
Place Names from Illiers used in Combray 

 Dr. Adrien Proust (1834-1903) was born in the little town of Illiers, not far from 

Chartres and its magnificent cathedral. On the rare occasions when the Proust family 

visited Illiers, he often took young Marcel and his little brother, Robert, on walks to show 

them where he had played as a child. He pointed out to his boys how two different 

topographies come together at Illiers: the Beauce, a flat, windy plain that, as it moves 

westward, meets Le Perche, whose hilly terrain is ravined by streams rolling down to 

feed the Loir River. In the novel, the Loir is renamed the Vivonne. In general, the 

defining features of Combray’s fictional topography approximate those of Illiers where 

the two walks—one the landscape of an ideal plain, the other a captivating river view—

embody, for Marcel, two separate worlds:  “My father used always to speak of the 

‘Méséglise way’ as comprising the finest view of a plain that he knew anywhere, and of 

the ‘Guermantes way’ as typical of river scenery.” On the walk that became the 

“Méséglise” or “Swann’s way,” Adrien led his sons south of Illiers, out towards Vieuvicq 

and Tansonville, passing “fields of wheat undulating under the sharp wind that seemed to 

arrive in a straight line from Chartres.” (Swann’s Way 1: 180-89). 

 In some instances, Proust used place name around Illiers with no alteration. 

Tansonville, a real country estate just southwest of the town, becomes Charles Swann’s 

country home. He borrowed the name Roussainville from a nearby château with the same 

name. In some cases, Proust altered the spelling without changing the pronunciation: 

Vieuvicq becomes Vieuxvicq and Montjouvin, Vinteuil’s home: Montjouvain. Méréglise 

was given a different consonant sound when Proust changed the “r” to an “s”. 

 In early manuscripts, Proust used the name Villebon, a château in Illiers that is 

privately owned and not open to visitors. Proust later found the euphonious name 

Guermantes, making certain before using it that the family line was extinct. Here is a 

question he asked in a letter to his good friend the marquis Georges de Lauris: 

 “Do you happen to know whether Guermantes, which must have been the name of 

some people as well as of a place, was then already in the Pâris family, or . . . whether the 

name of Comte or Marquis de Guermantes was a title used by relations of the Pâris 

family, and whether it’s entirely extinct and available to an author?” —Marcel Proust: 

Selected Letters in English 2: 435 The real château de Guermantes is located about 
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