
INTRODUCTION 

 

Vinteuil, humble village organist and piano teacher, is also, secretly, a composer. During his 

lifetime his sonata for violin and piano circulates among a middle-class cultured élite, and is 

particularly promoted by the salon of Mme Verdurin (e.g. passage 3). Its first performance in 

the novel is the second time Charles Swann has heard it, triggering an extended flashback and 

reflection on the role of memory in listening to music (see passage 2). We get only sparse 

technical detail about the sonata: it is ‘la sonate en fa dièse’, in F sharp, and one of its 

movements is an andante (ALR I, 203). We also know very little about Vinteuil’s life, other 

than his self-effacing habits, the fact he is a widower, and his love for his daughter (on the 

first, see passage 1). Instead, Vinteuil’s sonata emerges through its reception by specific 

listeners, most consistently Swann, though also the narrator himself in volume two of 

Proust’s novel (see passage 8). For Swann, the sonata is intricately bound up with his love for 

Odette, who also plays him extracts of the sonata (see passage 4). Indeed, three striking 

characteristics about the sonata are that: 

 

 it is often performed in an arrangement for solo piano; 

 performances are typically incomplete, either limited to one movement or even 

simply variations on ‘la petite phrase’ (the little phrase); 

 it is performed both in public and private contexts, with particular attention to the 

power of listening to a loved one play, however, badly, as well as the pleasures of 

playing for oneself (as the narrator does in passage 9).   

 

The narrator for a long time believed that the only surviving work by Vinteuil was the sonata 

(ALR III, 753), but discovers in La Prisonnière that there is also a septet. Descriptions of the 

septet await another project, and so are omitted here, save for an introductory passage which 

retrospectively defines the sonata in contrast to the septet (see passage 10).  

 

 

N.B. All page references are to the four-volume Pléiade edition edited by Jean-Yves Tadié 

(1987–9); ALR = A la recherche du temps perdu. 

 

  



1. ABOUT VINTEUIL (ALR I, 111–12, from Du côté de chez Swann) 

 

Of good stock, he had taught my grandmother’s sisters the piano, and when he withdrew to 

Combray, after his wife died and he had come into an inheritance, he became a frequent guest 

in our home. However, an excessive prudishness on his part meant that he stopped coming so 

as to avoid meeting Swann, who had contracted what he called “an unsuitable marriage, as is 

the fashion these days”. Having discovered that he wrote music, my mother had said to him 

out of kindness that when she next called on him he must play her something of his. Nothing 

would have given M. Vinteuil greater pleasure, but he took politeness and thoughtfulness to 

such extremes, forever putting himself in the place of other people, that he feared boring 

them or appearing self-centred, were he to follow or even show a hint of his own wishes. I 

had gone with my parents on the day they went to call on him at home, but they had allowed 

me to stay outside, and as M. Vinteuil’s house, Montjouvain, was at the foot of a hillock 

covered with bushes and shrubs where I had hidden, I had found myself on the same level as 

the sitting room on the second floor, some fifty centimetres away from the window. When he 

was informed of my parents’ arrival, I had seen M. Vinteuil hurry to place a sheet of music in 

full view on the piano. But once my parents had come in, he had snatched it away and put it 

in a corner. No doubt he was afraid that he might give them the impression that he was only 

happy to see them because he wanted to play them some of his compositions. And every time 

my mother had pressed the point over the course of the visit he had reiterated several times: 

“But I don’t know who can have put that on the piano, it doesn’t belong there”, and had 

diverted the conversation onto other subjects, precisely because they were less interesting to 

him. His only passion was for his daughter […]. 

 

  



2. THE SONATA: MEMORY AND RECOGNITION (ALR I, 205–9, from Du côté de 

chez Swann)  

 

At a party the previous year, he had heard a piece of music performed by piano and 

violin. At first, he had only enjoyed the physical quality of the sounds pouring out of the 

instruments. And it had already been a most enjoyable experience when, beneath the simple 

line of the violin, lean, resistant, dense and driving, he had suddenly heard the liquid lapping 

of the mass of the piano part trying to emerge, protean, undivided, smooth and crashing like 

the purple agitation of the waves which the moonlight enchants and flattens. But at one point, 

under a sudden spell, and without being able to clearly discern its contours, to put a name to 

what captivated him, he had sought to gather in the passing phrase or harmony—he himself 

could not tell—which had cast open his soul, the way that certain rose scents carried by the 

