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			Alain-Fournier

			French writer

			
					Born in La Chapelle-d’Angillon, France in 1886.

					Died in Saint-Rémy-la-Calonne, France in 1914.

					Notable works:	Miracles (1924), poems and short stories

	Correspondance avec Jacques Rivière (“Correspondence with Jacques Rivière”, 1926), letters

	Colombe Blanchet (1990), unfinished novel




			

			Henri-Alban Fournier, known as Alain-Fournier, was born in Low Berry in the Sologne region of north-central France, where he spent his childhood. His parents were schoolteachers. He initially dreamed of becoming a sailor and began studying at the naval college in Brest, before dropping out. He then studied literature, but failed the entrance examination to the prestigious École Normale Supérieure. He interrupted his studies to perform his military service. He was enlisted during the First World War (1914-1918), and was killed in 1914 during a reconnaissance mission in Saint-Rémy-la-Calonne in the Meuse department of northeast France. He was 27 years old.

			Because of his premature death, he only completed one novel: Le Grand Meaulnes (1913), which has been translated into English under various titles, including The Wanderer, The Lost Domain and The Lost Estate. He wrote letters which were published after his death, in particular to his friend Jacques Rivière (French writer, 1886-1925), and in 1914 had started a play, La Maison dans le forêt (The House in the Forest), which was too short to be published, as well as a novel, Colombe Blanchet.

		


		
			Le Grand Meaulnes

			A charming classic

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Alain-Fournier, H. (2007) The Lost Estate (Le Grand Meaulnes). Trans. Buss, R. London: Penguin.

					1st edition: 1913

					Themes: coming of age, friendship, adolescence, dreams, the fantastic

			

			Le Grand Meaulnes was published in 1913 and is Alain-Fournier’s only completed novel. It describes the impact that the arrival of the mysterious Augustin Meaulnes has on the life of François Seurel, the teenaged son of a schoolteacher in the fictional village of Sainte-Agathe, which the author situates in his native region of the Sologne.

			The novel was first published in the literary magazine La Nouvelle Revue Française, then as a book by the Émile-Paul Frères publishing house. It was nominated for the Prix Goncourt, but did not win. Since its initial publication over a century ago, the novel has experienced continuous success. In 1999, it was ranked ninth on the French newspaper Le Monde’s list of the 100 Books of the Century. It has sold more than five million copies in total, and is considered a literary masterpiece.

		


		
			Summary

			Part One

			François Seurel, the 15-year-old narrator, lives in Sainte-Agathe on the premises of the school where his father teaches. One Sunday in November, a 17-year-old boy named Augustin Meaulnes arrives at the school. His mother, a wealthy widow, has decided to send him to board with the Seurels so that he can attend the classes taught by François’ father and take the exam to become a schoolteacher. The new boy is quickly nicknamed “The Great Meaulnes” by the students in the class, because he is older than them and a natural leader. François is used to spending a lot of time alone, but Augustin’s arrival disturbs this quiet routine and marks the beginning of a new life for him. Augustin likes setting out on adventures and playing with everything he comes across. For example, the first time he meets François, he suggests lighting the fireworks he has just found in the Seurels’ loft.

			One day, Meaulnes decides to surprise the class by harnessing a horse to go to meet François’ grandparents, the Charpentiers, at the Vierzon train station, even though the task has already been entrusted to another student. However, Augustin does not come back that day. In the evening, a man brings the Seurels back their carriage without a driver, but Meaulnes does not return until four days later. François is the only person he tells about what happened to him.

			The day he disappeared, Augustin was only planning to bring back the Charpentiers. However, he did not know the way and got lost. After several incidents, in the course of which he lost the horse, he found himself in a strange and unfamiliar place. Some kind of celebration was being held, and children seemed to be in charge. He found a bedroom and, exhausted, fell asleep. He put on some clothes he found in the room to make himself look like a guest, and then joined the celebrations. He learnt that the guests were waiting for Frantz de Galais, the son of the castle’s owner. Frantz had gone to find a girl from Bourges who he had met on his way home from a trip in order to bring her back and marry her. Frantz seems to be a whimsical boy who runs things in the castle: to celebrate his engagement to his fiancée, he organised this strange party bringing together old and young and rich and poor, all dressed in period costumes. There were children in every nook of the house, and the entire castle had been decorated for the occasion. The following day, during a boat trip organised by the castle’s owner, Augustin met Frantz’s sister Yvonne de Galais and fell in love with her. That evening, he found Frantz in his room, and the much-talked-about young man told him that his fiancée had not come and that the party was over. In the carriage back to Sainte-Agathe, Augustin heard a bang and saw a Pierrot (a French pantomime character with a white face and baggy clothes) who he had met at the party carrying a human body.

			As soon as he gets back, Meaulnes, who only has a silk waistcoat as proof of his incredible adventure, wants to go back to this strange place as soon as possible. However, he does not know how to get there. He decides to draw a map that will allow him to find his way back. When he has only drawn up half the route, he presses François to leave with him. Although François is very enthusiastic about the project, he turns down the offer, as he would rather wait for school to be over. They put off their departure until the summer.

