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 Food, Cooking, and Eating in Proust's
 A la recherche du temps perdu

 JAMES P. GILROY

 As all readers of his novel are aware, Proust presents a two-sided
 vision of the world. People and things have both a physical appearance
 (a paraitre) and an invisible essence (an etre). It is possible to discover in
 everyday reality a hidden meaning. By perceiving this underlying
 poetry, one can enter into contact with true being. Often it is the most
 commonplace objects surrounding us that provide a key to the beyond,
 the realm of beauty and truth.

 In the course of his experiences, Proust's narrator catches glimpses
 of essential reality in such varied things as the hawthorn flowers of
 spring, gothic churches, and chamber music. Food as well enables him
 on many occasions to enter the magical kingdom of the beautiful, for he
 is perceptive enough to discern the essence of things beyond their
 external covering. An example of such perspicacity on his part is his
 impressionistic description of the asparagus prepared by Francoise in
 the kitchen at Combray, a description inspired by a painting by Manet.'
 His evocation of their many layers of meaning for him bespeaks
 wonderment as well as a sense of humor. Their stalks appear like
 celestial sylphs or disguised goddesses because of their brilliant colors
 ("iridiscences which are not of this world"). These creatures have
 seemingly transformed themselves into vegetables in order to commu-
 nicate with people, and their "precious essence" makes of his chamber
 pot the setting for a Shakespearian farce.2

 In all his discussions of cooking as an art form, the narrator will
 combine the serious and the comic as he does in this passage. Beneath
 the irony, however, he constantly reveals a deep appreciation for the
 link between the achievements of cooks and his own artistic ambitions.

 98

This content downloaded from 150.165.29.253 on Mon, 11 Apr 2016 16:59:50 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 PROUST'S A LA RECHERCHE DU TEMPS PERDU

 J. M. Cocking has said that "Some of Proust's poetry is sublimated
 gastronomy."3 This is indeed true. Food is for Proust an important
 component of the aesthetic domain and can be enjoyed in that regard
 like painting, music, and literature. In several passages, cooking is
 directly associated with other artistic endeavors by a kind of
 Baudelairean correspondance or synesthesia. At the hotel in Rivebelle, for
 example, the abundance of foodstuffs with which the tables are laden
 reminds the narrator of banqueting scenes in the Bible as depicted in
 Flemish paintings (III, 1, 127-28). The chocolate cakes served at the
 Swann's are built like Asiatic castles and fortresses, and the adolescent
 narrator helps Gilberte to demolish them (II, 1, 107). The ices of the
 Ritz Hotel are a source of delight for Albertine and provide something
 of a course in architectural history. Each flavor is prepared in a mold
 which recalls some motif from Egyptian, Roman, or Italian architecture
 (V, 1, 170-72).

 In another episode, the hero tries to find in the real table and food
 spread before him the same pictorial qualities he had enjoyed in some
 still-life paintings by Elstir. He is thereby putting into practice the lesson
 of Impressionism learned from his contemplation of that artist's works,
 namely that one must recognize poetry in the most banal subjects,
 where one least expects to find it: "I tried to find beauty in places where
 I had never imagined it could be found, in the most ordinary things"
 (II, 3, 139-40).

 The pleasure derived from good food can be enhanced by the
 beauty of the receptacle in which it is served. Such is the case in the
 pastiche of the Goncourt journal near the beginning of Le Temps
 retrouve. The brill in white sauce which has been served to the Verdurins

 and their guests is a delight to eye and palate because of the unusually
 fine ingredients, the freshest fish and first quality butter, with which it
 was made. "It is an amusement for the imagination of the eye and also
 . . . for the imagination of what used to be called the mug [mouth]"
 (VII, 1, 27). The excellence of the ingredients is matched, however, by
 the beauty of the Chinese porcelain dish in which the brill is brought to
 table. The aesthetic value of the platter is linked to that of food, for the
 scene painted upon it depicts lobsters against a sunset. In addition, its
 handle is made up of a Chinaman catching a fish that is so artistically
 rendered as to be "an enchantment of nacreous color" (VII, 1, 28). The
 art of the ceramist has been indissolubly joined with that of the
 Verdurins' chef to create a composite aesthetic impression which
 appeals to several senses. A similar correspondance occurs in the same
 passage. The potatoes in the salad are said to have the firmness of
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 Japanese ivory buttons and the luster of Chinese ivory spoons (VII, 1,
 27).

