sentimental, tender and devoted, made it difficult for her to launch the attack herself;
she could at the most intervene later on, as though under constraint, by uttering a
response to appease, to contradict in appearance but actually to support a partner
who had taken it on himself to provoke her; this was precisely the partin which M. de
Guermantes excelled.

228As for social activities, it was yet another form of pleasure, arbitrary and
spectacular, that Mme. de Guermantes felt in uttering, with regard to them, those
unexpected judgments which pricked with an incessant and exquisite feeling of
surprise the Princesse de Parme. But with this one of the Duchess’s pleasures it was
not so much with the help of literary criticism as by following political life and the
reports of parliamentary debates that | tried to understand in what it might consist.
The successive and contradictory edicts by which Mme. de Guermantes continually
reversed the scale of values among the people of her world no longer sufficing to
distract her, she sought also in the manner in which she ordered her own social
behaviour, in which she recorded her own most trivial decisions on points of fashion,
to taste those artificial emotions, to fulfil those adventitious obligations which
stimulate the perceptions of Parliaments and gain hold of the minds of politicians. We
know that when a Minister explains to the Chamber that he believed himself to be
acting rightly in following a line of conduct which does, as a matter of fact, appear
quite straightforward to the commonsense person who next morning in his newspaper
reads the report of the sitting, this commonsense reader does nevertheless feel
himself suddenly stirred and begins to doubt whether he has been right in approving
the Minister’s conduct when he sees that the latter’s speech was listened to with the
accompaniment of a lively agitation and punctuated with expressions of
condemnation such as: “It’s most serious!” ejaculated by a Deputy whose name and
titles are so long, and followed in the report by movements so emphatic thatin the
whole interruption the words “It’s 229most serious!” occupy less room than a
hemistich does in an alexandrine. For instance in the days when M. de Guermantes,
Prince des Laumes, sat in the Chamber, one used to read now and then in the Paris
newspapers, albeit it was intended primarily for the Méséglise division, to shew the



electors there that they had not given their votes to an inactive or voiceless
mandatory:

(Monsieur de Guermantes-Bouillon, Prince des Laumes: “This is serious!” “Heair,
hear!” from the Centre and some of the Right benches, loud exclamations from the
Extreme Left.)

The commonsense reader still retains a gleam of faith in the sage Minister, but his
heartis convulsed with a fresh palpitation by the first words of the speaker who rises
to reply:

“The astonishment, it is not too much to say the stupor” (keen sensation on the Right
side of the House) “that | have felt at the words of one who is still, | presume, a
member of the Government” (thunder of applause).... Several Under-Secretary of
State for Posts and Telegraphs without Deputies then crowded round the Ministerial
bench. Then rising from his seat, nodded his head in the affirmative.

This “thunder of applause” carries away the last shred of resistance in the mind of the
commonsense reader; he discovers to be an insult to the Chamber, monstrous in fact,
a course of procedure which in itself is of no importance; it may be some normal
action such as arranging that the rich shall pay more than the poor, bringing to light
some piece of injustice, preferring peace to war; he will find it scandalous and will see
in it an offence to certain principles to which as a matter of fact he had never given a
thought, which are not engraved 2300n the human heart, but which move him forcibly
by reason of the acclamations which they provoke and the compact majorities which
they assemble.

It must at the same time be recognised that this subtlety of the politician which served
to explain to me the Guermantes circle, and other groups in society later on, is nothing
more than the perversion of a certain fineness of interpretation often described as
“reading between the lines”. If in representative assemblies there is absurdity owing to
perversion of this quality, there is equally stupidity, through the want of it, in the public
who take everything “literally”, who do not suspect a dismissal when a high dignitary is
relieved of his office “at his own request”, and say: “He cannot have been dismissed,
since it was he who asked leave to retire,”—a defeat when the Russians by a strategic
movement withdraw upon a stronger position that has been prepared beforehand, a
refusal when, a Province having demanded its independence from the German
Emperor, he grants it religious autonomy. It is possible, moreover (to return to these
sittings of the Chamber), that when they open the Deputies themselves are like the
commonsense person who will read the published report. Learning that certain
workers on strike have sent their delegates to confer with a Minister, they may ask one



another innocently: “There now, | wonder what they can have been saying; let’s hope
it’s all settled,” at the moment when the Minister himself mounts the tribunein a
solemn silence which has already brought artificial emotions into play. The first words
of the Minister: “There is no necessity for me to inform the Chamber that | have too
high a sense of what is the duty of the Government to have received a 231deputation
of which the authority entrusted to me could take no cognisance,” produce a dramatic
effect, for this was the one hypothesis which the commonsense of the Deputies had
not imagined. But precisely because of its dramatic effect it is greeted with such
applause that it is only after several minutes have passed that the Minister can
succeed in making himself heard, the Minister who will receive on returning to his
place on the bench the congratulations of his colleagues. We are as deeply moved as
on the day when the same Minister failed to invite to a big official reception the
President of the Municipal Council who was supporting the Opposition, and declare
that on this occasion as on the other he has acted with true statesmanship.

M. de Guermantes at this period in his life had, to the great scandal of the
Courvoisiers, frequently been among the crowd of Deputies who came forward to
congratulate the Minister. | have heard it said afterwards that even at a time when he
was playing a fairly important part in the Chamber and was being thought of in
connexion with Ministerial office or an Embassy he was, when a friend came to ask a
favour of him, infinitely more simple, behaved politically a great deal less like the
important political personage than anyone else who did not happen to be Duc de
Guermantes. For if he said that nobility made no difference, that he regarded his
fellow Deputies as equals, he did not believe it for a moment. He sought, pretended to
value but really despised political importance, and as he remained in his own eyes M.
de Guermantes it did not envelop his person in that dead weight of high office which
makes other politicians unapproachable. And in this way his pride 232guarded against
every assault not only his manners which were of an ostentatious familiarity but also
such true simplicity as he might actually have.

To return to those artificial and moving decisions such as are made by politicians,
Mme. de Guermantes was no less disconcerting to the Guermantes, the Courvoisiers,
the Faubourg in general and, more than anyone, the Princesse de Parme by her habit
of issuing unaccountable decrees behind which one could feel to be latent principles
which impressed one all the more, the less one expected them. If the new Greek
Minister gave a fancy dress ball, everyone chose a costume and asked everyone else
what the Duchess would wear. One thought that she would appear as the Duchesse
de Bourgogne, another suggested as probable the guise of Princess of Dujabar, a third
Psyche. Finally, a Courvoisier having asked her: “What are you going to wear, Oriane?”



provoked the one response of which nobody had thought: “Why, nothing at all!” which
at once set every tongue wagging, as revealing Oriane’s opinion as to the true social
position of the new Greek Minister and the proper attitude to adopt towards him, that
is to say the opinion which ought to have been foreseen, namely that a duchess “was
not expected” to attend the fancy dress ball given by this new Minister. “l do not see
that there is any necessity to go to the Greek Minister’s; | do not know him; I am not a
Greek; why should | go to these people’s house, | have nothing to do with them?” said
the Duchess. “But everybody will be there, they say it’s going to be charming!” cried
Mme. de Gallardon. “Still, it’s just as charming sometimes to sit by one’s own fireside,”
replied Mme. de Guermantes. The Courvoisiers 233could not get over this, but the
Guermantes, without copying it, approved of their cousin’s attitude. “Naturally,
everybody isn’tin a position like Oriane to break with all the conventions. But if you
look at it in one way you can’t say she was actually wrong in wishing to shew that we
are going rather far in flinging ourselves at the feet of all these foreigners who appear
from heaven knows where.” Naturally, knowing the stream of comment which one or
other attitude would not fail to provoke, Mme. de Guermantes took as much pleasure
in appearing at a party to which her hostess had not dared to count on her coming as
in staying at home or spending the evening at the play with her husband on the night of
a party to which “everybody was going”, or, again, when people imagined that she
would eclipse the finest diamonds with some historic diadem, by stealing into the
room without a single jewel, and in another style of dress than what had been,
wrongly, supposed to be essential to the occasion. Albeit she was anti-Dreyfusard
(while retaining her belief in the innocence of Dreyfus, just as she spent her life in the
social world believing only in abstract ideas) she had created an enormous sensation
at a party at the Princesse de Ligne’s, first of all by remaining seated after all the ladies
had risen to their feet as General Mercier entered the room, and then by getting up and
in a loud voice asking for her carriage when a Nationalist orator had begun to address
the gathering, thereby shewing that she did not consider that society was meant for
talking politics; all heads were turned towards her at a Good Friday concert at which,
although a Voltairean, she had not remained because she thought itindecent to bring
Christ upon the stage. We know how important, even 234for the great queens of
society, is that moment of the year at which the round of entertainment begins: so
much so that the Marquise d’Amoncourt, who, from a need to say something, a form
of mania, and also from want of perception, was always making a fool of herself, had
actually replied to somebody who had called to condole with her on the death of her
father, M. de Montmorency: “What makes it sadder stillis that it should come at a
time when one’s mirror is simply stuffed with cards!” Very well, at this pointin the
social year, when people invited the Duchesse de Guermantes to dinner, making every