damp evening air cause our nostrils to flare. Perhaps it was because he did not know much 

about music that he had been able to receive such a confused impression, one of those 

impressions which are nevertheless perhaps the only purely musical ones: dimensionless, 

wholly original, defying reduction to any other category of impressions. Such an impression 

is for an instant, so to speak, sine materia. Doubtless the notes we hear at that moment 

already strive, according to their pitch and their quantity, to coat surfaces of varied 

dimensions before our eyes, to trace arabesques, to spark in us sensations of breadth, 

delicacy, stability, and spontaneity. But the notes disappear before these sensations have 

developed enough inside us in order not to be drowned out by those which subsequent or 

even simultaneous notes are already arousing within us. And the liquidity and ‘molten’ 

quality of this impression would continue to shroud the motifs which now and then emerge 

from it, almost impossible to discern, only to plunge just as quickly back in and disappear, 

motifs recognised only by the unusual pleasure they impart, impossible to describe, to recall, 

to name, ineffable—if memory, like a labourer trying to lay lasting foundations amidst the 

waves, did not allow us to compare them to those that follow and differentiate between them 

by producing facsimiles of these fleeting phrases. Thus no sooner had the delicious sensation 

which Swan had felt died away than his memory had immediately provided him with a 

transcript which was condensed and temporary, but which he had cast his eyes over whilst the 

passage continued, so that when the same impression had suddenly returned, it had already 

ceased to be elusive. He could picture its breadth, its symmetrical clusters, its outline, its 

expressive value; he now had before him this thing which is no longer pure music, but has 

become draughtsmanship, architecture, thought, and which allows one to remember music. 
This time, he had clearly distinguished a phrase, cresting for a few moments above the sound 

waves. It had instantly suggested to him unique sensual pleasures which had never come to 

his mind before, which he sensed nothing else could ever reveal to him, and he had felt for 

this little phrase something like an unfamiliar love. 

In a slow rhythm, the phrase steered him one way first, then another, then somewhere else 

entirely, towards a noble, unfathomable and precise happiness. And suddenly, having reached 

a point from which he was getting ready to follow it, after a short pause, it abruptly changed 

course and carried him away with a new movement, swifter, slender, melancholic, incessant 

and gentle, towards unknown prospects. Then it vanished. He desperately wished to see it a 

third time. And reappear it did, but it did not speak to him more clearly; indeed, the 

voluptuous pleasure he took in it was less deep. Once he had gone home, however, he felt a 

need for it. He was like a man who has briefly caught sight of a woman passing by, and into 

whose life she has brought a new kind of beauty which makes his own sensibility more 

precious, without him even knowing whether he will ever be able to see her again, this 

creature whom he already loves yet about whom he knows nothing, not even her name. 



It seemed for an instant that even this love for a musical phrase would lure Swann into a 

potential kind of rejuvenation. He had given up applying his life to an ideal goal and had 

limited it to the pursuit of everyday satisfactions for so long that he thought, without ever 

admitting so to himself explicitly, that things would simply continue this way until his death. 

Moreover, now sensing the dearth of lofty ideas in his spirit, he had stopped believing in their 

existence, without being able wholly to deny it. Therefore, he had adopted the habit of taking 

refuge in trivial thoughts which allowed him to leave the heart of matters to one side. Just as 

he did not wonder whether he would not have done better to avoid society, but nevertheless 

knew with certainty that he had to make an appearance once he had accepted an invitation, 

and that he ought to leave a card if he did not pay a visit afterwards, so he endeavoured never 

to express a heartfelt and personal opinion about anything in conversation, but would instead 

provide concrete details which were in a way sufficient in themselves, and also saved him 

from revealing his full capacities. He would be extremely precise regarding a recipe, a 

painter’s date of birth or death, or the titles of his works. Sometimes, in spite of everything, 

he would let himself go so far as to emit a judgement on a work of art or a way of 

understanding life, but then he would veil his words with an ironic tone, as if he did not 

entirely agree with what he was saying.  Now, like certain invalids in whom an arrival in a 

new country, a change in diet or some organic, spontaneous and mysterious development can 

suddenly cause the disease to recede to such an extent that they begin to envisage the 

unhoped-for possibility of embarking—a little late—on an entirely different life, Swann 

discovered within himself, in the memory of the phrase he had heard, in certain sonatas 

which he had requested be played for him to see if he would find in them the presence of one 

of those invisible realities in which he had ceased to believe, but to which he once more felt 