 The enjoyment of food is sometimes associated by the narrator with
 meteorological phenomena. Thus the bright pink of a setting sun
 reminds him of the salmon he will have for dinner (II, 3, 54). The
 anticipated pleasure of luncheon at the Swanns sensitizes him to the
 beauty of the Parisian winter landscape (II, 1, 134). The haloed sky over
 Combray at sunset evokes before his mind's eye the related image of the
 fire in Tante Leonie's kitchen, where Franqoise is roasting a chicken
 which will later afford him as poetic a delight as his walk along Swann's
 way (I, 1, 186).

 Perhaps the most telling instance of this gastronomical synesthesia
 takes place in La Prisonniere. Albertine is residing with the narrator in
 his family's apartment within the Guermantes mansion. From it she can
 hear the cries of the street vendors of the Faubourg Saint-Germain. She
 wishes to purchase something from all of them so that Francoise can
 prepare a dinner that will commemorate their pleasure in listening to
 these merchants. This meal will be a crystallization of their joy, a
 tangible expression of the old-time ambience of the neighborhood.
 Francoise is called upon to make up a poem out of foods instead of
 words. As Albertine puts it: "'It will be all the noises we heard
 transformed into a good meal'" (V, 1, 168). The synesthetic nature of
 the experience which she is seeking is made more explicit in a later
 passage where she makes a direct connection between the enjoyment of
 music and that of food: "'What I like about those foods which are cried

 out is that something heard like a rhapsody changes its nature at table
 and appeals to my palate'" (V, 1, 170).

 At certain privileged moments, the narrator's vision of the
 beautiful and timeless is less fleeting than in the preceding passages.
 Yet, even the most profound revelations of essential truth can be
 inspired by activities associated with the consumption of food. The
 leading example of such an experience is the well-known madeleine
 scene in "Combray," which needs little introduction. Let us merely point
 out that the joyful liberation from contingency and temporality
 experienced by the narrator in this episode is induced by food and
 drink. The taste of the morsels of cake soaking in the spoonful of tea
 awakens memories lying deep within his subconscious and brings his
 entire childhood in Combray back to life. His snack becomes the
 occasion for a major spiritual revelation, an epiphany in the Joycean
 sense.

 The narrator makes clear that it is the memory of the senses, or
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 "involuntary" memory, which is responsible for his revelation, and not
 the "voluntary" memory of the intelligence. The senses have a more
 direct link with the soul's depths than the rational faculties. Memories
 are preserved in our bodily senses long after the intelligence has lost
 sight of them. Ironically, it is our most delicate and seemingly fragile
 senses, those of taste and smell, which are the most persevering and
 zealous keepers of our past experiences. Of course, these are the senses
 most directly involved with the action of eating:

 But, when nothing subsists from an ancient past, after the death
 of beings, after the destruction of things, alone, more frail but
 more enduring, more immaterial, more persistent, smell and
 taste remain for a long time, like souls, recalling each other,
 waiting, hoping, upon the ruin of everything else, bearing
 without flinching, upon their almost impalpable minuteness, the
 immense structure of memory. (I, 1, 70)

 The religious connotations of the madeleine cookies are well
 known. Their shape recalls the scallop shells worn during the Middle
 Ages by pilgrims bound for the shrine of Saint James in Compostela.
 Proust deliberately exploits this sacred history of his little cake or
 "cockleshell of pastry." He emphasizes its "severe and devout pleating"
 and its appearance of having been molded "in the grooved valve of a
 scallop shell" (I, 1, 67-70). His madeleine is not only the symbol but the
 actual inspiration for his spiritual pilgrimage toward true being and its
 artistic expression.4

