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			Marcel Proust

			French writer

			
					Born in Paris in 1871

					Died there in 1922

					Notable works:	Pleasures and Days (1896), collection of narrative poems and short stories

	In Search of Lost Time (1913-1927), novel in seven volumes

	Against Sainte-Beuve (1954), collection of essays and narrative passages




			

			Born in 1871, Marcel Proust was a major French writer of the 20th century. Winner of the Prix Goncourt in 1919, his main work, In Search of Lost Time (1913-1927), marked a revival of the novel. A chronicle of a society, that of the Belle Époque (years preceding the First World War), a description of the irregularities of love, and an aesthetic, philosophical and moral reflection, this work in several volumes astonished his contemporaries and continues to be a topic of great discussion.

		


		
			Swann’s Way

			At the heart of the Proustian world

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Proust, M. (1992) In Search of Lost Time: Swann’s Way. Trans. Scott Moncrieff, C. and Kilmartin, T. London: Chatto and Windus.

					First edition: 1913

					Themes: love, youth, writing, time, society

			

			Self-published in 1913, Swann’s Way is the first volume of In Search of Lost Time. It is made up of three different sections. In “Combray”, the narrator recounts his childhood memories, his attachment to his mother and the first times he read. Characters appear who will feature prominently throughout the work, particularly Swann. “Swann in Love” traces Swann’s past life and his jealous love for Odette. Finally, “Place-Names: the Name” is a dream about the journeys that the narrator would like to take, but that his illness prevents him from doing.

		


		
			Summary

			Part One – Combray

			Chapter 1

			
					Bedtime: the narrator, after a preliminary reflection on waking up, sleeping and habits, describes the memories of his childhood at Combray. He therefore speaks about the drama of bedtime and anxiously awaiting the kiss of his mother, to whom he is deeply attached, the magic lantern that projected characters from legends onto the wall, days and evenings with his family, and visits from Charles Swann. The latter is presented both as a cordial neighbour and a worldly man; we understand, through veiled references, that he is in an unhappy marriage.

					Resurrection of Combray: the chapter concludes with the famous episode of the madeleine soaked in the cup of tea which, through its taste, fully resuscitates the Combray of his childhood in the narrator’s mind. The narrator compares involuntary memory, illustrated in this passage, with voluntary memory, which only provides partial memories.

			

			Chapter 2

			
					Combray: first the town, its church, his aunt Léonie’s habits, his bedroom and his conversations with Françoise, the cook and maid, are depicted. A crowd of new characters then enter: Legrandin, an engineer and amateur artist who criticises snobbery only to be guilty of it himself a few pages later; Uncle Adolphe, who falls out with the family after introducing the narrator to the lady in pink, a courtesan; Bloch, a friend of the narrator, but whom his family do not like much and who ends up being banned from the house, etc. Through Bloch, the narrator discovers the works of the writer Bergotte. He also learns that Swann’s daughter is a friend of the writer, which makes her very prestigious in his eyes.

					Swann’s Way: on rainy days, the family goes walking near the Swann’s property. The narrator sees Mademoiselle Swann from afar and is very taken with her. The composer Vinteuil and his daughter appear. Mademoiselle Vinteuil’s friend moves in with her, which damages the reputation of the two young girls and breaks her father’s heart. Aunt Léonie dies, as does Vinteuil. During walks alone, the narrator dreams of kissing a peasant-girl in the woods: this is the birth of desire. He happens to see a sadistic scene through Mademoiselle Vinteuil’s window.

					The Guermantes Way: on sunny days, the family crosses the bridge to take long walks along the Vivonne. The narrator imagines conversations with Madame de Guermantes, the chateau owner, and reveals his passion for creative writing. The sunrise marks the narrator’s return to his time.

			

			Part Two – Swann in Love

			
					The “little clan” at the Verdurins’: Swann meets Odette through a friend. She introduces him to the Bohemian salon of the Verdurins, which Vinteuil, Dr Cottard, his wife and an anonymous painter attend keenly. Swann, who is used to more popular salons, makes an excellent impression on the Verdurins. His meetings with Odette become more frequent and the short musical phrase from the sonata that Vinteuil plays for the frequent attendees of the salon becomes “the national anthem of their love” (p. 305). Despite everything, Swann continues to go out with a young worker, until the day when, having not seen Odette at the Verdurins’, he spends the evening looking for her unsuccessfully. Very agitated, he ends up meeting her by chance; he then accompanies her back to her house and spends the night with her.

					Swann’s love: even if Odette’s bad taste and her dubious reputation do not justify this love, it continues to grow. As Swann does not know what Odette spends her days doing when he is absent, he starts to become jealous, particularly towards the Comte de Forcheville, a new favourite of the Verdurins since Swann himself has fallen into disgrace. One evening, Odette dismisses Swann because she says she feels unwell. Later he becomes suspicious and thinks he sees a light at Odette’s window: his jealousy is at its peak until he realises that the illuminated window is actually her neighbours’. Odette starts lying and the Verdurins, who have become definitively hostile towards Swann, are an extra obstacle to their meetings.