the desire and almost the strength to dedicate his life, as if the music had had a sort of elective 

influence on the moral barrenness from which he suffered. But unable to find out who had 

composed the work he had heard, he had not been able to procure a copy for himself and had 

ended up forgetting it. Though he had met and questioned several people that week who had 

been at the same soirée, several of them had arrived after or left before the music; others, 

however, had been there while it was being performed but had gone to talk in another room, 

and those who had stayed to listen had heard and understood no more of it than the rest. As 

for his hosts, they knew that it was a new work which the musicians they had hired had 

requested to play, but the latter having left on a tour, Swann could not find out any more 

about it. He had many friends who were musicians, but while he could remember the special 

and inexpressible pleasure that the phrase had given him, and could actually see the forms 

that it traced before his eyes, he was quite incapable of singing it to them. And so he thought 

no more of it. 

Yet now, at Mme Verdurin’s, only a few minutes after the little pianist had started 

playing, all of a sudden, after a long high note held for two bars, he saw approaching, 

escaping from beneath this sustained resonance, outstretched like a curtain of sound to veil 

the mystery of its birth, he recognised, secret, rustling and articulated, the ethereal and 

aromatic phrase that he loved. And it was so exceptional, had so singular and irreplaceable a 

charm, that for Swann it was as if he had met in a friend’s drawing room a woman he had 

admired in the street and had despaired of ever finding again. At the end, it stole away amid 

the aromas of its perfume, insistently beckoning him to follow and leaving on Swann’s face 

the reflection of its smile. But now he could ask the name of his unknown beauty (he was told 

it was the andante of the Sonata for piano and violin by Vinteuil), he held it in his grasp now, 

he could have it at home as often as he pleased, and try to learn its language and its secret. 

  



3. AGAIN AT MME VERDURIN’S SALON: REPETITION AND LOVE (ALR I, 215–

16, from Du côté de chez Swann) 

  

When he arrived—while Mme Verdurin, indicating some roses which he had sent that 

morning, said to him “You shouldn’t have,” and pointed him to a seat next to Odette—the 

pianist was playing, just for the two of them, the little phrase by Vinteuil which was like the 

national anthem of their love. He began with the sustained violin tremolos which for a few 

bars are heard alone, occupying the foreground, then all at once they seemed to part and, as in 

those Pieter De Hooch paintings, far away, with an other-worldly colour, in the velvet 

softness of a filtering light, the little phrase appeared, dancing, pastoral, inset, sporadic, 

belonging to another world. The phrase passed by in simple, immortal waves, distributing 

here and there the gifts of its grace, with that same ineffable smile; but Swann thought he 

could now discern some disillusionment within it. It seemed to know the futility of the 

happiness to which it pointed. In its delicate grace, there was some sense of finality, like the 

indifference which follows regret. But it mattered little to him, he saw it less for what it 

was—for what it might mean to a musician who, when he composed it, was unaware of both 

his and Odette’s existences and of all those who would hear it centuries after—and more as a 

token, a memento of his love which, even for the Verdurins, even for the little pianist, called 

to mind both Odette and himself simultaneously, united them; so much so that, because 

Odette, as was her fancy, had begged him to, he had given up his plan to have a musician 

play to him the whole Sonata, of which he still knew only that single section. “What need do 

you have of the rest?” she had said to him. “That part is ours.” And, pondering with a pang 

that even in that moment when it passed by so close and yet into infinity, even whilst it 

addressed them, it did not know who they were, he almost regretted that it had a meaning, an 

intrinsic and immovable beauty, beyond them, just as with gifts of jewels, or even in letters 

written by a beloved woman, we begrudge the very depths of the gem, the words of the 

language, for not being composed solely of the essence of a fleeting affair and a particular 

being. 

 

 

  



4. ODETTE PLAYS FOR SWANN (ALR 232–5, from Du côté de chez Swann) 

 

He would find some of her favourite pieces lying open on the piano, the Valse des Roses or 