effort to see that she was not already engaged, she declined, for the one reason of
which nobody in society would ever have thought; she was just starting on a cruise
among the Norwegian fjords, which were so interesting. People in society were
stupefied, and, without any thought of following the Duchess’s example, derived
nevertheless from her action that sense of relief which one has in reading Kant when
after the most rigorous demonstration of determinism one finds that above the world
of necessity there is the world of freedom. Every invention of which no one has ever
thought before excites the interest even of people who can derive no benefit from it.
That of steam navigation was a small thing compared with the employment of steam
navigation at that sedentary time of year called “the season”. The idea that anyone
could voluntarily renounce a hundred dinners or luncheons, twice as many afternoon
teas, three times as many evening parties, the most brilliant Mondays at the Opera
and Tuesdays at the Francais to visit the Norwegian fjords seemed to the Courvoisiers
no more explicable than the idea of Twenty Thousand Leagues 235under the Sea, but
conveyed to them a similar impression of independence and charm. So that not a day
passed on which somebody might not be heard to ask, not merely: “You’ve heard
Oriane’s latest joke?” but “You know Oriane’s latest?” and on “Oriane’s latest” as on
“Oriane’s latest joke” would follow the comment: “How typical of Oriane!” “Isn’t that
pure Oriane?” Oriane’s latest might be, for instance, that, having to write on behalf of a
patriotic society to Cardinal X—, Bishop of Macon (whom M. de Guermantes when he
spoke of him invariably called “Monsieur de Mascon,” thinking this to be “old French”),
when everyone was trying to imagine what form the letter would take, and had no
difficulty as to the opening words, the choice lying between “Eminence,” and
“Monseigneur,” but was puzzled as to the rest, Oriane’s letter, to the general
astonishment, began: “Monsieur le Cardinal,” following an old academic form, or: “My
Cousin,” this term being in use among the Princes of the Church, the Guermantes and
Crowned Heads, who prayed to God to take each and all of them into “His fit and holy
keeping”. To start people on the topic of an “Oriane’s latest” it was sufficient that at a
performance at which all Paris was present and a most charming play was being
given, when they looked for Mme. de Guermantes in the boxes of the Princesse de
Parme, the Princesse de Guermantes, countless other ladies who had invited her, they
discovered her sitting by herself, in black, with a tiny hat on her head, in a stall in
which she had arrived before the curtain rose. “You hear better, when it’s a play that’s
worth listening to,” she explained, to the scandal of the Courvoisiers and the admiring
bewilderment of the Guermantes 236and the Princesse de Parme, who suddenly
discovered that the “fashion” of hearing the beginning of a play was more up to date,
was a proof of greater originality and intelligence (which need not astonish them,
coming from Oriane) than that of arriving for the last act after a big dinner-party and



“going on” somewhere first. Such were the various kinds of surprise for which the
Princesse de Parme knew that she ought to be prepared if she put a literary or social
question to Mme. de Guermantes, one result of which was that during these dinner-
parties at Oriane’s her Royal Highness never ventured upon the slightest topic save
with the uneasy and enraptured prudence of the bather emerging from between two
breakers.

Among the elements which, absent from the three or four other more or less
equivalent drawing-rooms that set the fashion for the Faubourg Saint-Germain,
differentiated from them that of the Duchesse de Guermantes, just as Leibniz allows
that each monad, while reflecting the entire universe, adds to it something of its own,
one of the least attractive was regularly furnished by one or two extremely good-
looking women who had no title to be there apart from their beauty, and the use that
M. de Guermantes had made of them, and whose presence revealed at once, as does
in other drawing-rooms that of certain otherwise unaccountable pictures, that in this
household the husband was an ardent appreciator of feminine graces. They were all
more or less alike, for the Duke had a taste for large women, at once statuesque and
loose-limbed, of a type half-way between the Venus of Milo and the Samothracian
Victory; often fair, rarely dark, sometimes auburn, like the most recent, who was

at 237this dinner, that Vicomtesse d’Arpajon whom he had loved so well that for a long
time he had obliged her to send him as many as ten telegrams daily (which slightly
annoyed the Duchess), corresponded with her by carrier pigeon when he was at
Guermantes, and from whom moreover he had long been so incapable of tearing
himself away that, one winter which he had had to spend at Parma, he travelled back
regularly every week to Paris, spending two days in the train, in order to see her.

As arule these handsome “supers” had been his mistresses but were no longer (as
was Mme. d’Arpajon’s case) or were on the point of ceasing to be so. It may well have
been that the importance which the Duchess enjoyed in their sight and the hope of
being invited to her house, though they themselves came of thoroughly aristocratic,
but still not quite first-class stock, had prompted them, even more than the good
looks and generosity of the Duke, to yield to his desires. Not that the Duchess would
have placed any insuperable obstacle in the way of their crossing her threshold: she
was aware that in more than one of them she had found an ally, thanks to whom she
had obtained a thousand things which she wanted but which M. de Guermantes
pitilessly denied his wife so long as he was not in love with some one else. And so the
reason why they were not invited by the Duchess until their intimacy with the Duke
was already far advanced lay principally in the fact that he, every time that he had
embarked on the deep waters of love, had imagined nothing more than a brief



flirtation, as a reward for which he considered an invitation from his wife to be more
than adequate. And yet he found 238himself offering this as the price of far less, for a
first kiss in fact, because a resistance upon which he had never reckoned had been
brought into play or because there had been no resistance. In love it often happens
that gratitude, the desire to give pleasure, makes us generous beyond the limits of
what the other person’s expectation and self-interest could have anticipated. But then
the realisation of this offer was hindered by conflicting circumstances. In the first
place, all the women who had responded to M. de Guermantes’s love, and sometimes
even when they had not yet surrendered themselves to him, he had, one after another,
segregated from the world. He no longer allowed them to see anyone, spent almost all
his time in their company, looked after the education of their children to whom now
and again, if one was to judge by certain speaking likenesses later on, he had
occasion to present a little brother or sister. And so if, at the start of the connexion,
the prospect of an introduction to Mme. de Guermantes, which had never crossed the
mind of the Duke, had entered considerably into the thoughts of his mistress, their
connexion had by itself altered the whole of the lady’s point of view; the Duke was no
longer for her merely the husband of the smartest woman in Paris, but a man with
whom his new mistress was in love, a man moreover who had given her the means
and the inclination for a more luxurious style of living and had transposed the relative
importance in her mind of questions of social and of material advantage; while now
and then a composite jealousy, into which all these factors entered, of Mme. de
Guermantes animated the Duke’s mistresses. But this case was the rarest of all;
besides, when the day appointed for the introduction at length 239arrived (at a point
when as a rule the Duke had lost practically all interest in the matter, his actions, like
everyone’s else, being generally dictated by previous actions the prime motive of
which had already ceased to exist), it frequently happened that it was Mme. de
Guermantes who had sought the acquaintance of the mistress in whom she hoped,
and so greatly needed, to discover, against her dread husband, a valuable ally. This is
not to say that, save at rare moments, in their own house, where, when the Duchess
talked too much, he let fall a few words or, more dreadful still, preserved a silence
which rendered her speechless, M. de Guermantes failed in his outward relations with
his wife to observe what are called the forms. People who did not know them might
easily misunderstand. Sometimes between the racing at Deauville, the course of
waters and the return to Guermantes for the shooting, in the few weeks which people
spend in Paris, since the Duchess had a liking for café-concerts, the Duke would go
with her to spend the evening at one of these. The audience remarked at once, in one
of those little open boxes in which there is just room for two, this Hercules in his
“smoking” (for in France we give to everything that is more or less British the one name



that it happens not to bear in England), his monocle screwed in his eye, in his plump
but finely shaped hand, on the ring-finger of which there glowed a sapphire, a plump
cigar from which now and then he drew a puff of smoke, keeping his eyes for the most
part on the stage but, when he did let them fall upon the audience in which there was
absolutely no one whom he knew, softening them with an air of gentleness, reserve,
courtesy and consideration. When a verse struck him as amusing and not too
indecent, 240the Duke would turn round with a smile to his wife, letting her share, by a
twinkle of good-natured understanding, the innocent merriment which the new song
had aroused in himself. And the spectators might believe that there was no better
husband in the world than this, nor anyone more enviable than the Duchess—that
woman outside whom every interest in the Duke’s life lay, that woman with whom he
was notin love, to whom he had been consistently unfaithful; when the Duchess felt
tired, they saw M. de Guermantes rise, put on her cloak with his own hands, arranging
her necklaces so that they did not catch in the lining, and clear a path for her to the
street with an assiduous and respectful attention which she received with the
coldness of the woman of the world who sees in such behaviour simply conventional
politeness, at times even with the slightly ironical bitterness of the disabused spouse
who has no illusion left to shatter. But despite these externals (another element of
that politeness which has made duty evolve from the depths of our being to the
surface, at a period already remote but still continuing for its survivors) the life of the
Duchess was by no means easy. M. de Guermantes never became generous or human
save for a new mistress who would take, as it generally happened, the Duchess’s part;
the latter saw becoming possible for her once again generosities towards inferiors,
charities to the poor, even for herself, later on, a new and sumptuous motor-car. But
from the irritation which developed as a rule pretty rapidly in Mme. de Guermantes at
people whom she found too submissive the Duke’s mistresses were not exempt.
Presently the Duchess grew tired of them. Simultaneously, at this moment, the Duke’s
intimacy with Mme. d’Arpajon was 241drawing to an end. Another mistress dawned on
the horizon.

