resentment against myself. 1 feel bitter at having let
myself go to seed because of your memory, and then
because of sheer melancholy. I am now no bigger
than the carapace of Tithonus® the grasshopper!
Marin Marais laughed. He told her he had never
found her very large and that he sdll remembered
how, in days gone by, when he put his hands round
her thigh, the fingers metina circle.
You are overflowing with wit,’ she said. ‘And to
think that I would have liked to be your wife!
Mademoiselle de Sainte Colombe suddenly threw
off her bed covers. Monsieur Marin recoiled with such
haste that he unhooked the baldaquin curtains which
fell in a heap. She had lifted up her shift to get out of
bed, and he beheld the total nudity of her thighs and
her private parts. She put her bare feet on the tiled
floor with a sharp little cry, held out the material of her
shift, showed it to him, thrust it into his hands, saying:
“The love you felt for me was no bigger than this
hem of my shift’

*A seventeenth-century classical reference. Tithonus was a hand-
some Trojan beloved by Aurora, who at his request granted him
immortality. But he had forgotten to ask her for eternal youth and as
he grew old he begged Aurora to free him from the world. She could
not do this, so she relieved his suffering by changing him into a

grasshopper.
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‘You're lying.’ .

They were silent. She placed her emaciated han
on the beribboned wrist of Marin Marais and said:

‘Play, if you please.’

She was trying to climb back into her bed but it was
too high. He helped her, pushing up her skinny
buttocks. She was as light as a down pillow. He took
the viol from Toinette who had just come back.
Toinette put the bed curtains back in their loop and
left them alone together. He began to perform La
Réveuse but she stopped him, telling him to play
more slowly. He started again. She watched him
playing, her eyes brilliant with fever. She did not close

them. She was taking in the movements of his body
as he played.
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She was panting for breath. She brought her eyes close
to the window pane. Through the bubbles of air that
were caught in it, she watched Marin Marais helping
her sister into the carriage. Then he himself put his
gold-swagged red heel on the step, disappeared
inside, shut the gilded door. Night was falling.
Barefoot, she went to get a candle then rummaged in
her wardrobe, went down on all fours, dragged out an
old pale leather boot more or less scorched by fire or
at least shrivelled. Grasping the edge of the door and
pulling on the stuff of her dresses, she hauled herself
upright and went back to the bed with the candle and
the boot. She put them on her bedside table. She was
panting as if she had lost the better part of all the
breath in her body. She kept muttering:
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‘He did not want to be a bootmaker.’

She kept repeating this phrase. She rested her back
against the mattress and the wooden frame of her bed.
She drew out from the boot’s eyeholes a long leather
lace which she placed beside the candle. With infinite
care she made a slip knot. She stood up and dragged
towards her the stool Marin Marais had taken to sit on.
She dragged it underneath the ceiling beam nearest
the window, clambered with the help of her bed
curtains on to the stool, managed to wind the leather
noose five or six times round a big nail in the beam
then put her head inside the slip knot and drew it
tight. She had difficulty in kicking the stool away. She
was kicking it and dancing on it a long time before she
got it to fall. When her feet swung in empty air, she

gave a shout, a sudden sharp shock ran through her
knees.



All the world’s mornings are gone without recall. The
years had passed by. Monsieur de Sainte Colombe, on
rising, would stroke his hand over Monsieur Baugin’s
picture and put on his shirt. He would go and dust his
hut. He was an old man now. He also took care of the
flowers and shrubs that his elder daughter had
planted before she hanged herself. Then he would go
to light the fire and heat the milk. He took down a
crude earthenware dish in which he mashed his gruel.
Monsieur Marais had not seen Monsieur de Sainte
Colombe again since the day when he had been
surprised by the latter after he had sneezed under-
neath his cabin, when he was soaked to the skin.
Monsieur Marais had kept in mind that Monsieur de
Sainte Colombe knew melodies which were unfamiliar
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to him but were considered to be the most beautiful
in all the world. Sometimes he would wake in the
middle of the night, recalling the names that Madeleine
had whispered to him under the oath of secrecy:

Tears, Hells, the Shade of Aeneas, the Barque of
Charon, and he still regretted having lived without
hearing them even once. Monsieur de Sainte Colombe
would never publish what he had composed norwhat
his own masters had taught him. Monsieur Marais felt
sad at the thought that these works were going to be
lost for ever when Monsieur de Sainte Colombe died.
He knew not what kind of life he would have norwhat
future years might bring. He wanted to become
acquainted with these works before it was too late.

He would leave Versailles. Whether it was raining or
snowing, he would pay nightly visits to the Biévre. As
had always been his wont, he would tie his horse to
the wash place, on the road to Jouy, so that it would
not be heard neighing, then would follow the damp
path, go round the end of the wall on the river, creep
under the wet hut.

Monsieur de Sainte Colombe never played those
airs or at least never any that Monsieur Marais did not
already know by heart. In fact, Monsieur de Sainte
Colombe was playing less often. There were long
silences during which he sometimes started to talk to
himself. For three years, almost every night, Monsieur
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i i dering: ‘Is he
Marais made his way to the hut, won: . .
going to play those melodies tonight? Is it the right

time for them?

XXVII

Finally, in the year 1689, on the night of the twenty-
third day, when the cold was intense, the earth
gripped in frozen sleet, the wind stinging eyes and
ears, Monsieur Marais galloped to the wash place. The
moon was shining. There were no clouds. ‘Oh!
Monsieur Marais said to himself, ‘this night is pure, the
air raw, the heavens more than ever coldly eternal, the
moon full and round. I can hear my horse’s hooves
clattering on the ground. Perhaps it will be this
evening.’