Tagliafico’s Pauvre Fou (which, according to her express wishes, was to be played at her 

funeral), but he would ask her, instead, to play the little phrase from Vinteuil’s Sonata. It is 

true that Odette played very poorly, but the most beautiful impression to linger in our minds 

after a piece is often the one which transcended wrong notes, stumbled over by clumsy 

fingers on an out-of-tune piano. Swann continued to associate that little phrase with his love 

for Odette. He knew very well that this love had no object, that it was incomprehensible to 

anyone but him, and realised that Odette’s qualities did not merit the value he attached to 

moments spent in her company. And often, when he was governed by rational thought alone, 

he wanted to stop sacrificing so many of his intellectual and social pursuits to this one 

imaginary pleasure. But as soon as he heard the little phrase, it would carve out the space it 

needed within him, altering the dimensions of Swann’s soul. Within his soul, a small corner 

was reserved for an ecstasy which also had no external object, but which, rather than being 

particular to the individual like the ecstasy of love, imposed itself on Swann as a reality 

superior to the concrete world. The little phrase awakened within him this thirst for an 

unknown charm, without offering him any indication of how to quench it. Thus, those parts 

of Swann's soul from which the little phrase had erased any material interests, any human 

considerations shared by all, had been left blank and vacant, and there he was free to inscribe 

the name Odette. And then, the little phrase always made up for what was lacking or 

disappointing in Odette’s affection, by adding and amalgamating its own mysterious essence. 

Looking at Swann’s face while he listened to the little phrase, one would think that he was 

inhaling an anaesthetic which deepened his breathing. And the pleasure the music gave him, 

which soon became a genuine craving for him, was, in those moments, like the pleasure he 

would have taken in smelling new perfumes, in encountering a world for which we were not 

made, which seems formless to us because our eyes cannot perceive it, meaningless because 

it transcends our intelligence, and which we reach by one path alone. It was a source of great 

repose, of mysterious renewal for Swann—whose eyes were discerning connoisseurs of 

painting, and whose spirit, though a close observer of manners, bore forever the ineffaceable 

trace of his life’s emptiness—to feel himself transformed into a creature alien to humanity, 

blind, deprived of logical faculties, almost like a fantastical unicorn, a chimerical creature 

which perceives the world through its ears alone. And yet, as he searched the little phrase for 

a sense to which his intellect could not descend, what strange exaltation gripped him as he 

stripped his innermost soul of every aid offered it by rational thought, making it pass alone 

through the narrow passageway, the murky filter of sound! He began to realise how much 

pain, perhaps even secret dissatisfaction lay at the heart of that sweet phrase, and yet it did 

not cause him any suffering. What did it matter if the little phrase told him that love was 

fragile when his was so strong! He played with the sadness which it exuded, he felt it pass 

over him, but it was like a caress which deepened and sweetened his sense of his own 

happiness. He made Odette play it ten, twenty times over, demanding all the while that she 

keep kissing him while she played. Each kiss called forth another. Ah! In those early days of 

love, how naturally kisses are born! They bloom one after the other in such luxuriant 

abundance that it is as difficult to count the kisses exchanged during one hour as it is to count 

flowers in a field in the month of May. Then she would look as though she were about to 

stop, saying, “How do you expect me to play when you’re holding me like that? I can’t do 

everything at once. At least make up your mind, do you want me to play the phrase, or to give 

you little cuddles?” Then he would get angry and she would explode into giggles, which 

would change and fall upon him in a shower of kisses. Or else she would look at him sulkily, 

and he would see a face worthy of figuring in Botticelli’s Life of Moses, he would situate it 



there, and tilt Odette’s neck to the correct angle; and when he had finished painting her in 

tempera, in the fifteenth century, on the wall of the Sistine Chapel, the idea that she was still 

there, by the piano, in the present moment, ready to be kissed and possessed, the idea of her 

materiality and her existence intoxicated him so powerfully that, with wild eyes and mouth 

wide open, as though to devour her, he would pounce on this Botticelli virgin and start to 

pinch her cheeks.   

 

 

  



5. FRAGMENT OF THE SONATA INTERRUPTING SOCIETY CONVERSATION 

(ALR I, 260, from Du côté de chez Swann) 

 

But they fell silent; beneath the restlessness of the violin’s tremolos, which shielded it in 

sustained notes, trembling two octaves above—and just as, deep in the mountains where, 

behind the apparent dizzying inertness of a waterfall, one can just make out, two hundred feet 

further down, the tiny form of a walking woman—the little phrase had appeared, distant, 

graceful, protected by the long surge of a transparent curtain, ceaseless and resounding. And 

Swann, in his heart, spoke to it, as to a confidante about his love, as to a friend of Odette’s 

who would surely tell him not to worry about this Forcheville. 