No doubt the love which M. de Guermantes had had for each of them in succession
would begin one day to make itself felt afresh; in the first place, this love in dying
bequeathed them, like beautiful marbles—marbles beautiful to the Duke, become
thus in part an artist, because he had loved them and was sensitive now to lines
which he would not have appreciated without love—which brought into juxtaposition
in the Duchess’s drawing-room their forms long inimical, devoured by jealousies and
quarrels, and finally reconciled in the peace of friendship; besides, this friendship
itself was an effect of the love which had made M. de Guermantes observe in those



who were his mistresses virtues which exist in every human being but are perceptible
only to the sensual eye, so much so that the ex-mistress, become “the best of
comrades” who would do anything in the world for one, is as recognised a type as the
doctor or father who is not a doctor or a father but a friend. But during a period of
transition the woman whom M. de Guermantes was preparing to abandon bewailed
her lot, made scenes, shewed herself exacting, appeared indiscreet, became a
nuisance. The Duke began to take a dislike to her. Then Mme. de Guermantes had an
opportunity to bring into prominence the real orimagined defects of a person who
annoyed her. Known as a kind woman, Mme. de Guermantes received the telephone
messages, the confidences, the tears of the abandoned mistress and made no
complaint. She laughed at them, first with her husband then with a few chosen
friends. And imagining that this pity which she shewed for the poor wretch gave her
the right 242to make fun of her, even to her face, whatever the lady might say, provided
it could be included among the attributes of the character for absurdity which the
Duke and Duchess had recently fabricated for her, Mme. de Guermantes had no
hesitation in exchanging with her husband a glance of ironical connivance.

Meanwhile, as she sat down to table, the Princesse de Parme remembered that she
had thought of inviting a certain other Princess to the Opera, and, wishing to be
assured that this would not in any way offend Mme. de Guermantes, was preparing to
sound her. At this moment there entered M. de Grouchy, whose train, owing to some
block on the line, had been held up for an hour. He made what excuses he could. His
wife, had she been a Courvoisier, would have died of shame. But Mme. de Grouchy
was not a Guermantes for nothing. As her husband was apologising for being late:

“l see,” she broke in, “that even in little things arriving late is a tradition in your family.”
“Sit down, Grouchy, and don’t let them pull your leg,” said the Duke.

“I hope I move with the times, still | must admit that the Battle of Waterloo had its
points, since it brought about the Restoration of the Bourbons, and better stillin a way
which made them unpopular. But you seem to be a regular Nimrod!”

“Well, as a matter of fact, | have had quite a good bag. | shall take the liberty of
sending the Duchess six brace of pheasants to-morrow.”

An idea seemed to flicker in the eyes of Mme. de Guermantes. She insisted that M. de
Grouchy must not give himself the trouble of sending the pheasants. And 243making a
sign to the betrothed footman with whom | had exchanged a few words on my way
from the Elstir room:



“Poullein,” she told him, “you will go to-morrow and fetch M. le Comte’s pheasants
and bring them straight back—you won’t mind, will you, Grouchy, if | make a few little
presents. Basin and | can’t eat a whole dozen by ourselves.”

“But the day after to-morrow will be soon enough,” said M. de Grouchy.
“No, to-morrow suits me better,” the Duchess insisted.

Poullein had turned pale; his appointment with his sweetheart would have to be
missed. This was quite enough for the diversion of the Duchess, who liked to appear
to be taking a human interest in everyone. “l know it’s your day out,” she went on to
Poullein, “all you’ve got to do is to change with Georges; he can take to-morrow off
and stay in the day after.”

But the day after, Poullein’s sweetheart would not be free. A holiday then was of no
accountto him. As soon as he was out of the room, everyone complimented the
Duchess on the interest she took in her servants. “But | only behave towards them as |
like people to behave to me.” “That’s just it. They can say they’ve found a good place
with you.” “Oh, nothing so very wonderful. But | think they all like me. That oneis a
little annoying because he’s in love. He thinks itincumbent on him to go about with a
long face.”

At this point Poullein reappeared. “You’re quite right,” said M. de Grouchy, “he doesn’t
look much like smiling. With those fellows one has to be good but not too good.” “I
admit I’m not a very dreadful mistress. He’ll have nothing to do all day but call for your
pheasants, sitin 244the house doing nothing and eat his share of them.” “There are
plenty of people who would be glad to be in his place,” said M. de Grouchy, for envy
makes men blind.

“Oriane,” began the Princesse de Parme, “| had a visit the other day from your cousin
Heudicourt; of course she’s a highly intelligent woman; she’s a Guermantes, one can
say no more, but they tell me she has a spiteful tongue.” The Duke fastened on his wife
a slow gaze of deliberate stupefaction. Mme. de Guermantes began to smile.
Gradually the Princess became aware of their pantomime. “But ... do you mean to say
... you don’t agree with me?” she stammered with growing uneasiness. “Really,
Ma’am, it’s too good of you to pay any attention to Basin’s faces. Now, Basin, you’re
not to hint nasty things about our cousins.” “He thinks her too wicked?” inquired the
Princess briskly. “Oh, dear me, no!” replied the Duchess. “l don’t know who told your
Highness that she was spiteful. On the contrary, she’s an excellent creature who never
said any harm of anyone, or did any harm to any one.” “Ah!” sighed Mme. de Parme,
greatly relieved. “| must say | never noticed anything myself. But | know it’s often



difficult not to be a little spiteful when one is so full of wit....” “Ah! Now that is a quality
of which she has even less.” “Less wit?” asked the stupefied Princess. “Come now,
Oriane,” broke in the Duke in a plaintive tone, casting to right and left of him a glance
of amusement, “you heard the Princess tell you that she was a superior woman.” “But
isn’t she?” “Superior in chest measurement, at any rate.” “Don’t listen to him, Ma’am,
he’s not sincere; she’s as stupid as a (h’'m) goose,” came in a loud and 245rasping
voice from Mme. de Guermantes, who, a great deal more “old French” even than the
Duke when he was not trying, did often deliberately seek to be, butin a manner the
opposite of the lace-neckcloth, deliquescent style of her husband and in reality far
more subtle, by a sort of almost peasant pronunciation which had a harsh and
delicious flavour of the soil. “But she’s the best woman in the world. Besides, | don’t
really know that one can call it stupidity when it’s carried to such a point as that. |
don’t believe | ever met anyone quite like her; she’s a case for a specialist, there’s
something pathological about her, she’s a sort of ‘innocent’ or ‘cretin’ or an ‘arrested
development’, like the people you see in melodramas, or in LArlésienne. | always ask
myself, when she comes to see me, whether the moment may not have arrived at
which her intelligence is going to dawn, which makes me a little nervous always.” The
Princess was lost in admiration of these utterances but remained stupefied by the
preceding verdict. “She repeated to me—and so did Mme. d’Epinay—what you said
about ‘Teaser Augustus.’ It’s delicious,” she putin.

M. de Guermantes explained the joke to me. | wanted to tell him that his brother, who
pretended not to know me, was expecting me that same evening at eleven o’clock. But
I had not asked Robert whether | might mention this engagement, and as the fact that
M. de Charlus had practically fixed it with me himself directly contradicted what he
had told the Duchess | judged it more tactful to say nothing. “Teaser Augustus’ was
not bad,” said M. de Guermantes, “but Mme. d’Heudicourt probably did not tell you a
far better thing that Oriane said to her the other day in reply to an invitation to
luncheon.” “No, 246indeed! Do tell me!” “Now Basin, you keep quiet; in the first place,
it was a stupid remark, and it will make the Princess think me inferior even to my fool
of a cousin. Though | don’t know why | should call her my cousin. She’s one of Basin’s
cousins. Still, | believe she is related to me in some sort of way.” “Oh!” cried the
Princesse de Parme, at the idea that she could possibly think Mme. de Guermantes
stupid, and protesting helplessly that nothing could ever lower the Duchess from the
place she held in her estimation. “Besides we have already subtracted from her the
quality of wit; as what | said to her tends to deny her certain other good qualities also,
it seems to me inopportune to repeat it.” “Deny her!’ ‘Inopportune!” How well she
expresses herself!” said the Duke with a pretence of irony, to win admiration for the



Duchess. “Now, then, Basin, you’re not to make fun of your wife.” “l should explain to
your Royal Highness,” went on the Duke, “that Oriane’s cousin may be superior, good,
stout, anything you like to mention, but she is not exactly—what shall | say—lavish.”
“No, | know, she’s terribly close-fisted,” broke in the Princess. “l should not have
ventured to use the expression, but you have hit on exactly the right word. You can see
itin her house-keeping, and especially in the cooking, which is excellent, but strictly
rationed.” “Which leads to some quite amusing scenes,” M. de Bréauté interrupted
him. “For instance, my dear Basin, | was down at Heudicourt one day when you were
expected, Oriane and yourself. They had made the most elaborate preparations when,
during the afternoon, a footman brought in a telegram to say that you weren’t coming.”
“That doesn’t surprise me!” said the Duchess, who not only was difficult