 In the last part of Le Temps retrouve, the narrator undergoes an even
 more illuminating epiphany, or rather a succession of revelations which
 enable him to discover his vocation as a writer. Here again, a present
 sensation evokes a similar one from his past and reveals to him thereby
 the unity and permanence of his inner self. The epiphanies granted to
 the narrator upon his visit to the Prince and Princess de Guermantes
 embrace all types of sense impressions and are not limited to those of
 taste and smell, as in the madeleine scene. Food and drink nonetheless

 play an important role in the later episode. A major revelation is again
 unleashed by a snack, this time the petits fours and orangeade which a
 butler serves him while he is waiting to enter the drawing room. As he
 wipes his mouth with a napkin, its rough texture recalls to him a similar
 sensation he had known in the dining room of the hotel in Balbec.
 Suddenly, a seascape reminiscent of Monet is conjured up before him as
 if by magic. The peacock blues and greens of the sea are mentally
 superimposed by him upon the Guermantes' bookshelves (VII, 2,
 10-11). Moments before, he had heard the sound of a spoon struck
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 against a plate in the butler's pantry, yet another sensation associated
 with eating and the preparation of food. This sound likewise
 resurrected a segment of his past by reminding him of a train trip he
 had once taken (VII, 2, 10). Like the tactile impression of the napkin,
 the sensation of hearing also fills him with joy, for it has again freed him
 from time.

 Francoise, in her role as the cook for Tante Leonie and later for the
 narrator and his parents, has the right to take her place beside the great
 artists of Proust's novel-Bergotte, Elstire, Vinteuil, and La Berma. Her
 creations in the culinary domain become, like theirs, a symbol of the
 novel which the narrator decides to write. Like them, she is a delegate
 of the author. She creates something beautiful out of the raw materials
 of her medium, that is, edible foodstuffs. She makes of them objects of
 delight which can be shared with other people, thus bringing about a
 communion of spirits which is one of the principal purposes of art,
 according to Proust. Cooking is her art form, and in it she gives the best
 of herself. Cooking enables her to transcend the intellectually limited
 and rather nasty individual who is her everyday self.

 The dishes she produces at Combray are described as "culinary
 masterpieces" (I, 1, 169-70). Her chocolate cream is "an occasion piece
 in which she had put all her talent," an "inspiration" (I, 1, 104). The
 family recognizes her greatness and responds with an appropriate
 degree of respect:

 Whoever would have refused to taste it, saying: "I have finished,
 I am no longer hungry," would have immediately debased
 himself to the level of one of those vulgarians who, even when an
 artist makes them a present of one of his works, looks at the
 weight and material when it is only the artist's intent and
 signature which have any value. To leave even one drop of it in
 the plate would have demonstrated the same impoliteness as to
 get up before the end of a musical piece in the very presence of
 the composer. (I, 1, 104)

 If Proustian commentators have neglected to give Francoise due
 credit for her talents, it is perhaps because of the comic exaggeration
 with which the narrator speaks of them and which is evident in the
 passages quoted. There is a paradoxical combination of genuine
 admiration and sly mockery in his presentation of this character. He
 finds her personal foibles amusing when not too alarming. However, as
 we shall see, he also compares his own literary ambitions with her
 achievements and regards her as a kindred spirit. She has all the traits
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 of a successful artist, but his description of her remains within the comic
 mode.

 There is for Proust something sacred in all artistic enterprises, for
 true artists aspire to partake of the eternal. Francoise is no exception,
 and it is fitting that there be a religious aura surrounding her activities
 in the kitchen. As she puts the finishing touches on her Sunday dinner
 in Combray, she seems a larger-than-life figure with supernatural
 powers. The young narrator finds her in the kitchen "commanding the
 forces of nature which had become her assistants, as in fairy tales where
 giants hire themselves out as cooks" (I, 1, 169). She is a high priestess of
 cuisine, and her vocation is of an almost ecclesiastical nature. Her

 menus follow the rhythm of the seasons like the church's liturgical
 calendar as depicted in the sculptures adorning gothic cathedrals (I, 1,
 103). Her kitchen, which is her artist's studio, looks like "a little temple
 of Venus" (I, 1, 105). The farmers in the vicinity offer her the first
 fruits of their fields as to a goddess of the harvest, and her larder "was
 filled to bursting with the offerings of the dairy, fruit, and vegetable
 merchants" (I, 1, 105).