  

 

 

  



6. THE SONATA ON THE VIOLIN, AT THE SOIRÉE SAINT-EUVERTE, 

WITHOUT ODETTE (ALR I, 339, from Du côté de chez Swann) 

 

But suddenly it was as if she [Odette] had entered the room, and this apparition caused 

him such a wrenching pain that he had to clutch his heart. The reason was that the violin had 

risen to the high notes where it hung suspended, as if in expectation; an expectation that 

lasted as the violin held the notes in its state of exaltation at glimpsing the awaited object’s 

approach, and in a desperate effort to hold out until its arrival, to welcome it before giving 

out, to keep the path open just one moment more with the last of its strength so that it could 

pass, like someone shouldering open a gate that would otherwise fall shut. And before Swann 

had the time to understand, and to tell himself, “It’s the little phrase from Vinteuil’s sonata, 

don’t listen!” all his memories of the time when Odette loved him so, which he had managed 

to keep hidden in the depths of his being, tricked by the sudden beam from the days of love 

that they believed had returned, awoke, and in a flurry of wing-beats they rose to sing to him, 

without restraint or pity for his current misfortunes, the forgotten choruses of happiness.  

 

 

  



7. THE SONATA ON THE VIOLIN, AT THE SOIRÉE SAINT-EUVERTE, 

WITHOUT ODETTE CONT. (ALR I, 341–7, from Du côté de chez Swann)  

 

In the violin, there are—if, not seeing the instrument, you cannot relate the sound heard to 

the image which would otherwise modify its quality—tones which are so similar to certain 

contralto voices that you have the illusion that a female singer has joined the concert.  You 

raise your eyes and see only the cases, precious as Chinese boxes, but every now and again, 

you are once again tricked by the misleading call of the siren; sometimes you believe you can 

hear a captive genie struggling at the bottom of the erudite box, bewitched and boiling like a 

devil in a stoup sometimes, finally, it unravels in the air, like a pure, supernatural being, 

unfurling its invisible message as it passes.   

As if the instrumentalists were much less playing the little phrase than performing the 

rites it demanded in order for it to appear, and were proceeding to the necessary incantations 

to obtain and prolong for a few moments the miracle of its evocation, Swann, who could no 

more see it than if it belonged solely to a world of ultraviolet light, and who tasted something 

akin to the refreshment of metamorphosis in the momentary blindness with which he had 

been struck on approaching it, felt that it was present, like a protective goddess and 

confidante of his love, who had donned the disguise of this sonorous appearance in order to 

be able to come to him before the crowd and take him aside to speak with him.  And as it 

passed—soothing, ephemeral and murmured like perfume, telling him what it had to tell 

him—he scrutinised every last word, saddened to see them fly away so quickly, and his lips 

moved involuntarily, as if to kiss the harmonious, fleeting form.  He no longer felt exiled and 

alone, since that little phrase which addressed him spoke to him in hushed tones of Odette.  

He no longer had, as he did before, the impression that he and Odette were not known to the 

little phrase. For it had so often been the witness of their joys!  It is true that it had often 

warned them too of their fragility.  And yet, while previously he used to discern suffering in 

its smile and its limpid, disillusioned intonation, today he found there rather the grace of a 

resignation that was almost cheerful.  Of those sorrows, about which the phrase had spoken to 

him in the past and which he saw dragged away smiling by its sinuous and rapid course, 

without himself being affected by them; of those sorrows which had now become his, without 

any hope of deliverance, the phrase seemed to say to him, just as it had of his previous 

happiness, “Whatever is that? All of that is nothing.”  And for the first time, Swann’s 

thoughts were carried in a surge of pity and tenderness towards this Vinteuil, towards this 

unknown and sublime brother who must also have suffered so deeply: what must his life have 

been like? From what depths of pain had he drawn this god-like force, this unlimited power 

of creation? When the little phrase spoke to him of the vanity of his suffering, Swann found a 

tenderness in the very wisdom that had earlier seemed intolerable to him when he thought he 

could read that same wisdom in the faces of the indifferent observers who regarded his love 

as a frivolous dalliance. For unlike these people, the little phrase—whatever opinion it might 

have on the fleeting quality of these states of mind—saw in them something that was not less 

serious than real life, but rather so superior to life that it alone was worthy of expression. The 

charms of private sorrow: these were what the phrase was trying to imitate, to recreate, and it 

had captured and made visible even their very essence, which is, however, to be 

incommunicable and to seem meaningless to all save the one in their grip; thus the little 

phrase made all those present, provided they had a musical bent, acknowledge the value and 

savour the divine sweetness of these charms which they would later fail to recognise in life, 