to 247secure, but liked people to know as much. “Your cousin read the telegram, was
duly distressed, then immediately, without losing her head, telling herself that there
was no pointin going to unnecessary expense for so unimportant a gentleman as
myself, called the footman back. ‘Tell the cook not to put on the chicken!’ she shouted
after him. And that evening | heard her asking the butler: ‘Well? What about the beef
that was left over yesterday? Aren’t you going to let us have that?’” “All the same, one
must admit that the cheer you get there is of the very best,” said the Duke, who
fancied that in using this language he shewed himself to belong to the old school. “I
don’t know any house where one gets better food.” “Or less,” put in the Duchess. “Itis
quite wholesome and quite enough for what you would call a vulgar yokel like myself,”
went on the Duke, “one keeps one’s appetite.” “Oh, if it’s to be taken as a cure, it’s
certainly more hygienic than sumptuous. Not that it’s as good as all that,” added Mme.
de Guermantes, who was not at all pleased that the title of “best table in Paris” should
be awarded to any but her own. “With my cousin it’s just the same as with those
costive authors who hatch out every fifteen years a one-act play or a sonnet. The sort
of thing people call a little masterpiece, trifles that are perfect gems, in fact the one
thing | loathe most in the world. The cooking at Zénaide’s is not bad, but you would
think it more ordinary if she was less parsimonious. There are some things her cook
does quite well, and others that he spoils. | have had some thoroughly bad dinners
there, as in most houses, only they’ve done me less harm there because the stomach
is, after all, more sensitive to quantity than to quality.” “Well, to get on with

the 248story,” the Duke concluded, “Zénaide insisted that Oriane should go to
luncheon there, and as my wife is not very fond of going out anywhere she resisted,
wanted to be sure that under the pretence of a quiet meal she was not being trapped
into some great banquet, and tried in vain to find out who else were to be of the party.
‘You must come,’ Zénaide insisted, boasting of all the good things there would be to
eat. ‘You are going to have a purée of chestnuts, | need say no more than that, and



there will be seven little bouchées a la reine. ‘Seven little bouchées!’ cried Oriane,
‘that means that we shall be at least eight!’” There was silence for a few seconds, and
then the Princess having seen the point let her laughter explode like a peal of thunder.
“Ah! ‘Then we shall be eight,—it’s exquisite. How very well phrased!” she said, having
by a supreme effort recaptured the expression she had heard used by Mme. d’Epinay,
which this time was more appropriate. “Oriane, that was very charming of the
Princess, she said your remark was well phrased.” “But, my dear, you’re telling me
nothing new. | know how clever the Princess is,” replied Mme. de Guermantes, who
readily assimilated a remark when it was uttered at once by a Royal Personage and in
praise of her own wit. “l am very proud that Ma’am should appreciate my humble
phrasings. | don’t remember, though, that | ever did say such a thing, and if | did it
must have been to flatter my cousin, for if she had ordered seven ‘mouthfuls’, the
mouths, if | may so express myself, would have been a round dozen if not more.”

“She used to have all M. de Bornier’s manuscripts,” went on the Princess, still
speaking of Mme. d’Heudicourt, and anxious to make the most of the excellent
reasons 249she might have for associating with that lady. “She must have dreamed it,
I don’t believe she ever even knew him,” said the Duchess. “What is really interesting
about him is that he kept up a correspondence with people of different nationalities at
the same time,” put in the Vicomtesse d’Arpajon who, allied to the principal ducal and
even reigning families of Europe, was always glad that people should be reminded of
the fact. “Surely, Oriane,” said M. de Guermantes, with ulterior purpose, “you can’t
have forgotten that dinner-party where you had M. de Bornier sitting next to you!” “But,
Basin,” the Duchess interrupted him, “if you mean to inform me that | knew M. de
Bornier, why of course | did, he even called upon me several times, but | could never
bring myself to invite him to the house because | should always have been obliged to
have it disinfected afterwards with formol. As for the dinner you mean, | remember it
only too well, but it was certainly not at Zénaide’s, who never set eyes on Bornier in her
life, and would probably think if you spoke to her of the Fille de Roland that you meant
a Bonaparte Princess who was said at one time to be engaged to the son of the King of
Greece; no, it was at the Austrian Embassy. Dear Hoyos imagined he was giving me a
great treat by planting on the chair next to mine that pestiferous academician. | quite
thought | had a squadron of mounted police sitting beside me. | was obliged to stop
my nose as best | could, all through dinner; until the gruyere came round | didn’t dare
to breathe.” M. de Guermantes, whose secret object was attained, made a furtive
examination of his guests’ faces to judge the effect of the Duchess’s pleasantry. “You
were speaking of correspondence; | must say, | thought Gambetta’s

admirable,” 250she went on, to shew that she was not afraid to be found taking an



interest in a proletarian and a radical. M. de Bréauté, who fully appreciated the
brilliance of this feat of daring, gazed round him with an eye at once flashing and
affectionate, after which he wiped his monocle.

“Gad, it’s infernally dull that Fille de Roland,”’ said M. de Guermantes, with

the satisfaction which he derived from the sense of his own superiority to a work
which had bored him so, perhaps also from the suave mari magno feeling one has in
the middle of a good dinner, when one recalls so terrible an evening in the past. “Still,
there were some quite good lines in it, and a patriotic sentiment.”

| letit be understood that | had no admiration for M. de Bornier. “Indeed! You have
some fault to find with him?” the Duke asked with a note of curiosity, for he always
imagined when anyone spoke ill of a man that it must be on account of a personal
resentment, just as to speak well of a woman marked the beginning of a love-affair. “I
see you’ve got your knife into him. What did he do to you? You must tell us. Why yes,
there must be some skeleton in the cupboard or you wouldn’t run him down. It’s long-
winded, the Fille de Roland, but it’s quite strong in parts.” “Strong is just the right word
for an author who smelt like that,” Mme. de Guermantes broke in sarcastically. “If this
poor boy ever found himself face to face with him, | can quite understand that he
carried away an impression in his nostrils!” “I must confess, though, to Ma’am,” the
Duke went on, addressing the Princesse de Parme, “that quite apart from the Fille de
Roland, in literature and even in music | am 251terribly old-fashioned; no old
nightingale can be too stale for my taste. You won’t believe me, perhaps, butin the
evenings, if my wife sits down to the piano, | find myself calling for some old tune by
Auber or Boieldieu, or even Beethoven! That’s the sort of thing that appeals to me. As
for Wagner, he sends me to sleep at once.” “You are wrong there,” said Mme. de
Guermantes, “in spite of his insufferable long-windedness, Wagner was a

genius. Lohengrin is a masterpiece. Even in Tristan there are some amusing passages
scattered about. And the Chorus of Spinners in the Flying Dutchman is a perfect
marvel.” “A’n’t | right, Babal,” said M. de Guermantes, turning to M. de Bréauté, “what
we like is:

Les rendez-vous de noble compagnie
Se donnent tous en ce charmant séjour.

It’s delicious. And Fra Diavolo, and the Magic Flute, and the Chalet, and the Marriage
of Figaro, and the Diamants de la Couronne—there’s music for you! It’s the same thing
in literature. For instance, | adore Balzac, the Bal de Sceaux, the Mohicans de Paris.”
“Oh, my dear, if you are going to begin about Balzac, we shall never hear the end of it;
do wait, keep it for some evening when Mémé’s here. He’s even better, he knows it all



by heart.” Irritated by his wife’s interruption, the Duke held her for some seconds
under the fire of a menacing silence. And his huntsman’s eyes reminded me of a brace
of loaded pistols. Meanwhile Mme. d’Arpajon had been exchanging with the Princesse
de Parme, upon tragic and other kinds of poetry, a series of remarks which did not
reach me distinctly until | caught the following from Mme. d’Arpajon: “Oh, Ma’am is
sure to be right; | quite admit he makes 252the world seem ugly, because he’s unable
to distinguish between ugliness and beauty, or rather because his insufferable vanity
makes him believe that everything he says is beautiful; | agree with your Highness that
in the piece we are speaking of there are some ridiculous things, quite unintelligible,
errors of taste, that it is difficult to understand, that it’s as much trouble to read as if it
was written in Russian or Chinese, for of course it’s anything in the world but French,
still when one has taken the trouble, how richly one is rewarded, it’s so full of
imagination!” Of this little lecture | had missed the opening sentences. | gathered in
the end not only that the poet incapable of distinguishing between beauty and
ugliness was Victor Hugo, but furthermore that the poem which was as difficult to
understand as Chinese or Russian was

Lorsque Uenfant parait, le cercle de famille
Applaudit a grands cris.

a piece dating from the poet’s earliest period, and perhaps even nearer to Mme.
Deshoulieres than to the Victor Hugo of the Légende des Siécles. Far from
condemning Mme. d’Arpajon as absurd, | saw her (the only one, at that table so
matter-of-fact, so nondescript, at which | had sat down with such keen
disappointment), | saw her in my mind’s eye crowned with that lace cap, with the long
spiralringlets falling from it on either side, which was worn by Mme. de Rémusat,
Mme. de Broglie, Mme. de Saint-Aulaire, all those distinguished women who in their
fascinating letters quote with so much learning and so aptly passages from
Sophocles, Schiller and the Imitation, but in whom the earliest poetry of the
Romantics induced the alarm and exhaustion inseparable for my

grandmother 253from the latest verses of Stéphane Mallarmé. “Mme. d’Arpajon is very
fond of poetry,” said the Princesse de Parme to her hostess, impressed by the ardent
tone in which the speech had been delivered. “No; she knows absolutely nothing
aboutit,” replied Mme. de Guermantes in an undertone, taking advantage of the fact
that Mme. d’Arpajon, who was dealing with an objection raised by General de
Beautreillis, was too much intent upon what she herself was saying to hear what was
being murmured by the Duchess. “She has become literary since she’s been forsaken.
| can tell your Highness that it is | who have to bear the whole burden of it because itis
to me that she comes in floods of tears whenever Basin hasn’t been to see her, which