 According to Diderot, in Le Neveu de Rameau, most geniuses have a
 sinister or even wicked side to their personalities that counterbalances
 their life-giving creative impulses.5 Fran§oise is again no exception. The
 streak of cruelty in her nature can be seen in the way she kills the
 chickens that will later become so delicious through her culinary efforts
 (I, 1, 171). Moreover, during an entire summer, she serves asparagus
 nearly every day because she wants to get rid of the pregnant scullery
 maid who has to pare the stalks and who is very allergic to them (I, 1,
 174). Thus the same vegetables which inspire such rapture in the young
 hero owe their raison d'etre to the cook's paranoia and unkindness.
 Such an incongruous combination of creativity and cruelty in one
 person reminds him of some historical and artistic parallels: "I noticed
 little by little that the sweetness, gravity, and virtues of Francoise
 concealed some back-kitchen tragedies, just as history reveals that the
 reigns of the Kings and Queens, who are portrayed with their hands
 clasped in prayer in the stained-glass windows of churches, were
 marked by bloody incidents" (I, 1, 172). Here, as in other situations
 throughout the novel, Proust realizes that the underside of reality is not
 always a pretty sight.

 Fran§oise has her greatest moment of glory when Monsieur de
 Norpois is invited to dinner at the Paris apartment of the narrator's
 parents. The dinner she prepares for this occasion (which consists of a
 York ham, jellied boeuf a la mode, a pineapple and truffle salad, and
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 Nesselrode pudding) is a work of art like Elstir's landscapes and
 Vinteuil's sonata. The episodes of this dinner and its preparation,
 occurring near the beginning of A l'ombre des jeunes filles en fleur, are of
 considerable length. Every detail of this "'Lucullan feast,'" as Norpois
 calls it (II, 1, 53), is lovingly described by the narrator. However, the
 latter once again maintains the ironic tone, at once admiring and
 deprecating, he usually adopts when speaking of Fran§oise.

 A mock-heroic leitmotiv throughout the episode is the comparison
 he makes between Francoise as she prepares the great dinner and
 Michelangelo sculpting the monument to Pope Julius II in Rome.
 During the days preceding the dinner, she lives "in the effervescence of
 creation" (II, 1, 26). She goes to the Halles herself in order to select the
 best ingredients, and she attaches "an extreme importance to the
 intrinsic quality of the materials which would enter into the making of
 her work" (II, 1, 26). In this regard she is likened to her Italian
 predecessor, who spent eight months in Carrara choosing the finest
 blocks of marble for his statue of Moses. She puts so much effort into
 her preparations that the narrator's mother fears she might suffer
 nervous exhaustion, "like the sculptor of the Tomb of the Medicis in the
 quarries of Pietraganta" (II, 1, 26). She cooks her ham "protected by
 bread-crumbs like pink marble" (II, 1, 26). When the big evening
 arrives, she serves her dinner with the self-confidence of the

 "Michelangelo of our kitchen," and Norpois recognizes her achieve-
 ment by comparing her to Vatel (II, 1, 43).

 Fran§oise acts and expresses herself like the great artist she is. She
 goes about her cooking duties "with the ardent self-confidence of great
 creators" (II, 1, 26). It may be noted that her self-confidence is in
 marked contrast with the doubts and vacillations of the young narrator
 as he tries to decide upon a career in letters. She is completely lacking in
 his stifling self-consciousness. She receives Norpois's compliments "with
 the proud simplicity, the joyful and-for the moment-intelligent look
 of an artist to whom one speaks of his/her art" (II, 1, 77). She can
 discuss the famous chefs and restaurants of the period as an equal. Not
 the least intimidated by their fame, she evaluates their worth with
 ruthless candor: "Fran§oise was for famous chefs a more terrible
 'colleague' than the most envious and conceited actress. We felt,
 however, that she had a sure sense of her art and respect for traditions"
 (II, 1, 79). Her cavalier assessment of the celebrated Cafe Anglais shows
 how difficult it is to impress her. She describes this establishment as
 "'a restaurant which seems to have a nice little middle-class cookery'"
 (II, 1, 79-80).
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 The part of Fran§oise's dinner which arouses the most intense
 interest on the narrator's part is her jellied beef with carrots. This dish
 becomes for him, like the church in Combray and Vinteuil's septet, a
 symbol of the book which he will eventually write. Proust envisions the
 artist as a distiller of essences, as one who penetrates the surface of
 reality in order to capture its inner substance. The length and
 complexity of the Proustian sentence reflect his ambition to absorb the
 spiritual richness of the world into words and thereby communicate it to
 others. The artist renders the unseen content of being and puts it into a
 form that can be grasped by the senses.