in each specific love they would see blossom around them. Of course, the form in which the 

little phrase had codified these charms evaded reason. Yet for over a year since the love of 

music had been for a certain time at least born in him, revealing to him many riches of the 

soul, Swann had considered musical motifs as genuine ideas from another world, of another 



order; ideas shrouded in darkness, unknown and impenetrable to the intellect, but nonetheless 

perfectly distinct from one another, unequal in value and meaning. And when, after the 

evening at the Verdurins’, having had the little phrase played again for his benefit, he had 

tried to unravel how it had enveloped him like a fragrance or a caress, he realised that it was 

in the small intervals between its five notes and the constant repetition of two of them that the 

phrase found its impression of withdrawn and tentative sweetness. Yet in reality, he knew 

that such reasoning was based not on the phrase itself, but on simple values which, for the 

sake of intellectual convenience, had replaced the mysterious entity which he had glimpsed 

the evening he first heard the sonata, before he knew the Verdurins. He knew that the very 

memory of the piano continued to warp his perception of the music, that the range open to a 

musician is not a meagre keyboard of seven notes, but one that is limitless, almost entirely 

undiscovered, and on which, scattered and separated by dense unexplored expanses of 

darkness, only a handful of its millions of keys of tenderness, passion, courage, and 

serenity—as different from each other as one universe from another—have been uncovered 

by a few great artists who, by stirring in us the emotion which corresponds to the theme they 

have found, do us the service of revealing the riches and variety concealed without our 

knowledge by the great unpenetrated and disheartening night of our soul that we take for 

empty nothingness. Vinteuil had been one of those musicians. Beneath the obscure surface it 

presented to rational thought, one sensed in his little phrase something so robust, so explicit, 

imbued with such novel and original power, that those who heard the phrase placed it on the 

same footing as an intellectual idea. Swann turned to the phrase as though to a notion of love 

and happiness whose unique quality he recognised instantly, just as he did the unique 

qualities of La Princesse de Clèves or René when their titles came to mind. Even when he 

was not thinking of the little phrase, it lay dormant in his mind, like certain other abstract 

notions, those of light, sound, depth, sensuality, which are the rich possessions that deepen 

and adorn our inner landscapes. Perhaps we will lose them, perhaps they will fade, if we 

return to nothingness. But as long as we are alive, we can no more unknow them than we can 

any material object; than we can, for example, doubt the glow of the lamp we light before the 

transfigured contents of our bedroom, from which even the memory of darkness has slipped 

away. In this way, Vinteuil’s phrase, like some theme from Tristan, for example, which also 

represents for us a kind of sentimental acquisition, had espoused our mortal condition, taking 

on something human that was rather touching. Its fate was tied to the future, to the reality of 

our soul, of which it was one of the most unique, most distinctive ornaments. Perhaps there is 

only reality in nothingness and all our dreaming is non-existent, but if that were so, then these 

musical phrases and everything that pertains to the realm of dreams, would be nothing either. 

We will perish, but we have as hostages these divine captives which will share our fate. And 

with them, death seems less bitter, less demeaning, perhaps less probable.  

Swann was, therefore, not wrong to believe that the phrase of the sonata existed in a real 

sense. It was certainly human from this point of view, yet it belonged to an order of 

supernatural creatures that we have never seen, but whom we nevertheless recognise with 

delight when some explorer of the unseen succeeds in capturing one, bringing it from the 

divine world to which he has access to shine for a brief moment above our own. This is what 

Vinteuil had done for the little phrase. Swann sensed that the composer had been content, 

with the aid of his musical instruments, to unveil it, to bring it into view, to follow and 

respect its outline with a hand so gentle, so prudent, so delicate and so unfaltering that the 

sound constantly changed hue; muted here to reveal a shadow, vivacious once again there 

where it had to trace—without a slip—some bolder contour. And one proof that Swann was 

not mistaken to believe in the real existence of this phrase was that any remotely cultivated 

enthusiast would have detected the charade immediately, had Vinteuil lacked the power to 



envisage the phrase and elucidate its forms, and sought to conceal with lines of his own 

invention the lacunae in his vision or the feebleness of his hand. 