is practically every day. And yet it isn’t my fault, after all, if she bores him, and | can’t
force him to go to her, although | would rather he were a little more faithful to her,
because then | shouldn’t see quite so much of her myself. But she drives him crazy,
and there’s nothing extraordinary in that. She isn’t a bad sort, but she’s boring to a
degree you can’timagine. And all this because Basin took it into his head for a year or
so to play me false with her. And to have in addition a footman who has fallen in love
with a little street-walker and goes about with a long face if | don’t request the young
person to leave her profitable pavement for half an hour and come to tea with me! Oh!
Life really is too tedious!” the Duchess languorously concluded. Mme. d’Arpajon
bored M. de Guermantes principally because he had recently fallen in love with
another, whom | discovered to be the Marquise de Surgis-le-Duc. At this moment the
footman who had been deprived of his holiday was waiting at table. And it struck me
that, still disconsolate, he 254was doing it with a good deal of difficulty, for | noticed
that, in handing the dish to M. de Chatellerault, he performed his task so awkwardly
that the Duke’s elbow came in contact several times with his own. The young Duke
was not in the least annoyed with the blushing footman, but looked up at him rather
with a smile in his clear blue eyes. This good humour seemed to me on the guest’s
part to betoken a kindness of heart. But the persistence of his smile led me to think
that, aware of the servant’s discomfiture, what he felt was perhaps really a malicious
joy. “But, my dear, you know you’re not revealing any new discovery when you tell us
about Victor Hugo,” went on the Duchess, this time addressing Mme. d’Arpajon whom
she had just seen turn away from the General with a troubled air. “You mustn’t expect
to launch that young genius. Everybody knows that he has talent. What is utterly
detestable is the Victor Hugo of the last stage, the Légende des Siécles, | forget all
their names. But in the Feuilles d’Automne, the Chants du Crépuscule, there’s a great
deal that’s the work of a poet, a true poet! Even in the Contemplations”, went on the
Duchess, whom none of her listeners dared to contradict, and with good reason,
“there are still some quite pretty things. But | confess that | prefer not to venture
farther than the Crépuscule! And then in the finer poems of Victor Hugo, and there
really are some, one frequently comes across an idea, even a profound idea.” And with
the right shade of sentiment, bringing out the sorrowful thought with the full strength
of her intonation, planting it somewhere beyond the sound of her voice, and fixing
straight in front of her a charming, dreamy gaze, the Duchess said slowly: “Take this:

255La douleur est un fruit, Dieu ne le fait pas croitre
Sur la branche trop faible encor pour le porter.

or, better still:



Les morts durent bien peu.
Hélas, dans le cercueil ils tombent en poussiére
Moins vite qu’en nos cceurs!”

And, while a smile of disillusionment contracted with a graceful undulation her
sorrowing lips, the Duchess fastened on Mme. d’Arpajon the dreaming gaze of her
charming, clear blue eyes. | was beginning to know them, as well as her voice, with its
heavy drawl, its harsh savour. In those eyes and in that voice, | recognised much of the
life of nature round Combray. Certainly, in the affectation with which that voice
brought into prominence at times a rudeness of the soil there was more than one
element: the wholly provincial origin of one branch of the Guermantes family, which
had for long remained more localised, more hardy, wilder, more provoking than the
rest; and also the usage of really distinguished people, and of witty people who know
that distinction does not consist in mincing speech, and the usage of nobles who
fraternise more readily with their peasants than with the middle classes; peculiarities
all of which the regal position of Mme. de Guermantes enabled her to display more
easily, to bring out with every sail spread. It appears that the same voice existed also
in certain of her sisters whom she detested, and who, less intelligent than herself and
almost plebeianly married, if one may coin this adverb to speak of unions with
obscure noblemen, entrenched on their provincial estates, or, in Paris, in a Faubourg
Saint-Germain of no brilliance, possessed this voice also but had bridled 256it,
corrected it, softened it so far as lay in their power, just as it is very rarely that any of us
presumes on his own originality and does not apply himself diligently to copying the
most approved models. But Oriane was so much more intelligent, so much richer,
above all, so much more in fashion than her sisters, she had so effectively, when
Princesse des Laumes, behaved just as she pleased in the company of the Prince of
Wales, that she had realised that this discordant voice was an attraction, and had
made of it, in the social order, with the courage of originality rewarded by success,
what in the theatrical order a Réjane, a Jeanne Granier (which implies no comparison,
naturally, between the respective merits and talents of those two actresses) had
made of theirs, something admirable and distinctive which possibly certain Réjane
and Granier sisters, whom no one has ever known, strove to conceal as a defect.

To allthese reasons for displaying her local originality, the favourite writers of Mme. de
Guermantes—Mérimée, Meilhac and Halévy—had brought in addition, with the
respect for what was natural, a feeling for the prosaic by which she attained to poetry
and a spirit purely of society which called up distant landscapes before my eyes.
Besides, the Duchess was fully capable, adding to these influences an artistic



research of her own, of having chosen for the majority of her words the pronunciation
that seemed to her most “Ile-de-France”, most “Champenoise”, since, if not quite to
the same extent as her sister-in-law Marsantes, she rarely used anything but the pure
vocabulary that might have been employed by an old French writer. And when one was
tired of the composite patchwork of modern speech, it was, albeit one was 257aware
that she expressed far fewer ideas, a thorough relaxation to listen to the talk of Mme.
de Guermantes—almost the same feeling, if one was alone with her and she
restrained and clarified still further her flow of words, as one has on hearing an old
song. Then, as | looked at, as | listened to Mme. de Guermantes, | could see, a
prisoner in the perpetual and quiet afternoon of her eyes, a sky of the Ile-de-France or
of Champagne spread itself, grey-blue, oblique, with the same angle of inclination as
in the eyes of Saint-Loup.

Thus, by these several formations, Mme. de Guermantes expressed at once the most
ancient aristocratic France, then, from a far later source, the manner in which the
Duchesse de Broglie might have enjoyed and found fault with Victor Hugo under the
July Monarchy, and, finally, a keen taste for the literature that sprang from Mérimée
and Meilhac. The first of these formations attracted me more than the second, did
more to console me for the disappointments of my pilgrimage to and arrivalin the
Faubourg Saint-Germain, so different from what | had imagined it to be; but even the
second | preferred to the last. For, so long as Mme. de Guermantes was being, almost
spontaneously, a Guermantes and nothing more; her Pailleronism, her taste for the
younger Dumas were reflected and deliberate. As this taste was the opposite of my
own, she was productive, to my mind, of literature when she talked to me of the
Faubourg Saint-Germain, and never seemed to me so stupidly Faubourg Saint-
Germain as when she was talking literature.

Moved by this last quotation, Mme. d’Arpajon exclaimed: “Ces reliques du coeur ont
aussi leur poussiere!’—Sir, you must write that down for me on my 258fan,” she said to
M. de Guermantes. “Poor woman, | feel sorry for her!” said the Princesse de Parme to
Mme. de Guermantes. “No, really, Ma’am, you must not be soft-hearted, she has only
got what she deserves.” “But—you’ll forgive me for saying this to you—she does really
love him all the same!” “Oh, not at all; she isn’t capable of it; she thinks she loves him
just as she thought just now she was quoting Victor Hugo, when she repeated a line
from Musset. Listen,” the Duchess went on in a tone of melancholy, “nobody would be
more touched than myself by any true sentiment. But let me give you an instance.
Only yesterday, she made a terrible scene with Basin. Your Highness thinks perhaps
that it was because he’s in love with other women, because he no longer loves her;
notin the least, it was because he won’t put her sons down for the Jockey. Does



Ma’am call that the behaviour of a woman in love? No; | will go farther;” Mme. de
Guermantes added with precision, “she is a person of singular insensibility.”
Meanwhile it was with an eye sparkling with satisfaction that M. de Guermantes had
listened to his wife talking about Victor Hugo “point-blank” and quoting his poetry. The
Duchess might frequently annoy him; at moments like this he was proud of her.
“Oriane is really extraordinary. She can talk about anything, she has read everything.
She could not possibly have guessed that the conversation this evening would turn on
Victor Hugo. Whatever subject you take up, she is ready for you, she can hold her own
with the most learned scholars. This young man must be quite captivated.”

“Do let us change the conversation,” Mme. de Guermantes went on, “because she’s
dreadfully susceptible. 259You will think me quite old-fashioned;” she began, turning
to me, “I know that nowadays it’s considered a weakness to care for ideas in poetry,
poetry with some thought in it.” “Old-fashioned?” asked the Princesse de Parme,
quivering with the slight thrill sent through her by this new wave which she had not
expected, albeit she knew that the conversation of the Duchesse de Guermantes
always held in store for her these continuous and delightful shocks, that breath-
catching panic, that wholesome exhaustion after which her thoughts instinctively
turned to the necessity of taking a footbath in a dressing cabin and a brisk walk to
“restore her circulation”.

“For my part, no, Oriane,” said Mme. de Brissac, “l don’t in the least object to Victor
Hugo’s having ideas, quite the contrary, but | do object to his seeking for them in sheer
monstrosities. After all, it was he who accustomed us to ugliness in literature. There
are quite enough ugly things already in real life. Why can’t we be allowed at least to
forget it while we are reading. A distressing spectacle, from which we should turn
away in real life, that is what attracts Victor Hugo.”

