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    Marcel Proust was born in 1871 and was one of the major French writers of the 20th century. In 1919 he was awarded the Prix Goncourt, France’s most prestigious literary award, for Within a Budding Grove, the second volume of his monumental seven-part novel In Search of Lost Time. The novel as a whole interweaves a chronicle of the society of the Belle Époque with an exploration of the nature of love and aesthetic, philosophical and moral reflections, resulting in a groundbreaking work that stunned his contemporaries and inspired lively critical debate that shows no signs of abating even today.
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    Time Regained, the seventh and final volume of In Search of Lost Time, was published in 1927, five years after Proust’s death. It is divided into three parts, each of which is set during a different time period: the first part is set shortly before the First World War in the French town of Tansonville, where the narrator is staying with the Saint-Loups; the second part takes place in Paris during the war; and in the third part, which brings Time Regained and the work as a whole to a close, the narrator is attending a gathering at the Princess of Guermantes’ house in Paris many years later.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    TANSONVILLE


    The narrator is staying with the Saint-Loup family in Tansonville. He regularly goes out walking with Gilberte, which reminds him of the walks of his childhood. She tells him that “The Guermantes Way” (the desire for prestige) and “Swann’s Way” (romantic desire) are not incompatible, and that she was attracted to him when she was younger. However, he no longer feels anything for her in return and does not tell her that he once sold a vase so that he could buy her flowers.


    The narrator describes the change in his appearance, his love for Morel, the lies he has told Gilberte and the way the Guermantes type predominates in him. He then talks to Gilberte about Albertine.


    The narrator attends the Verdurin salon, which inspires him to reflect on literature. He remarks that people and places only interest him if he has previously seen them depicted in art, and laments his lack of literary talent.


    M. DE CHARLUS DURING THE WAR, HIS OPINIONS, HIS PLEASURES


    In 1916, the narrator returns to Paris. He describes the new women’s fashions and the changes that have taken place in society: Mme. Verdurin is very popular, has new visitors to her salon and is trying to rekindle her relationship with Odette.


    The narrator recalls his meeting with Saint-Loup at the start of the war. Saint-Loup displayed genuine patriotism and did everything he could to enlist in the army, in contrast to Bloch, who adopted an anti-militarist stance after he was cleared to serve. The narrator reflects on the ideal of virility and its significance for gay men.


    The narrator’s fragile health forces him to check into a sanatorium. He learns from one of Gilberte’s letters that the Germans have captured Tansonville.


    After the narrator returns to Paris, Saint-Loup, who is on leave from the army, pays him a visit. The two men talk about the beauty of air raids at night and war strategies. The narrator is even more dazzled by Saint-Loup’s intelligence then he was before.


    While the narrator is taking a night-time stroll through the streets of Paris, he runs into M. de Charlus, whose social status has declined as he has aged: he is jeered at the Verdurin salon and his former protégé Morel has been slandering him in the press. Charlus would like to mend his relationship with Morel, but Morel is avoiding him out of fear – and, as we find out later, this fear is justified. The narrator also discusses Mme. Verdurin’s complacent patriotism, Odette’s vapid opinions and M. de Charlus’ Germanophilia.


    After parting ways with Charlus, the narrator looks for a hotel so that he can have a drink. When he finds one, he thinks that he sees Saint-Loup leaving. He overhears a conversation between some soldiers and workers, and when they mention chains and a man who is tied up he becomes afraid that they are discussing a crime and asks for a room. He is stunned to see Charlus, who has been tied up and is being beaten by a soldier who looks like Morel. Jupien then arrives and Charlus complains that the soldier is not rough enough for his liking – in fact, what the narrator thought was a hotel is actually a male brothel. He finds out that a croix de guerre has been found in the brothel and secretly watches Charlus flirting with a group of much younger men. Suddenly, bombing breaks out, reminding the narrator of Pompeii.


    When he returns home, the narrator learns that Saint-Loup has misplaced his croix de guerre. Saint-Loup then goes back to the front and dies shortly afterwards. The Duchesse de Guermantes takes the news of his death surprisingly hard. Morel is arrested for desertion and sent to the front, where he fights courageously.


    AN AFTERNOON PARTY AT THE HOUSE OF THE PRINCESSE DE GUERMANTES


    After a long stay in a sanatorium, the narrator returns to Paris and re-enters society. On the Champs Élysées, he meets M. de Charlus, who has aged a lot and is convalescing with Jupien, who tells him about Charlus’ escapades. Charlus struggles with his speech, but his memory is still intact.