It had disappeared. Swann knew that it would resurface at the end of the last movement, 

after a lengthy section that Mme Verdurin’s pianist always missed out. This passage featured 

some admirable ideas that had eluded Swann’s discernment on the first listening and which 

he could now perceive, as though they had stripped themselves of the uniform disguise of 

novelty in the cloakroom of his memory. Swann listened to all the diffuse themes which 

would constitute the phrase, like statements underpinning a necessary conclusion; he was 

witness to the genesis of the whole. “Oh, such audacity,” he would say to himself, “Perhaps 

as great as that of Lavoisier or Ampère, the audacity of Vinteuil as he experiments, revealing 

the secret laws behind some unknown force, steering through the unexplored towards the 

only possible goal, the invisible yoke in which he has placed his faith and which he shall 

never see!” What a beautiful dialogue Swann heard between the piano and the violin at the 

opening of the final movement! The removal of human words, far from allowing one’s 

imagination to roam free as one might have imagined, eliminated it from the piece entirely; 

never had spoken language been as unyieldingly necessary as this music, never had it 

recognised to this extent the relevance of the questions, the self-evident quality of the 

answers. At first the solitary piano lamented, like a bird abandoned by its companion; the 

violin heard it, and responded as though from a neighbouring tree. It was as though it were 

the beginning of the world, as if there were still only the two of them on the earth, or rather in 

this world closed to all others, built according to a creator’s logic, and of which the two of 

them would forever be the sole inhabitants: this sonata. Is it a bird, is it the still-incomplete 

soul of the little phrase, is it a fairy, this invisible, moaning being whose lamentation the 

piano then tenderly repeated? Its cries were so sudden that the violinist had to leap on his 

bow to gather them up in its sweep. Marvellous bird! The violinist seemed to want to charm 

it, tame it, capture it. It had already resounded in his soul; the little phrase that had been 

evoked was already convulsing the body of the violinist—who was truly possessed—like that 

of a medium. Swann knew that the phrase was going to speak once again. And he had split 

himself in two so perfectly that his anticipation of the imminent moment where he would 

encounter it shook from him one of those sobs that a beautiful verse or a sad piece of news 

provoke in us, not when we are alone, but if we communicate them to friends in whom we 

glimpse ourselves as though we were another person whose probable emotion will move 

them. The little phrase reappeared, but this time it hung suspended in the air and played out 

for but an instant, as if motionless, only to die away afterwards. Swann, therefore, wasted 

none of the fleeting moment during which it lingered. It was still there, like an iridescent, 

self-sustaining bubble. Just as a rainbow—whose brilliance dwindles, diminishes, then 

revives before fading entirely—exalts itself for an instant as never before, to the two colours 

it had displayed up to this moment, the phrase added other shimmering chords of many hues, 

an entire prism’s worth, and made them sing. Swann did not dare to move, and would have 

liked to make the others there keep still too, as if the slightest movement might compromise 

the supernatural illusion, delicious and fragile, which was so close to vanishing. In fact, 

nobody would have dreamed of speaking. The ineffable word of one absent, possibly dead 

man (Swann did not know whether Vinteuil was still alive), soaring above the rites of these 

celebrants, was enough to hold the attention of three hundred people, and transformed this 

stage on which a soul was thus evoked into one of the noblest altars possible for the 

celebration of a supernatural ceremony. And so, when the phrase had finally unravelled itself, 

floating in tatters among the ensuing motifs which had already taken its place, if Swann had 

at first been irritated to see the Countess of Monteriender, renowned for her naïve 

pronouncements, lean over to confide her impressions to him before the sonata was even 

finished, he could not prevent himself from smiling, nor, perhaps, from finding in the words 



she used a deeper meaning of which she herself was unaware. Spellbound by the virtuosity of 

the performers, the Countess exclaimed, addressing herself to Swann, “He’s a marvel! I’ve 

never seen anything so tremendous…”. However, a desire for precision made her correct her 

first assertion, and she added this reservation: “Nothing so tremendous… since table-

turning!” 

 

 

  



8. THE NARRATOR HEARS ODETTE PLAY THE SONATA (ALR I, 520–5, from À 

l’ombre des jeunes filles en fleurs)  

 

What’s more, most often, we did not stay in the house, we went out for a stroll. 