“Victor Hugo is not as realistic as Zola though, surely?” asked the Princesse de Parme.
The name of Zola did not stir a muscle on the face of M. de Beautreillis. The General’s
anti-Dreyfusism was too deep-rooted for him to seek to give expression to it. And his
good-natured silence when anyone broached these topics moved the profane heart
as a proof of the same delicacy that a priest shews in avoiding any reference to your
religious duties, a financier when he takes care not to recommend your investing in
the companies which he himself controls, a strong man when he behaves with
lamblike gentleness and does not 260hit you in the jaw. “I know you’re related to
Admiral Jurien de la Graviere,” was murmured to me with an air of connivance by Mme.
de Varambon, the lady in waiting to the Princesse de Parme, an excellent but limited
woman, procured for the Princess in the past by the Duke’s mother. She had not
previously uttered a word to me, and | could never afterwards, despite the



admonitions of the Princess and my own protestations, get out of her mind the idea
that | was in some way connected with the Academician Admiral, who was a
complete stranger to me. The obstinate persistence of the Princesse de Parme’s lady
in waiting in seeing in me a nephew of Admiral Jurien de la Graviere was in itself quite
an ordinary form of silliness. But the mistake she made was only a crowning instance
of all the other mistakes, less serious, more elaborate, unconscious or deliberate,
which accompany one’s name on the label which society writes out and attaches to
one. | remember that a friend of the Guermantes who had expressed a keen desire to
meet me gave me as the reason that | was a great friend of his cousin, Mme. de
Chaussegros. “She is a charming person, she’s so fond of you.” | scrupulously, though
quite vainly, insisted on the fact that there must be some mistake, as | did not know
Mme. de Chaussegros. “Then it’s her sister you know; it comes to the same thing. She
met you in Scotland.” | had never been in Scotland, and took the futile precaution, in
my honesty, of letting my informant know this. It was Mme. de Chaussegros herself
who had said that she knew me, and no doubt sincerely believed it, as a result of
some initial confusion, for from that time onwards she never failed to hold out her
hand to me whenever she saw me. And as, after all, the world in 261which | moved
was precisely that in which Mme. de Chaussegros moved my modesty had neither
rhyme nor reason. To say that | was intimate with the Chaussegros was, literally, a
mistake, but from the social point of view was to state an equivalent of my position, if
one can speak of the social position of so young a man as | then was. It therefore
mattered not in the least that this friend of the Guermantes should tell me only things
that were false about myself, he neither lowered nor exalted me (from the worldly
point of view) in the idea which he continued to hold of me. And when all is said, for
those of us who are not professional actors the tedium of living always in the same
character is removed for a moment, as if we were to go on the boards, when another
person forms a false idea of us, imagines that we are friends with a lady whom we do
not know and are reported to have met in the course of a delightful tour of a foreign
country which we have never made. Errors that multiply themselves and are harmless
when they have not the inflexible rigidity of this one which had been committed, and
continued for the rest of her life to be committed, in spite of my denials, by the
imbecile lady in waiting to Mme. de Parme, rooted for all time in the belief that | was
related to the tiresome Admiral Jurien de la Graviere. “She is not very strongin her
head,” the Duke confided to me, “and besides, she ought not to indulge in too many
libations. | fancy, she’s slightly under the influence of Bacchus.” As a matter of fact
Mme. de Varambon had drunk nothing but water, but the Duke liked to find scope for
his favourite figures of speech. “But Zola is not a realist, Ma’am, he’s a poet!” said
Mme. de Guermantes, drawing inspiration from the critical essays which she



had 262read in recent years and adapting them to her own personal genius. Agreeably
buffeted hitherto, in the course of this bath of wit, a bath stirred for herself, which she
was taking this evening and which, she considered, must be particularly good for her
health, letting herself be swept away by the waves of paradox which curled and broke
one after another, before this, the most enormous of them all, the Princesse de Parme
jumped for fear of being knocked over. And it was in a choking voice, as though she
were quite out of breath, that she now gasped: “Zola a poet!” “Why, yes,” answered the
Duchess with a laugh, entranced by this display of suffocation. “Your Highness must
have remarked how he magnifies everything he touches. You will tell me that he
touches just what—perish the thought! But he makes it into something colossal. His is
the epic dungheap. He is the Homer of the sewers! He has not enough capitals to print
Cambronne’s word.” Despite the extreme exhaustion which she was beginning to feel,
the Princess was enchanted; never had she felt better. She would not have exchanged
for an invitation to Schonbrunn, albeit that was the one thing that really flattered her,
these divine dinner-parties at Mme. de Guermantes’s, made invigorating by so liberal a
dose of attic salt. “He writes it with a big ‘C’,” cried Mme. d’Arpajon. “Surely with a big
‘M’, | think, my dear,” replied Mme. de Guermantes, exchanging first with her husband
a merry glance which implied: “Did you ever hear such an idiot?” “Wait a minute,
now,” Mme. de Guermantes turned to me, fixing on me a tender, smiling gaze,
because, as an accomplished hostess, she was anxious to display her own knowledge
of the artist who interested me specially, to give me, if | required it, 263an opportunity
for exhibiting mine. “Wait,” she urged me, gently waving her feather fan, so conscious
was she at this moment that she was performing in full the duties of hospitality, and,
that she might be found wanting in none of them, making a sign also to the servants to
help me to more of the asparagus and mousseline sauce: “wait, now, | do believe that
Zola has actually written an essay on Elstir, the painter whose things you were looking
at just now—the only ones of his, really, that | care for,” she concluded. As a matter of
fact she hated Elstir’s work, but found a unique quality in anything that was in her own
house. | asked M. de Guermantes if he knew the name of the gentleman in the tall hat
who figured in the picture of the crowd and whom | recognhised as the same person
whose portrait the Guermantes also had and had hung beside the other, both dating
more or less from the same early period in which Elstir’s personality was not yet
completely established and he derived a certain inspiration from Manet. “Good Lord,
yes,” he replied, “l know it’s a fellow who is quite well-known and no fool either, in his
own line, but | have no head for names. | have it on the tip of my tongue, Monsieur ...
Monsieur ... oh, well, it doesn’t matter, | can’t remember it. Swann would be able to
tell you, it was he who made Mme. de Guermantes buy all that stuff; she is always too
good-natured, afraid of hurting people’s feelings if she refuses to do things; between



ourselves, | believe he’s landed us with a lot of rubbish. What | can tell you is that the
gentleman you mean has been a sort of Maecenas to M. Elstir, he started him and has
often helped him out of tight places by ordering pictures from him. As a compliment to
this man—if you can call that sort of thing a 264compliment—he has painted him
standing about among that crowd, where with his Sunday-go-to-meeting look he
creates a distinctly odd effect. He may be a big gun in his own way but he is evidently
not aware of the proper time and place for a top hat. With that thing on his head,
among all those bare-headed girls, he looks like a little country lawyer on the razzle-
dazzle. But tell me, you seem quite gone on his pictures. If | had only known, | should
have got up the subject properly. Not that there’s any need to rack one’s brains over
the meaning of M. Elstir’s work, as one would for Ingres’s Source or the Princes in the
Tower by Paul Delaroche. What one appreciates in his work is that it’s shrewdly
observed, amusing, Parisian, and then one passes on to the next thing. One doesn’t
need to be an expert to look at that sort of thing. | know of course that they’re merely
sketches, still, | don’t feel myself that he puts enough work into them. Swann was
determined that we should buy a Bundle of Asparagus. In fact it was in the house for
several days. There was nothing else in the picture, a bundle of asparagus exactly like
what you’re eating now. But | must say | declined to swallow M. Elstir’s asparagus. He
asked three hundred francs for them. Three hundred francs for a bundle of asparagus.
A louis, that’s as much as they’re worth, even if they are out of season. | thought it a bit
stiff. When he puts real people into his pictures as well, there’s something rather
caddish, something detrimental about him which does not appeal to me. | am
surprised to see a delicate mind, a superior brain like yours admire that sort of thing.”
“I don’t know why you should say that, Basin,” interrupted the Duchess, who did not
like to hear people run down 265anything that her rooms contained. “l am by no
means prepared to admit that there’s nothing distinguished in Elstir’s pictures. You
have to take it or leave it. But it’s not always lacking in talent. And you must admit that
the ones | bought are singularly beautiful.” “Well, Oriane, in that style of thing I’'ld a
thousand times rather have the little study by M. Vibert we saw at the water-colour
exhibition. There’s nothing much in it, if you like, you could take it in the palm of your
hand, but you can see the man’s clever through and through: that unwashed
scarecrow of a missionary standing before the sleek prelate who is making his little
dog do tricks, it’s a perfect little poem of subtlety, and in fact goes really deep.” “I
believe you know M. Elstir,” the Duchess went on to me, “as a man, he’s quite
pleasant.” “He is intelligent,” said the Duke; “one is surprised, when one talks to him,
that his painting should be so vulgar.” “He is more than intelligent, he is really quite
clever,” said the Duchess in the confidently critical tone of a person who knew what
she was talking about. “Didn’t he once start a portrait of you, Oriane?” asked the