					Death of a love: Swann tries to clarify some rumours he has heard about Odette’s loose morals. While she does not try to change him, he who bends to all her wishes, she becomes irritable and distant. Swann returns to the world of which the familiarity comforts him. At a reception given by Madame Saint-Euverte, everything reminds him of Odette, particularly the little musical phrase from Vinteuil’s sonata that is played there. He understands that Odette’s feelings for him will never return. After learning that she is going to Egypt with Forcheville, he receives an anonymous letter stating that Odette is not a virtuous woman. The young woman herself admits her infidelity to him, before leaving on a long cruise with the Verdurins. A year later, Swann meets Madame Cottard who assures him that Odette loves him. This confidence stops Swann’s jealousy, his love grows weaker and, gradually, leaves him.

			

			Part Three – Place-Names: The Name

			
					Dreams of travelling: the narrator, whose fragile health prevented him from travelling as a child, recounts his fascination for place names; his desire to see Balbec, Venice and Florence is so great that he creates an imaginary double for each of these towns, deduced only from the sound of their names or from what has been said about them. Equally, Berma, an actress whom he has been forbidden from seeing in order to not aggravate his fragility, takes on a mythical status.

					On the Champs-Élysées: the young protagonist meets Gilberte in the garden near the Champs-Élysées where Françoise takes him to play. His love for her intensifies, he is disappointed when he does not see her and elated when they start to become more familiar. He awaits a love letter from Gilberte, no longer likes Bergotte as he reminds him of Gilberte and incessantly talks about her and everything related to her. We learn that Swann has fallen out with the narrator’s parents.

					In the Bois de Boulogne: the narrator waits for Odette Swann, who also possesses Gilberte’s charm and mystery, to go by in her car. Odette de Crécy, the courtesan, has become Madame Swann, the wife of a man with powerful friends and an elegant woman with pleasant outfits. Swann’s Way ends with the memory of a walk in the woods years later, when fashion has changed and the old victoria carriages (an uncovered vehicle on four wheels which is pulled by one or more horses) have been replaced by cars. The narrator sees that the reality he knew no longer exists and regrets the distinction of women and men in his childhood.

			

		


		
			Character study

			The narrator

			As Swann’s Way covers several periods of his life, he is simultaneously the adult whose reflections on art, feelings and sensations are spread throughout the work, the young boy at Combray and the student in “Place-Names”. He is a sensitive child with fragile health, who passionately loves his mother. He reads widely, is interested in theatre, writes poems and dreams of travelling. We learn from Legrandin that he has “a soul in [him] of rare quality, an artist’s nature” (p. 93). He falls in love with Gilberte, whom he sees for the first time in Combray and meets properly on the Champs-Élysées.

			The narrator’s family

			The narrator comes from a middle-class family, a nest where he is pampered and happy. The young narrator particularly loves his mother and grandmother. His father is a more distant character, who stays in the background. His Aunt Léonie, his great-aunt and his Great-Uncle Adolphe are the pretext for anecdotes and various discoveries.

			Swann

			A red-headed man about town with green eyes, a moustache and a monocle, Swann is an elegant man and a delicate aesthete who has connections in the world. He is shown in many different lights. In “Combray”, he is the good neighbour whose arrival prevents the young narrator from kissing his mother. We meet him in an earlier time in “Swann in Love”, in which he is in love with Odette and tormented by jealousy. Finally, in “Place-Names”, no longer on good terms with the narrator’s family, he has married Odette, with whom he has a child. Swann, on account of his love for Odette, has experienced a similar anguish to that of the narrator while he awaits his mother’s kiss: this parallel partly explains the digression of Swann’s love story.

			Odette

			When she meets Swann, she is a kept woman called Odette de Crécy. Swann does not notice her beauty until he realises that she bears a resemblance to Jethro’s daughter in The Trials of Moses, a fresco by Botticelli (Italian painter, 1445-1510). Odette “isn’t exactly the embodiment of virtue or intellect” (p. 318), yet Swann falls madly in love with her. In “Place-Names”, Odette has become Madame Swann: this marriage shocks the middle class, who refuse to accept her even if she has become a refined woman through contact with Swann.

			The Verdurins’ salon

			The salon is made up of the Verdurins, a well-to-do couple who pride themselves on their artistic sensibility, and their changing number of regulars: among others, Cottard, a doctor whose intellect is not amazing; Vinteuil, whose short musical motif symbolises Odette and Swann’s love; Elstir the painter; Brichot, a pompous professor at the Sorbonne; and Odette. It is in this salon that Swann, before he is excluded from it, spends his first moments with Odette.

			Gilberte

			Gilberte is the daughter of Swann and Odette with whom the narrator falls in love. Red-headed, lively and irreverent (as a child, when she sees the narrator for the first time, she makes an obscene gesture at him
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