 The narrator admires Fran§oise because she cooks the same way he
 writes. She uses meat, bones, and vegetables as he uses words. The
 ambition of both is to create an organic and unified whole out of their
 respective raw materials. Norpois congratulates her for her extraordi-
 nary fusing of all her ingredients: "'a braised beef ... in which the
 beef has taken on the flavor of the carrots, it is admirable!'" (II, 1, 43).
 Her beef has absorbed the savor of the carrots and made it a part of its
 own substance, just as an artist seeks to capture the essence of reality in
 words, paint, or musical notes. The beef transmits this savor to the
 diner's palate much as the work of art communicates the artist's
 message to his public. As Franqoise puts it: "'The beef must become like
 a sponge, then it drinks up all the stock all the way to the bottom' " (II,
 1, 79).

 Franqoise's boeuf a la mode is again mentioned, much later in the
 work, in the course of the narrator's long meditations on art in Le Temps
 retrouve. FranCoise's memorable dish is among his models for the novel
 he plans to write. He does not want his book to be a superficial
 reflection of everyday reality but an expression of the true reality which
 is invisible. He does not wish merely to describe the real persons and
 places he has encountered in his personal life. Instead, he will create
 composite characters and locales which will incarnate essential aspects
 of humanity and the world. Out of the diverse phenomena of his
 experiences he will invent figures of a mythical depth and unity, just as
 Francoise made her jellied beef out of ingredients that were at first
 distinct:

 Moreover, since individualities (human or otherwise) would in
 this book be made up of numerous impressions which, taken
 from many young ladies, many churches, and many sonatas,
 would serve to constitute a single sonata, church, or young lady,
 would I not be writing my book the way Fran§oise made her
 braised beef, which Monsieur de Norpois so appreciated, and the
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 aspic of which had been enriched by so many added and well
 chosen pieces of meat. (VII, 2, 236)6

 This passage recalls an earlier one in "Combray," in which the
 narrator points out how much more sympathy one has for fictional
 characters than for real people. The former do not have the
 opaqueness of the latter because they are made up entirely of
 immaterial elements which the reader can make a part of his own being,
 "since we have made them our own, since they are produced in
 ourselves" (I, 1, 122). Here again there is a reminder, or rather an
 anticipation, of Francoise's beef. The novelist creates transparent and
 assimilable figures out of the incomprehensible individualities of real
 life. This action is comparable to Francoise's transformation of pieces of
 meat and vegetable into a clear and savory aspic which can then be
 integrated into the personal being of the diner.

 The narrator accords Francoise the supreme compliment by
 recognizing her as a fellow artist. He thinks that she is in a better
 position to understand his joy in writing than many so-called
 intellectuals. "Francoise, on the contrary, sensed my happiness and
 respected my work" (VII, 2, 235).