Princesse de Parme. “Yes, in shrimp pink,” replied Mme. de Guermantes, “but that’s
not going to hand his name down to posterity. It’s a ghastly thing; Basin wanted to
have it destroyed.” This last statement was one which Mme. de Guermantes often
made. But at other times her appreciation of the picture was different: “l do not care
for his painting, but he did once do a good portrait of me.” The former of these
judgments was addressed as a rule to people who spoke to the Duchess of her
portrait, the other to those who did not refer to it and whom therefore she was anxious
to inform of its existence. The former was inspired in her by 266coquetry, the latter by
vanity. “Make a portrait of you look ghastly. Why, then it can’t be a portrait, it’s a
falsehood; | don’t know one end of a brush from the other, but I’m sure if | were to
paint you, merely putting you down as | see you, | should produce a masterpiece,” said
the Princesse de Parme ingenuously. “He sees me probably as | see myself, without
any allurements,” said the Duchesse de Guermantes, with the look, melancholy,
modest and coaxing, which seemed to her best calculated to make her appear
different from what Elstir had portrayed. “That portrait ought to appeal to Mme. de
Gallardon,” said the Duke. “Because she knows nothing about pictures?” asked the
Princesse de Parme, who knew that Mme. de Guermantes had an infinite contempt for
her cousin. “But she’s a very good woman, isn’t she?” The Duke assumed an air of
profound astonishment. “Why, Basin, don’t you see the Princess is making fun of
you?” (The Princess had never dreamed of doing such a thing.) “She knows as well as
you do that Gallardonette is an old poison,” went on Mme. de Guermantes, whose
vocabulary, limited as a rule to all these old expressions, was as savoury as those
dishes which it is possible to come across in the delicious books of Pampille, but
which have in real life become so rare, dishes where the jellies, the butter, the gravy,
the quails are all genuine, permit of no alloy, where even the salt is brought specially
from the salt-marshes of Brittany; from her accent, her choice of words, one felt that
the basis of the Duchess’s conversation came directly from Guermantes. In this way
the Duchess differed profoundly from her nephew Saint-Loup, the prey of so many
new ideas and expressions; it is difficult, when one’s mind is troubled by 267the ideas
of Kant and the longings of Baudelaire, to write the exquisite French of Henri IV, which
meant that the very purity of the Duchess’s language was a sign of limitation, and that,
in her, both her intelligence and her sensibility had remained proof against all
innovation. Here again, Mme. de Guermantes’s mind attracted me just because of
what it excluded (which was exactly the content of my own thoughts) and by
everything which, by virtue of that exclusion, it had been able to preserve, that
seductive vigour of the supple bodies which no exhausting necessity to think, no
moral anxiety or nervous trouble has deformed. Her mind, of a formation so anterior
to my own, was for me the equivalent of what had been offered me by the procession



of the girls of the little band along the seashore. Mme. de Guermantes offered me,
domesticated and held in subjection by her natural courtesy, by the respect due to
another person’s intellectual worth, all the energy and charm of a cruel little girl of one
of the noble families round Combray who from her childhood had been brought up in
the saddle, tortured cats, gouged out the eyes of rabbits, and, albeit she had remained
a pillar of virtue, might equally well have been, a good few years ago now, the most
brilliant mistress of the Prince de Sagan. Only she was incapable of realising what |
had sought for in her, the charm of her historic name, and the tiny quantity of it that |
had found in her, a rustic survival from Guermantes. Were our relations founded upon
a misunderstanding which could not fail to become manifest as soon as my homage,
instead of being addressed to the relatively superior woman that she believed herself
to be, should be diverted to some other woman of equal mediocrity and breathing the
same unconscious 268charm? A misunderstanding so entirely natural, and one that
will always exist between a young dreamer like myself and a woman of the world, one
however that profoundly disturbs him, so long as he has not yet discovered the nature
of his imaginative faculties and has not acquired his share of the inevitable
disappointments which he is destined to find in people, as in the theatre, in his travels
and indeed in love. M. de Guermantes having declared (following upon Elstir’s
asparagus and those that were brought round after the financiére chicken) that green
asparagus grown in the open air, which, as has been so quaintly said by the charming
writer who signs himself E. de Clermont-Tonnerre, “have not the impressive rigidity of
their sisters,” ought to be eaten with eggs: “One man’s meat is another man’s poison,
as they say,” replied M. de Bréauté. “In the province of Canton, in China, the greatest
delicacy that can be set before one is a dish of ortolan’s eggs completely rotten.” M.
de Bréauté, the author of an essay on the Mormons which had appeared in the Revue
des Deux Mondes, moved in hone but the most aristocratic circles, but among these
visited only such as had a certain reputation for intellect, with the result that from his
presence, were it at all regular, in a woman’s house one could tell that she had a
“salon”. He pretended to a loathing of society, and assured each of his duchesses in
turn that it was for the sake of her wit and beauty that he came to see her. They all
believed him. Whenever, with death in his heart, he resigned himself to attending a big
party at the Princesse de Parme’s, he summoned them all to accompany him, to keep
up his courage, and thus appeared only to be moving in the midst of an intimate
group. So that his reputation as an intellectual might 269survive his worldly success,
applying certain maxims of the Guermantes spirit, he would set out with ladies of
fashion on long scientific expeditions at the height of the dancing season, and when a
womahn who was a snob, and consequently still without any definite position, began to
go everywhere, he would put a savage obstinacy into his refusal to know her, to allow



himself to be introduced to her. His hatred of snobs was a derivative of his
shobbishness, but made the simpletons (in other words, everyone) believe that he
was immune from snobbishness. “Babal always knows everything,” exclaimed the
Duchesse de Guermantes.” | think it must be charming, a country where you can be
quite sure that your dairyman will supply you with really rotten eggs, eggs of the year of
the comet. | can see myself dipping my bread and butter in them. | must say, you get
the same thing at aunt Madeleine’s” (Mme. de Villeparisis’s) “where everything’s
served in a state of putrefaction, eggs included.” Then, as Mme. d’Arpajon protested,
“But my dear Phili, you know it as well as | do. You can see the chicken in the egg.
What | can’t understand is how they manage not to fall out. It’s not an omelette you
get there, it’s a poultry-yard. You were so wise not to come to dinner there yesterday,
there was a brill cooked in carbolic! | assure you, it wasn’t a dinner-table, it was far
more like an operating-table. Really, Norpois carries loyalty to the pitch of heroism. He
actually asked for more!” “l believe | saw you at dinner there the time she made that
attack on M. Bloch” (M. de Guermantes, perhaps to give to an Israelite name a more
foreign sound, pronounced the ‘ch’ in Bloch not like a ‘k’ but as in the German “hoch”)
“when he said about some poit” (poet) “or 2700ther that he was sublime.
Chatellerault did his best to break M. Bloch’s shins, the fellow didn’t understand in the
least and thought my nephew’s kick was aimed at a young woman sitting opposite
him.” (At this point, M. de Guermantes coloured slightly.) “He did not realise that he
was annoying our aunt by his ‘sublimes’ chucked about all over the place like that. In
short, aunt Madeleine, who doesn’t keep her tongue in her pocket, turned on him with:
‘Indeed, sir, and what epithet do you keep for M. de Bossuet?’” (M. de Guermantes
thought that, when one mentioned a famous name, the use of “Monsieur” and a
particle was eminently “old school”.) “That put him in his place, all right.” “And what
answer did this M. Bloch make?” came in a careless tone from Mme. de Guermantes,
who, running short for the moment of original ideas, felt that she must copy her
husband’s teutonic pronunciation. “Ah! | can assure, M. Bloch did not wait for any
more, he’s still running.” “Yes, | remember quite well seeing you there that evening,”
said Mme. de Guermantes with emphasis as though, coming from her, there must be
something in this reminiscence highly flattering to myself. “It is always so interesting
at my aunt’s. At the last party she gave, which was, of course, when | met you, | meant
to ask you whether that old gentleman who went past where we were sitting wasn’t
Francois Coppée. You must know who everyone is,” she went on, sincerely envious of
my relations with poets and poetry, and also out of “consideration” for myself, the
wish to establish in a better position in the eyes of her other guests a young man so
well versed in literature. | assured the Duchess that | had not observed any celebrities
at Mme. de Villeparisis’s party. “What!” she replied 271with a bewilderment which



revealed that her respect for men of letters and her contempt for society were more
superficial than she said, perhaps even than she thought, “What! There were no
famous authors there! You astonish me! Why, | saw all sorts of quite impossible
people!” | remembered the evening in question distinctly owing to an entirely trivial
incident that had occurred at the party. Mme. de Villeparisis had introduced Bloch to
Mme. Alphonse de Rothschild, but my friend had not caught the name and, thinking
he was talking to an old English lady who was a trifle mad, had replied only in
monosyllables to the garrulous conversation of the historic beauty, when Mme. de
Villeparisis in making her known to some one else uttered, quite distinctly this time:
“The Baronne Alphonse de Rothschild.” Thereupon there had coursed suddenly and
simultaneously through Bloch’s arteries so many ideas of millions and of social
importance, which it would have been more prudent to subdivide and separate, that
he had undergone, so to speak, a momentary failure of heart and brain alike, and cried
aloud in the dear old lady’s presence: “If I'd only known!” an exclamation the silliness
of which kept him from sleeping for at least a week afterwards. His remark was of no
great interest, but | remembered it as a proof that sometimes in this life, under the
stress of an exceptional emotion, people do say what is in their minds. “l fancy Mme.
de Villeparisis is not absolutely ... moral,” said the Princesse de Parme, who knew that
the best people did not visit the Duchess’s aunt, and from what the Duchess herself
had just been saying that one might speak freely about her. But, Mme. de Guermantes
not seeming to approve of this criticism, she hastened to add: 272“Though, of course,
intellect carried to that degree excuses everything.” “But you take the same view of my
aunt that everyone else does,” replied the Duchess, “which is, really, quite mistaken.
It’s just what Mémé was saying to me only yesterday.” She blushed; a reminiscence
unknown to me filmed her eyes. | formed the supposition that M. de Charlus had
asked her to cancel my invitation, as he had sent Robert to ask me not to go to her
house. | had the impression that the blush—equally incomprehensible to me—which
had tinged the Duke’s cheek when he made some reference to his brother could not
be attributed to the same cause. “My poor aunt—she will always have the reputation
of being a lady of the old school, of sparkling wit and uncontrolled passions. And
really there’s no more middle-class, serious, commonplace mind in Paris. She will go
down as a patron of the arts, which means to say that she was once the mistress of a
great painter, though he was never able to make her understand what a picture was;
and as for her private life, so far from being a depraved woman, she was so much
made for marriage, so conjugal from her cradle that, not having succeeded in keeping
a husband, who incidentally was a cad, she has never had a love-affair which she
hasn’t taken just as seriously as if it were holy matrimony, with the same
susceptibilities, the same quarrels, the same fidelity. By which token, those relations



