ASPARAGUS

“They say he’s a very friendly animal,” Francoise would go on, having got the story from
Théodore, “as clever as a Christian, always in a good temper, always friendly, always well-
behaved. You don’t often see an animal so gentlemanly at that age. Mme Octave, I've got to
leave you now; I haven’t time to dilly-dally; it’s nearly ten o’clock and my fire not lighted
yet, and I've still got to scrape my asparagus.”

“What, Frangoise, more asparagus! It's a regular mania for asparagus you’ve got this year.
You'll make our Parisians sick of it.”

“No, no, Mme Octave, they like it well enough. They’ll be coming back from church soon as
hungry as hunters, and they won’t turn their noses up at their asparagus, you'll see.”

After hanging about on the outskirts of the back-kitchen until Frangoise appeared on its
threshold and announced: “I'm going to let my kitchen-maid serve the coffee and take up
the hot water; it’s time I went off to Mme Octave,” I would then decide to go indoors, and
would go straight upstairs to my room to read. The kitchen-maid was an abstract
personality, a permanent institution to which an invariable set of functions assured a sort of
fixity and continuity and identity throughout the succession of transitory human shapes in
which it was embodied; for we never had the same girl two years running. In the year in
which we ate such quantities of asparagus, the kitchenmaid whose duty it was to prepare
them was a poor sickly creature, some way “gone” in pregnancy when we arrived at
Combray for Easter, and it was indeed surprising that Frangoise allowed her to run so many
errands and to do so much work, for she was beginning to find difficulty in bearing before
her the mysterious basket, fuller and larger every day, whose splendid outline could be
detected beneath the folds of her ample smock. This last recalled the cloaks in which Giotto
shrouds some of his allegorical figures, of which M. Swann had given me photographs. He it
was who pointed out the resemblance, and when he inquired after the kitchen-maid he
would say: “Well, how goes it with Giotto’s Charity?” And indeed the poor girl, whose
pregnancy had swelled and stoutened every part of her, even including her face and her
squarish, elongated cheeks, did distinctly suggest those virgins, so sturdy and mannish as
to seem matrons rather, in whom the Virtues are personified in the Arena Chapel.

At the hour when I usually went downstairs to find out what there was for dinner, its
preparation would already have begun, and Frangoise, a commanding officer with all the
forces of nature for her subalterns, as in the fairy-tales where giants hire themselves out as
scullions, would be stirring the coals, putting the potatoes to steam, and, at the right
moment, finishing over the fire those culinary masterpieces which had been first got ready
in some of the great array of vessels, triumphs of the potter’s craft, which ranged from tubs
and boilers and cauldrons and fish kettles down to jars for game, moulds for pastry, and
tiny pannikins for cream, through an entire collection of pots and pans of every shape and
size.  would stop by the table, where the kitchen-maid had shelled them, to inspect the
platoons of peas, drawn up in ranks and numbered, like little green marbles, ready for a
game; but what most enraptured me were the asparagus, tinged with ultramarine and pink
which shaded off from their heads, finely stippled in mauve and azure, through a series of
imperceptible gradations to their white feet—still stained a little by the soil of their garden-



bed —with an iridescence that was not of this world. I felt that these celestial hues indicated
the presence of exquisite creatures who had been pleased to assume vegetable form and
who, through the disguise of their firm, comestible flesh, allowed me to discern in this
radiance of earliest dawn, these hinted rainbows, these blue evening shades, that precious
quality which I should recognise again when, all night long after a dinner at which I had
partaken of them, they played (lyrical and coarse in their jesting like one of Shakespeare’s
fairies) at transforming my chamber pot into a vase of aromatic perfume.

Poor Giotto’s Charity, as Swann had named her, charged by Frangoise with the task of
preparing them for the table, would have them lying beside her in a basket, while she sat
there with a mournful air as though all the sorrows of the world were heaped upon her; and
the light crowns of azure which capped the asparagus shoots above their pink jackets were
delicately outlined, star by star, as, in Giotto’s fresco, are the flowers encircling the brow or
patterning the basket of his Virtue at Padua. And meanwhile Francoise would be turning on
the spit one of those chickens such as she alone knew how to roast, chickens which had
wafted far abroad from Combray the savour of her merits, and which, while she was serving
them to us at table, would make the quality of sweetness predominate for the moment in my
private conception of her character, the aroma of that cooked flesh which she knew how to
make so unctuous and so tender seeming to me no more than the proper perfume of one of
her many virtues.

Although, when her grandson had a slight cold in his head, she would set off at night, even
if she were unwell, instead of going to bed, to see whether he had everything he needed,
covering ten miles on foot before daybreak so as to be back in time for work, this same love
for her own people, and her desire to establish the future greatness of her house on a solid
foundation, found expression, in her policy with regard to the other servants, in one
unvarying maxim, which was never to let any of them set foot in my aunt’s room; indeed
she showed a sort of pride in not allowing anyone else to come near my aunt, preferring,
when she herself was ill, to get out of bed and to administer the Vichy water in person,
rather than to concede to the kitchen-maid the right of entry into her mistress’s presence.
There is a species of hymenoptera observed by Fabre, the burrowing wasp, which in order to
provide a supply of fresh meat for her offspring after her own decease, calls in the science of
anatomy to amplify the resources of her instinctive cruelty, and, having made a collection of
weevils and spiders, proceeds with marvellous knowledge and skill to pierce the nerve-
centre on which their power of locomotion (but none of their other vital functions) depends,
so that the paralysed insect, beside which she lays her eggs, will furnish the larvae, when
hatched, with a docile, inoffensive quarry, incapable either of flight or of resistance, but
perfectly fresh for the larder: in the same way Frangoise had adopted, to minister to her
unfaltering resolution to render the house uninhabitable to any other servant, a series of
stratagems so cunning and so pitiless that, many years later, we discovered that if we had
been fed on asparagus day after day throughout that summer, it was because their smell
gave the poor kitchen-maid who had to prepare them such violent attacks of asthma that she
was finally obliged to leave my aunt’s service.

- Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, 1913