			Part Two

			One evening, when François thinks that Augustin has forgotten about the lost land, the two boys are ambushed: the group, led by a boy wearing a blindfold, steal the map that Meaulnes had drawn up to find the way back to the mysterious estate. The next day at school, a gypsy joins the class. As he is wearing a blindfold, Augustin and François immediately realise that he is the leader of the group and want to take revenge for yesterday’s ambush. However, the new boy only wants to help them: after giving back the map, which has now been completed, he tells Augustin that he too was at the strange party. He even gives him Yvonne’s address in Paris in exchange for his friendship.

			The gypsy lives in a caravan with his friend Ganache in the church square. One day, while they are performing in a small circus they have set up, the gypsy takes off his blindfold. Meaulnes immediately recognises him as Frantz de Galais. He became desperate after his fiancée left him and tried to commit suicide by shooting himself, which explains his bandage. He then left with Ganache, and since then has been living a miserable, nomadic life. He subsequently runs away without any explanation. Some time later, Meaulnes decides to continue his studies in Paris. He leaves François alone in Sainte-Agathe, but does not find Yvonne.

			After Meaulnes leaves, François becomes friends with Boujardon, Delouche and Roy, students who he previously saw as enemies because they were jealous of Meaulnes. He reveals Augustin’s secret and tells them about his adventure, but feels bad about it afterwards. François has only received three letters from his friend, in which Augustin tells him about his life in Paris: a young girl has told him that, before, a boy who is now dead and a young woman who is now married used to spend their holidays in the house assumed to belong to Yvonne de Galais. Meaulnes realises that this means that Yvonne is married, and is overwhelmed with despair. He tells François that the adventure is now over and asks him to forget about it and about him.

			Part Three

			The years go by and François becomes a teacher. While they are out walking, Delouche tells him that he has visited an estate called Les Sablonnières close to Le Vieux-Nançay, and that an elderly officer and his daughter live there. Thanks to his description and the fact that he mentions the eccentric son of the castle’s owner, who François recognises as Franz, he realises that this is the nameless estate from before. He then goes to see his uncle, who lives in Le Vieux-Nançay. He quickly finds Yvonne de Galais in her father’s shop, and then sets out to find Meaulnes at his mother’s house in La Ferté-d’Angillon. When Meaulnes hears the news, he seems surprisingly sad and is reluctant to go with him. François finally convinces him to go on a day out to the countryside organised by his uncle. During the outing, Meaulnes meets Yvonne de Galais, who recognises him immediately. That evening, Augustin breaks down in tears and asks her to marry him. The two get married in February of the following year.

			Meaulnes and Yvonne live together in the castle in the lost estate that he has dreamed about for so long, but misfortune seems to dog the young man: on his wedding day, Frantz de Galais returns and claims his right to happiness from Augustin. Frantz previously helped him to find his fiancée and the lost estate, and so in return, in honour of their promise of friendship, he wants Augustin to locate the fiancée he has spent so many years searching in vain for. To keep his promise, Augustin goes off alone for a few days and brings back the girl he loves.

			François then takes care of Yvonne, who has been left alone, and becomes friends with her. A few months later, she tells him that she is pregnant with Meaulnes’ baby. She dies the day after her daughter is born. Her father, the old officer, dies shortly afterwards and, as he has no direct heirs apart from Meaulnes, he leaves Les Sablonnières to François until Augustin returns. François and the nurses look after Augustin and Yvonne’s child. One day, he discovers Augustin’s diary, in which he had written about his stay in Paris, and learns that Meaulnes had been seeing a young woman named Valentine Blondeau for a long time and that he asked her to marry him. While on holiday with her, Meaulnes found out that Valentine’s former fiancé was none other than his friend Frantz de Galais. He was devastated and broke up with her, before returning to his mother’s house in the provinces. Later on, he was seized by remorse and began to worry about the woman he had loved, so he planned to go look for her. However, as he was getting ready to leave, François came to tell him that he had found Yvonne. François then understands the cause of his torments: Augustin felt guilty because he had in a way stolen his friend Frantz’s fiancé. He could not enjoy his life with Yvonne while he was carrying the burden of this secret and knew that Frantz and Valentine were condemned to unhappiness.

			A year after Yvonne’s death, Meaulnes returns to the estate, bringing Frantz and Valentine, who are now married, with him. He then learns that his wife is dead and that he has a daughter.

		


		
			Character study

			François Seurel

			Although François Seurel is the narrator of the novel, he is not its hero: his role is to tell The Great Meaulnes’ story. He is 15 years old and lives in the small village of Sainte-Agathe, in the Sologne, near Vierzon, with his father, Monsieur Seurel, and his mother, known as Millie. They are both teachers and give lessons to François and the other children in the village in their red-brick house, on the premises of the Saint-Agathe upper school. François is a shy, serious and somewhat solitary child: in addition, a knee problem has prevented him from playing with other children his own age throughout his entire childhood.

			Meaulnes’ arrival turns his life upside down. Like the other children, he admires The Great Meaulnes and becomes his closest confidant. After the two boys meet, François’s knee stops bothering him, and this marks the start of an exciting new life for him. He is fascinated by Augustin’s story and dreams of going on an adventure with him. Although he is much less daring than his friend, he accompanies him to look for the lost land. He is devoted to him because he admires him and can feel himself growing up alongside him.

			Against all expectations, he is the one who finds Yvonne de Galais – rather than Augustin, who spent a long time looking for her in vain – and sets up the meeting between her and Augustin. When Meaulnes leaves them suddenly to go find Frantz
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