 The metaphor is a key element in Proust's conception of literature.
 He felt that when an author compares two apparently different things,
 he liberates and gives expression to the eternal essence which is
 common to both (VII, 2, 39). Proust often has recourse to the world of
 cuisine to find one of the terms of comparison for his metaphors. Food
 products, as well as their tastes and aromas, can bring to mind a person,
 a place, a work of art, a play, a flower, and vice versa. For example, the
 narrator as a child believes that the fragrance of the hawthorns must
 reside in their darker-shaded areas and that the freshness of

 Mademoiselle Vinteuil's cheeks lies beneath her freckles. He compares
 both to an almond cake, the taste of which emanates from the burnt
 almonds added to the batter when it is baked (I, 1, 160). In a more
 extended metaphor, one term is Tante Leonie's room, which is so
 redolent of provincial domesticity and religious piety and revelatory of
 a hidden poetry. The various odors within the room seem to the young
 narrator to be baking in an oven into "an invisible yet palpable
 provincial cake, an immense 'turnover' " (I, 1, 76).

 The narrator establishes a metaphorical relationship between
 Francoise and the rustic church of Saint-Andre-des-Champs because of
 the medieval soul which is common to both (I, 1, 209-10). On a less
 elevated level, the narrator finds in the aroma of her roast chicken an
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 objective correlative of her cook's soul, or, as he puts it, "the very
 fragrance (essence) of her virtues" (I, 1, 171).

 Such culinary metaphors are not limited to the world of Combray,
 however. The narrator finds parallels between people and food even
 within the rarified atmosphere of the Guermantes' circle. He states that
 Oriane's vocabulary is as savory as dishes made from the very finest
 ingredients and recipes for which one would find in Pampille's
 cookbook (III, 3, 162). He also mentions that the Guermantes' wit is as
 legendary as the potted meat (rillettes) of Tours and the pink tea biscuits
 of Reims (III, 3, 105).

 Since art was for Proust the only true religion, and since he
 considered cooking to be an art form, it should be no surprise that he
 uses so many religious metaphors when talking about food. Especially
 frequent are comparisons between the act of dining and the Christian
 liturgy. Meals are a form of communion, a celebration of the Mass.
 Here again, however, we find the same combination of mocking irony
 and earnest seriousness with which he describes Francoise. As we shall

 see, his irony in this instance has an explicitly satirical purpose.
 The elite group that gathers around the Duchesse de Guermantes'

 table at her more intimate dinners reminds the narrator of "the golden
 statues of the apostles in the Sainte-Chapelle, symbolical and
 consecrating pillars, before the Holy Table" (III, 1, 38). As we have
 seen, he emphasizes the priestly aspects of Francoise at work in Tante
 Leonie's kitchen. In addition, he says that her roast chicken, already
 alluded to, appears at the table "its skin embroidered with gold like a
 chasuble and its precious juice dripping from a ciborium" (I, 1, 171). In
 the same vein, Monsieur de Norpois calls her dinners in Paris " 'veritable
 agapes [feasts of love],' " thereby recalling the role of the Mass as a feast
 of brotherly love (II, 1, 43).

 At the Grand-Hotel in Balbec, the cloth is placed upon the table in
 the dining room "as at an altar where the rites of the epicure are
 celebrated" (II, 3, 140). Drops of water linger in oyster shells "as in little
 stone holy water founts" (II, 3, 140). On a special occasion, the manager
 of the hotel carves the turkeys "with a priestly majesty" and plunges his
 knife into their flesh like a pagan "sacrificer" seeking to read an augury
 in the animals' entrails (IV, 2, 298). For the manager to perform this act
 himself is such a rare event that it becomes the basis for a new calendar

 among the hotel's employees, and all future occurrences there are dated
 in reference to it, "like the birth of Christ or the Hegira" (IV, 2, 299).

 In Paris, a butcher's apprentice separates the fillets of beef from
 the inferior cuts. Weighing them on a scale surmounted by a cross, he
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 gives the impression of "a beautiful angel who, on Judgment Day, will
 prepare for God, according to their merit, the separation of the good
 and the evil and the weighing of souls" (V, 1, 181-82). To the narrator,
 the cries of the street hawkers whom Albertine enjoys so much have a
 rhythm resembling Gregorian chant or "the psalm-chanting of a priest
 during Mass." For him the street life of Paris is reminiscent of the
 Church's daily hours of prayer, of which it is "the good-fellow, itinerant,
 and semiliturgical counterpart" (V, 1, 153-56).