He crouched there in the freezing cold, hugging his
black cloak around him. The cold was so sharp, he had
put a sheepskin jerkin on underneath it. All the same,
his backside was numb with cold. His member was
shrunk and frozen.
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He listened in secret. His ear hurt, laid against the
icy planks. Sainte Colombe was just playing around,
idly plucking the strings of his viol. He gave them a
few melancholy strokes with his bow. From time to
time, as was often his custom, he talked. There was no
method in what he did. His playing sounded negli-
gent, senile, desolate. Monsieur Marais put hiseartoa
crack between the boards to try to catch the sense of
what Monsieur de Sainte Colombe kept muttering to
himself now and then. He could only catch words
with no significance like ‘crushed peaches’ or ‘boat’.
Monsieur de Sainte Colombe played the Dubois
Chaconne, which he used to perform in concerts with
his daughters. Monsieur Marais recognized the
principal theme. The piece closed in a majestic
fashion. Then he heard a deep sigh after which
Monsieur de Sainte Colombe started murmuring and
lamenting:

‘Ah! 1 am playing only for shadows that have
become too old! That never come back now! Ah! if
only there were someone besides myself in this
world, some living soul who could appreciate my
music! We would talk! I would pass it on to him and I
could die’’

Then Monsieur Marais, shivering with cold under-
neath the hut, heaved a sigh himself. Giving another
sigh, he went and scratched at the door of the cabin.
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‘Who is it sighing in the silence of the night?’

‘A man who is fleeing the life of palaces and who is
seeking music.’

Monsieur de Sainte Colombe understood who it
was and was glad. He leaned forward and pushed the
door open a crack with his bow. A little candlelight
glimmered through the opening, but it was feebler
than the radiance of the full moon. Marin Marais
crouched at the the open door. Monsieur de Sainte
Colombe bent forward and addressed the face:

‘What are you seeking, Monsieur, in music?’

‘T am seeking regrets and tears.’

Then he shoved the door of his hut full open, and
stood up, trembling. He bowed ceremoniously as
Monsieur Marais entered. At first they could not say
anything. Monsieur de Sainte Colombe sat on his stool
and said to Monsieur Marais:

‘Sit down!”

Monsieur Marais, still shrouded in his sheepskin,
sat down. The two of them just sat there, awkward,
embarrassed.

‘Monsieur, may I ask you for a last lesson? Monsieur
Marais asked, suddenly rousing himself.

‘Monsieur, may I attempt a first lesson with you?
Monsieur de Sainte Colombe replied in a low voice.

Monsieur Marais bowed his head. Monsieur de
Sainte Colombe coughed and said he wanted to
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speak. He started talking jerkily.

“This is difficult, Monsieur. Music exists simply in
order to speak of what words cannot express. In that
sense it is not altogether human. So you have
discovered that it is not for the king?

1 have discovered that it is for God.’

‘And you are mistaken, because it is God speaking,’

‘For the ear?’

“That of which I cannot speak is not for the ear,
Monsieur.’

‘For gold, then?

‘No, gold is something that cannot be heard.’

‘Fame?’

‘No. Fame is nothing but names naming names.’

‘Silence?’

‘It is only the opposite of speech.’

‘Rival musicians?’

‘Nof

‘Love?

‘No.

‘Regret for love?

‘No.’

‘Abandonment?’

‘No and no.’

‘Is it for a wafer offered to the invisible?’

‘No again. What is a wafer? It can be seen. It has a
taste. It can be consumed. It is nothing.’

[94]
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“Then I do not know, Monsieur. I think one should
put out a glass of wine for the dead ..’

‘You are getting warmer.’

‘A little drinking fountain for those abandoned by
language. For the shadows of children. For the
hammer blows of shoemakers. For whatever it is that
precedes childhood. When one was without breath.
When one was without light.’

After a few moments, on the face of the musician, a
face so old and rigid, a smile appeared. He took Marin
Marais’ plump hand in his fleshless hand.

‘Monsieur, just now you heard me sighing. I shall
die soon and my art with me. Only my hens and geese
will miss me. I am going to entrust you with one or
two arias capable of awakening the dead. Come?

He tried to get up, but interrupted the movement to
say:

‘First of all we must go and find my dead daughter
Madeleine’s viol. 1 am going to let you hear Tears and
the Barque of Charon. 1 am going to let you hear the
whole of Le Tombeau des regrets. So far among my
students I have found no ear worthy of listening to
them. Come with me.’

Marin Marais took his arm. They went down the
steps of the hut and walked towards the house.
Monsieur de Sainte Colombe entrusted Monsieur
Marais with Madeleine’s viol. It was covered with dust.
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They wiped it with their sleeves. Then Monsieur de
Sainte Colombe filled a pewter plate with a few rolled
wafers. They returned to the hut with the flask of wine,
the viol, the glasses and the plate. While Monsieur
Marais was taking off his black cloak and his sheepskin
and casting them on the floor, Monsieur de Sainte
Colombe was clearing a space in the centre ofthe hut,
near the skylight through which they could see the full
moon in all its whiteness, and set up the writing desk
there. Passing his fingers over his lips, he wetted them
and wiped up two drops of red wine thathad dropped
from the straw-plaited flask next to the plate. Monsieur
de Sainte Colombe opened the morocco-bound
music book while Monsieur Marais was pouring a
little red wine into his glass. Monsieur Marais set the
candle beside the manuscript music book. They
looked at the score, closed the book, sat down, tuned
their viols. Monsieur de Sainte Colombe gave the beat
and they set their fingers on the strings. Thus it was
that they played Tears. As the song of the two viols
rose in the air, they looked at one another. They were
weeping. The light coming into the hut through the
skylight in the roof had become yellow. While their
tears rolled slowly down their noses, their cheeks,
their lips, they at the same time kept smiling at one
another. It was dawn before Monsieur Marais returned
to Versailles.
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