are often the most sincere; you’ll find, in fact, more inconsolable lovers than
husbands.” “Yet, Oriane, if you take the case of your brother-in-law Palamede you
were speaking about just now; no mistress in the world could ever dream of being
mourned as that poor Mme. de Charlus has been.” “Ah!” replied the 273Duchess,
“Your Highness must permit me to be not altogether of her opinion. People don’t all
like to be mourned in the same way, each of us has his preferences.” “Still, he did
make a regular cult of her after her death. It is true that people sometimes do for the
dead what they would not have done for the living.” “For one thing,” retorted Mme. de
Guermantes in a dreamy tone which belied her teasing purpose, “we go to their
funerals, which we never do for the living!” M. de Guermantes gave a sly glance at M.
de Bréauté as though to provoke him into laughter at the Duchess’s wit. “At the same
time | frankly admit,” went on Mme. de Guermantes, “that the manner in which |
should like to be mourned by a man | loved would not be that adopted by my brother-
in-law.” The Duke’s face darkened. He did not like to hear his wife utter rash
judgments, especially about M. de Charlus. “You are very particular. His grief set an
example to everyone,” he reproved her stiffly. But the Duchess had in dealing with her
husband that sort of boldness which animal tamers shew, or people who live with a
madman and are not afraid of making him angry: “Oh, very well, just as you like—he
does set an example, | never said he didn’t, he goes every day to the cemetery to tell
her how many people he has had to luncheon, he misses her enormously, but—as
he’ld mourn for a cousin, a grandmother, a sister. It is not the grief of a husband. Itis
true that they were a pair of saints, which makes it all rather exceptional.” M. de
Guermantes, infuriated by his wife’s chatter, fixed on her with a terrible immobility a
pair of eyes already loaded. “l don’t wish to say anything against poor Mémé, who, by
the way, could not come this evening,” went on 274the Duchess, “l quite admit there’s
no one like him, he’s delightful; he has a delicacy, a warmth of heart that you don’t as
arule find in men. He has a woman’s heart, Mémé has!” “What you say is absurd,” M.
de Guermantes broke in sharply. “There’s nothing effeminate about Mémé, | know
nobody so manly as he is.” “But | am not suggesting that he’s the least bit in the world
effeminate. Do at least take the trouble to understand what | say,” retorted the
Duchess. “He’s always like that the moment anyone mentions his brother,” she
added, turning to the Princesse de Parme. “It’s very charming, it’s a pleasure to hear
him. There’s nothing so nice as two brothers who are fond of each other,” replied the
Princess, as many a humbler person might have replied, for itis possible to belong to
a princely race by birth and at the same time to be mentally affiliated to a race that is
thoroughly plebeian.



“As we’re discussing your family, Oriane,” said the Princess, “l saw your nephew Saint-
Loup yesterday; | believe he wants to ask you to do something for him.” The Duc de
Guermantes bent his Olympian brow. When he did not himself care to do a service, he
preferred his wife not to assume the responsibility for it, knowing that it would come to
the same thing in the end and that the people to whom the Duchess would be obliged
to apply would put this concession down to the common account of the household,
just as much as if it had been asked of them by the husband alone. “Why didn’t he tell
me about it himself?” said the Duchess, “he was here yesterday and stayed a couple
of hours, and heaven only knows what a bore he managed to make himself. He would
be no stupider than anyone else if he had only the 275sense, like many people we
know, to be content with being a fool. It’s his veneer of knowledge that’s so terrible. He
wants to preserve an open mind—open to all the things he doesn’t understand. He
talks to you about Morocco. It’s appalling.”

“He can’t go back there, because of Rachel,” said the Prince de Foix. “Surely, now that
they’ve broken it off,” interrupted M. de Bréauté. “So far from breaking it off, | found her
a couple of days ago in Robert’s rooms, they didn’t look at all like people who’d
quarrelled, | can assure you,” replied the Prince de Foix, who loved to spread abroad
every rumour that could damage Robert’s chances of marrying, and might for that
matter have been misled by one of the intermittent resumptions of a connexion that
was practically at an end.

“That Rachel was speaking to me about you, | see her like that in the mornings, on the
way to the Champs-Elysées; she’s a kind of head-in-air, as you say, what you call
‘unlaced’, a sort of ‘Dame aux Camélias’, only figuratively speaking, of course.” This
speech was addressed to me by Prince Von, who liked always to appear conversant
with French literature and Parisian catch-words.

“Why, that’s just what it was—Morocco!” exclaimed the Princess, flinging herself into
this opening. “What on earth can he want in Morocco?” asked M. de Guermantes
sternly; “Oriane can do absolutely nothing for him there, as he knows perfectly well.”
“He thinks he invented strategy,” Mme. de Guermantes pursued the theme, “and then
he uses impossible words for the most trivial things, which doesn’t prevent him from
making blots all over his letters. The other day he announced 276that he’d been given
some sublime potatoes, and that he’d taken a sublime stage box.” “He speaks Latin,”
the Duke went one better. “What! Latin?” the Princess gasped. “”Pon my soul he does!
Ma’am can ask Oriane if ’'m not telling the truth.” “Why, of course, Ma’am; the other
day he said to us straight out, without stopping to think: ‘I know of no more touching
example of sic transit gloria mundi.’ | can repeat the phrase now to your Highness
because, after endless inquiries and by appealing to linguists, we succeeded in



reconstructing it, but Robert flung it out without pausing for breath, one could hardly
make out that there was Latin in it, he was just like a character in the Malade
Imaginaire. And all this referred simply to the death of the Empress of Austria!” “Poor
woman!” cried the Princess, “what a delicious creature she was.” “Yes,” replied the
Duchess, “a trifle mad, a trifle headstrong, but she was a thoroughly good woman, a
nice, kind-hearted lunatic; the only thing | could never make out about her was why
she had never managed to get her teeth made to fit her; they always came loose half-
way through a sentence and she was obliged to stop short or she’ld have swallowed
them.” “That Rachel was speaking to me about you, she told me that young Saint-Loup
worshipped you, that he was fonder of you than he was of her,” said Prince Von to me,
devouring his food like an ogre as he spoke, his face scarlet, his teeth bared by his
perpetual grin. “But in that case she must be jealous of me and hate me,” said I. “Not
at all, she told me all sorts of nice things about you. The Prince de Foix’s mistress
would perhaps be jealous if he preferred you to her. You don’t understand? Come
home with me, and I’ll explain it all 277to you.” “I’m afraid | can’t, ’'m going on to M. de
Charlus at eleven.” “Why, he sent round to me yesterday to ask me to dine with him
this evening, but told me not to come after a quarter to eleven. But if you must go to
him, at least come with me as far as the Théatre-Francais, you will be in the
periphery,” said the Prince, who thought doubtless that this last word meant
“proximity” or possibly “centre”.

But the bulging eyes in his coarse though handsome red face frightened me and |
declined, saying that a friend was coming to call for me. This reply seemed to mein no
way offensive. The Prince, however, apparently formed a different impression of it for
he did not say another word to me.

“l really must go and see the Queen of Naples; what a grief it must be to her,” said (or
at least appeared to me to have said) the Princesse de Parme. For her words had
come to me only indistinctly through the intervening screen of those addressed to me,
albeit in an undertone, by Prince Von, who had doubtless been afraid, if he spoke
louder, of being overheard by the Prince de Foix. “Oh, dear, no!” replied the Duchess,
“l don’t believe it has been any grief at all.” “None at all! You do always fly to extremes
so, Oriane,” said M. de Guermantes, resuming his part of the cliff which by standing up
to the wave forces it to fling higher its crest of foam. “Basin knows even better than |
that I’'m telling the truth,” replied the Duchess, “but he thinks he’s obliged to look
severe because you are present, Ma’am, and he’s afraid of my shocking you.” “Oh,
please, no, | beg of you,” cried the Princesse de Parme, dreading the slightest
alteration on her account of these delicious Fridays at the Duchesse 278de
Guermantes’s, this forbidden fruit which the Queen of Sweden herself had not yet



acquired the right to taste. “Why, it was Basin himself that she told, when he said to
her with a duly sorrowful expression: ‘But the Queen is in mourning; for whom, pray, is
it a great grief to your Majesty?’—*‘No, it’s not a deep mourning, it’s a light mourning,
quite a light mourning, it’s my sister.’ The truth is, she’s delighted about it, as Basin
knows perfectly well, she invited us to a party that very evening, and gave me two
pearls. | wish she could lose a sister every day! So far from weeping for her sister’s
death, she was in fits of laughter over it. She probably says to herself, like Robert, ‘sic
transit——' 1 forget how it goes on,” she added modestly, knowing how it went on
perfectly well.



