The Swimmer 

John Cheever

Study Guide

Summary

A rich, idle young man (Neddy Merill), while relaxing at his country club on a warm midsummer Sunday, decides to “swim the county,” i.e. walk home while swimming in every pool on the way.  He begins this venture with high spirits, encountering friends and neighbors with practiced cordiality.  However, he starts to tire, and the news he receives from his neighbors becomes disturbing; his friend has had surgery that Neddy can’t remember.  Moreover, time appears to pass, although he is not aware of it.  The trees begin to change color and shed their leaves.  The night comes early for midsummer.  As he continues on, the Hallorans comfort him on his financial losses, but he can’t remember any.  He is disrespected by his social inferior, when he expected pathetic fawning.  He is insulted and degraded by his ex-mistress.  He begins to feel very old, tired, his joints aching.  As the last straw, he cannot find midsummer’s constellations; they’ve vanished from the sky.  Finally, exhausted and discouraged, he arrives at his home, but it is locked and barred; the house has been abandoned for a long time.

Characters

Neddy Merrill- he is the protagonist of the story and goes through changes throughout.  He is a youthful athletic man with high social stature and financial security.  He has a beautiful young wife and four daughters.  

Mrs. Biswanger- She is the first character to point out problems directly, although there are hints earlier, that were previously unknown to the reader and to Neddy.  She is a successful lady who focuses on social stature and money. 

Shirley Adams- Neddy’s mistress and illicit lover. She treats him coldly and seems confused to see him there.

The other characters play minor roles that bring out changes in Neddy, but are independently of little significance.
Theme   

A theme is the central idea of a work

MAIN THEMES:  Repression and revelation

The journey through his neighbors’ pools represents Ned’s life, as each house is an important or significant point in his life.  At each stop, the location or the people there remind Ned of forgotten memories.  The fact that Ned is unable to remember indicates he’s repressed them.  They are major point in his life: he begins youthful and vigorous, then waits out a storm of troubles, he goes on to become destitute and desperate, and ends his trek cold and alone.  In almost every situation a new memory is revealed to Ned, and slowly the truth comes to light.  At first, Ned doubts all the neighbors, bewildered by their comments on his life about things he can’t recall.  Slowly, he realizes his present condition (at the end of his journey)—he’s elderly, alone and left with hazy memories of the past.   Though not crystallized, Ned’s repressed memories were revealed.

Purpose


The Swimmer is a cautionary tale, a warning to the reader to avoid the excesses and thoughtlessness of the modern rich.  Neddy lives a flighty, meaningless life, and is rewarded with a cold and empty old age.  

Techniques

One of the main literary techniques used by John Cheever in his short story “The Swimmer” was use of imagery. Throughout the story, Cheever describes the humidity of the day, the state of each swimming pool, the yards and streets that main character, Neddy, had to cross. In the beginning of the story, the author creates the setting by employing imagery in describing Neddy’s surroundings, “The pool, fed by an artesian well with a high iron content, was a pale shade of green. It was a fine day. In the west there was a massive stand of cumulus clouds so like a city seen from a distance—from the bow of an approaching ship—that it might have had a name…Neddy Merrill sat by the green water, one hand in it, one around a glass of gin…and while he was far from young he had slid down his banister that morning and given the bronze backside of Aphrodite on the hall table a smack, as he jogged toward the smell of coffee in his dining room.” This completely sets up Neddy’s environment lounging at the pool and gives the reader an idea of what he’s like as a person.


“The Swimmer” is written in third person omniscient but focuses on main character, Neddy. This forced the reader to become focused on the behavior of Neddy and relate to him as a person and try to understand why he has this aspiration to swim across the county. This point of view also forces the reader to form their own opinion of Neddy because they cannot see his actual thought processes. However, this point of view does allow the reader to distinguish between reality and fantasy when they see the reactions of other people towards Neddy and how they attempt to discuss memories with him that he has seemed to repress. It permits the reader to create his or her own judgment about Neddy’s life and situation. To decide for his or herself what actually happened to him. In the middle of his quest across the county, it is said, “he heard Mrs. Halloran say, ‘We’ve been terribly sorry to hear about all your misfortunes, Neddy.’ ‘My misfortunes?’ Ned asked. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ ‘Why, we heard that you’d sold the house and that your poor children…’ ‘I don’t recall having sold the house…and the girls are at home.’” This shows the different points of view between Mrs. Halloran and Neddy and the reader questions reality and what’s really going on. 


John Cheever used a lot of symbolism throughout “The Swimmer” in order to convey his purpose. The storm that appears out of the clouds that were once a majestic city represents his life and his “clouded” vision. In the beginning of the story, it’s a beautiful day and Neddy is lounging by the pool deciding that he’s going to swim across the county. At first it seems and absurd idea to the reader but then it becomes apparent that all of the owners of the pools are friends of Neddy’s and it might be just something fun to do. He seems excited and full of gusto about his goal. When he starts out, he’s partying and talking to friends, kissing the girls and chatting with the friendly bartender. This represents what his life used to be like. But as he reaches the Halloran’s house, their nudity represents vulnerability and truth. The storm starts to roll in as Neddy is now being faced with the veracity of what is happening with his life. He’s now cold and sore and doesn’t want to go on with his swim. “He was cold and he was tired and the naked Halloran’s and their dark water had depressed him. The swim was too much for his strength…His arms were lame. His legs felt rubbery and achy at the joints. The worst of it was the cold in his bones and the feeling that he might never be warm again.” Neddy is drinking more now and reaching the end of his will power. All the while, the storm is getting worse and worse. This is like Neddy’s actual life when in the beginning he was with many friends and partied a lot. But he began to drink and had an affair with his mistress; his friends began to desert him and didn’t invite him to their parties. His wife left with their four daughters and he had to sell the house. The storm is the depiction of Neddy’s life and how as it rolls in, he becomes confused and repressed memories begin to surface. When Neddy was crossing route 424 in his swim trunks, it symbolized the fact that he knew this is what would become of him if he chose the path that he took. When he originally formed his plan to swim across the county, he knew that crossing route 424 in his swim trunks would be an obstacle. When he decided to drink more and have an affair behind his wife’s back, he knew that he would feel the same way. He was embarrassed and vulnerable without dignity or humor to help his situation. This was a foreseen dilemma and still Neddy chose to do it and it destroyed his life and the family and reality he knew. As previously stated, the nudity with the Hallorans represented Neddy being open and vulnerable and for the first time on his swim beginning to see what really had happened. 


Lastly, John Cheever achieves his purpose through tone of the story. In the beginning, the tone stated out as lazy and Neddy was simply going to swim across the county out of lack of something to do. However, halfway through the story the tone becomes frantic and confusing. This helps add to the author’s purpose of turning the story into a mystery as the reader tries to distinguish between the mind of Neddy and reality.

Study Questions

1. Do you think the main theme is repression?  Why or why not?  What else could be the main theme?

2. Is there enough information to infer what kind of a man Neddy is?  If so, what type of character does he have?

3. Neddy avoids a storm by waiting in the Levy’s gazebo.  What does the storm represent?

4. Neddy “had an inexplicable contempt for men who did not hurl themselves into pools.”  What does this say about Neddy’s personality?

“A.P.” Question


How does John Cheever make use of imagery, symbolism, and point of view to achieve his purpose in “The Swimmer?”  Is it effective?