 Food, as can be imagined, plays an important role in the social life
 of Paris. References to food can sometimes reveal in a unique way
 certain aspects of an individual's personality. The semi-artist Swann
 demonstrates his originality on one occasion by his ingenious idea of
 sending fruit to the Princesse de Parme as a birthday gift (I, 2, 129). A
 cousin of his selects one piece at a time with the greatest care. In
 another episode, Oriane shows off her celebrated wit, likened by the
 narrator as we have seen to the best of food, at the expense of her
 cousin, Zenaide d'Heudicourt, who is giving a dinner party. The latter
 is so well known for her frugality that when she announces to Oriane
 that she will be serving "'seven little queen's mouthfuls,' " the Duchess
 concludes that there will be at least eight people at table (III, 3, 144).
 The queen in question is Maria Leszcynska, and the dish named for her
 consists of patty shells filled with creamed chicken and sweetbreads.

 In a more serious vein, it may be recalled that many pages of
 Proust's novel are devoted to the goings-on and conversations taking
 place at dinner parties given at the homes of the Swanns, the Verdurins,
 the Duc de Guermantes, the Princesse de Parme, the Prince de
 Guermantes, as well as the narrator's family. There are also noteworthy
 dinners in restaurants. As one reads these episodes, the satirical thrust of
 Proust's liturgical metaphors becomes increasingly apparent. "Agape"
 and other terms referring to the Mass are used in a highly ironical
 sense. Although dining may indeed be a social ritual, there is no real
 communion of souls, no collective partaking in a feast of charity. There
 is instead a meeting of mutually impenetrable solitudes. The only
 exchange is one of hostility and unkindness. If anyone tries to
 communicate with another person through love and thereby bridge the
 interpersonal gap, he risks being excluded from his social set.

 Such is the case at different times with Swann and the narrator.

 Both men experience the anguish of being rejected by the person they
 love. In many ways, society dinners represent the antithesis of the Mass.
 They are more like witches' sabbaths or black masses. This is the feeling
 of the hero as a child when Swann's presence at dinner in Combray
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 prevents his mother from giving him the eucharistic kiss without which
 he cannot sleep. The boy envisages the dinner taking place down below
 and from which he has been excluded as "an inconceivable, infernal
 festival . . . cruel mysteries" which are carrying away the woman he
 loves in a sinister whirlwind (I, 1, 48-49). Ironically, Swann, who is the
 involuntary cause of the child's pain, is better acquainted with such
 torments than anyone because of his unrequited love for Odette and
 the jealous possessiveness in her regard of the Verdurins.

 Mention of the latter couple brings up the final irony of Proust's
 treatment of food and cooking. Nowhere can one find better things to
 eat than at the various residences of the Verdurins (VII, 1, 27). Yet,
 they are among the least admirable people in the entire novel, certainly
 more on the side of rump roast than of fillet on the butcher's scale. One
 may conclude therefore that in most cases, as far as Proust is concerned,
 the food served at France's most distinguished tables has more aesthetic
 and moral worth than the individuals who consume it.

 Cf. J. M. Cocking, Proust: Collected Essays on the Writer and His Art
 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1982), p. 138.

 2 Marcel Proust, A la recherche du temps perdu, Vols. I-VII of (Euvres Completes
 de Marcel Proust (Paris: N.R.F., 1929-33), I, Part 1, p. 170. All further
 references to this work appear in the text and are indicated by volume number
 in Roman numerals, part number in Arabic numerals, and page number(s) in
 Arabic numerals. Translations of the passages quoted are by this author.

 3 Cocking, Proust, p. 138.
 4Claude-Edmonde Magny speaks at length of the "pelerinage spirituel"

 (spiritual pilgrimage) described in Proust's novel. Cf. Magny, Histoire du roman
 francais depuis 1918 (Paris: Seuil, 1950), p. 172.

 5 Denis Diderot, CEuvres romanesques, edition de H. Benac (Paris: Garnier,
 1962), pp. 400-05.

 6 Shirley King, in the introduction to her delightful cookbook, Dining with
 Marcel Proust (London: Thames and Hudson, 1979), p. 12, mentions, though
 without further comment, the importance of this passage.
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