    In the courtyard of the Guermantes’ house, the narrator stumbles over some uneven paving stones and experiences a surge of happiness similar to that of the madeleine episode (see Swann’s Way), because the stones remind him of Venice. Later on, in the Guermantes’ living room-library, the clink of a spoon against a plate and the starchiness of a napkin make him realise that the simplest sensations can evoke the atmosphere of the past far more effectively than our conscious memories, and that contemplating these feelings is the only true pleasure in life. He decides to work on a book that will make each person’s inner reality (which cannot be reached directly) accessible. When he sees François le Champi (1848 novel by the French author George Sand [1804-1876]) on his childhood bookshelf, he concludes that books remain connected to the person we were when we read them.


    The narrator then sets out his vision of literature, the writer and the reader. He dismisses political art and meaningless theories, asserting instead that only true art gives life meaning. For him, there are two kinds of truth: the truth that the writer finds deep within themselves, and the truth of the mind, which is linked to passions, customs and personalities and can be revealed through observation of the world around us. The raw material for a work of literature is life itself, which is made up of countless little details that the writer holds onto. The narrator adds that each work is the result of its author’s particular sensibility and allows the reader to see the world through fresh eyes. The reader is also the reader of their own life, and books are the tools that allow them to glimpse things that they would otherwise not have seen, or at least not have seen clearly.


    When the narrator joins the other guests, he is stunned: they have aged so much that they do not even look like the same people any more, and he comes to the realisation that time has passed for him as well. While some of the guests look more beautiful or noble than they did before, others have changed for the worse. Time reveals unexpected resemblances between relatives, can make previously selfish people more considerate, and can erase others’ past greatness. Characters who appeared in earlier volumes of In Search of Lost Time are present at the gathering, but the relationships between them have changed: Odette, who has kept her looks but is now almost senile, has embarked on a relationship with the Duc de Guermantes; Mme. Verdurin has risen from her humble origins to become the Princesse de Guermantes; Rachel has become a fashionable actress and humiliated la Berma, who was previously renowned as the greatest tragedian of her time; and Gilberte is close friends with Albertine’s old classmate Andrée and introduces the narrator to her daughter.


    This newfound awareness of the passage of time spurs the narrator to work, as he knows that artistic creation is constantly threatened by the death or the failing memory of its creator. The novel closes with a description of the constant, frantic work of a writer striving to complete their creation.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    THE NARRATOR


    The narrator is widely considered to be Proust’s fictional alter-ego. He is sensitive and sickly, and In Search of Lost Time charts the course of his life as he ages and becomes an old man. He is unmarried and lives in a Paris apartment with only his servant and his butler for company (when he is not staying with the Saint-Loups or in a sanatorium). He mixes with the upper echelons of society, and is a skilled, perceptive analyst of human nature and passions. Halfway through Time Regained, he has a burst of inspiration and is finally able to start the literary work he has wanted to write since he was a child.


    GILBERTE DE SAINT-LOUP


    Gilberte de Saint-Loup is the daughter of Charles and Odette Swann; she is now married to Robert de Saint-Loup, with whom she has one son. She was the narrator’s playmate when they were both children. In the first part of Time Regained, she is the unhappy victim of her husband’s adultery; during the war, she boldly resists the German occupation in Tansonville; by the end of the novel, she has become a matronly society woman with a pedantic streak, and the narrator finds it difficult to believe that she and the young girl he once loved are the same person.


    ROBERT DE SAINT-LOUP


    Saint-Loup is the son of Mme. de Marsantes, the nephew of the Baron de Charlus and the Duc de Guermantes, the husband of Gilberte and a friend of the narrator. The Guermantes side of his personality clearly predominates. He is secretly gay: he is having an affair with Morel and frequents male brothels, but hides his sexuality by lying to his wife and keeping mistresses. After managing to get himself sent to the front, he dies a hero’s death in battle.


    THE BARON DE CHARLUS


    The narrator’s old friend M. de Charlus is a member of the Guermantes family. Although he is exceptionally intelligent, he is viewed as old-fashioned and is cast out of high society because he is suspected of sympathising with the Germans. He harbours an insatiable passion for Morel, who treats him cruelly, is a masochist and prefers the company of the lower classes to that of the upper classes. The narrator meets him again after the war, and finds that an attack of apoplexy has left him a shadow of his former self.


    THE GUERMANTES


    The Guermantes family have fascinated the narrator since he was a child, and are characterised by their physical appearance, mindset and impeccable aristocratic lineage. The Duc and Duchesse de Guermantes, the Baron de Charlus and Saint-Loup are all part of this family. One of the novel’s surprising twists is the discovery that Mme. Verdurin’s third marriage has given her the title of Princesse de Guermantes.


    ODETTE


    Odette is Gilberte’s mother, and becomes Mme. de Forcheville after her second marriage. Even as she ages, her beauty does not wane. She is the Duc de Guermantes’ mistress and offers to tell the narrator about her past love affairs as material for his book. Towards the end of Time Regained, she becomes senile.
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