Sometimes, before retiring to dress, Mme Swann would seat herself at the piano. Her 

beautiful hands, emerging from the pink orwhite, often very brightly coloured sleeves of her 

Oriental silk robe, would stretch out their fingers upon the piano with that same air of 

melancholy which was in her eyes and yet not in her heart. It was on one such day that she 

happened to play to me the part of Vinteuil’s Sonata containing the little phrase that Swann 

had loved so dearly. But often one registers nothing if one is listening to a fairly complex 

piece of music for the first time. And yet later when the Sonata was played to me another two 

or three times, I found that I knew it perfectly well. And so, are we not mistaken when we 

speak of ‘hearing for the first time’? If one had really, as one believed, discerned nothing 

upon a first hearing, then a second, a third would be no different from the first, and there 

would be no reason to suppose we might gain anything more from a tenth. In all likelihood 

what is at fault, during a first hearing, is not one’s powers of comprehension but one’s 

memory.  Because our memory, relative to the complexity of the impressions which it must 

confront while we listen, is minuscule, as short-term as the memory of a man who, in his 

sleep, thinks of a thousand things which he immediately forgets, or of a man who, having 

partly relapsed into childhood, does not recall from one minute to the next what has just been 

said to him. Our memory cannot provide us with an immediate recollection of these multiple 

impressions. But it takes shape within our memory little by little, and when it comes to pieces 

that we have heard two or three times, we are like the schoolboy who has read a chapter 

several times over before falling asleep, a chapter he thought he did not know and yet can 

recite by heart the next morning. I had simply never truly heard this Sonata before that day, 

and where Swann and his wife could see a distinct phrase, this lay as far beyond my range of 

perception as a name we try to recall and in whose place we find only a void, from which an 

hour later, without any conscious thought on our part, the syllables previously sought in vain 

will spring to mind of their own accord in a single leap. And not only do we not immediately 

retain truly exceptional works, but even in the midst of these (and this is what I found with 

Vinteuil’s Sonata) it is the parts that are least precious that we notice first. I was therefore not 

only wrong in thinking that the work had nothing more in store for me (so that I made no 

attempt to hear it again for a long time) once Mme Swann had played me its most famous 

phrase (in this respect, my senses were as dulled as those of people who no longer hope to 

feel awe in front of Saint Mark’s in Venice because they are already familiar with the curve 

of its domes from photographs); worse still, even when I had listened to the Sonata from 

beginning to end, it remained almost entirely invisible to me, like a monument whose outline 

distance or fog allows you to see only faintly—hence the melancholy bound up with 

knowledge of such works of art, as with everything that unfolds in time. When the most 

secret part of Vinteuil’s Sonata revealed itself to me, already, swept far beyond the clutches 

of my sensibility by habit, what I had first distinguished and preferred began to escape me, to 

flee from me. Since I was able to appreciate everything the Sonata brought me only on 

successive occasions, I never possessed it in its entirety: it was like life. But (and in this, they 

are less disappointing than life) these great masterpieces save the best for last. In Vinteuil’s 

Sonata, what is quickest to charm us is also what we tire of soonest, doubtless for one and the 

same reason—that it seems most familiar to us. But when those elements have receded, what 

is left for us to love is a phrase whose order—too novel to offer our spirit anything but 

confusion—had rendered it imperceptible to us, and had therefore kept it intact. It is then that 

what we used to pass each day without realizing, and which had stayed pure—becoming 

invisible and remaining unknown through the power of its beauty alone—comes to us last of 



all. But this same phrase will also be the last one we abandon, and we will love it longer than 

the others, precisely because it will have taken us longer to fall in love. For the time an 

individual needs —just as I needed it for this Sonata—to penetrate a work of some depth is 

only a shortcut, and almost a symbol standing in for the years, and sometimes centuries, 

which must pass before the public can admire a truly novel masterpiece. […] 

If I did not understand the sonata, I was delighted to hear Mme Swann play. Her touch 

seemed to me (like her robe, the fragrance of her staircase, her coats and her 

chrysanthemums) to form part of an individual and mysterious whole, in a world infinitely 

superior to that in which reason can analyse talent. “Isn’t this sonata of Vinteuil’s just 

beautiful?” Swann asked me. “The moment when night falls on the trees, when the arpeggios 

of the violin summon the dew to settle once more. You must admit, it’s quite beautiful; in it is 

captured the static element of moonlight, which is the essential element. It’s not surprising 

that light therapy, such as that which my wife uses, acts on the muscles, since moonlight can 

stop the leaves from fluttering. It is that which is so well captured in this little phrase; it is the 

Bois de Boulogne frozen as though by catalepsy. By the sea it is even more stunning, because 

the faint whooshing of the waves can naturally be heard very well, given that everything else 

is still. In Paris, it’s the opposite: at most, you notice the strange glimmers of light upon the 

monuments, the sky illuminated as though by a colourless, innocuous fire, that sort of 

monumental snippet of news just glimpsed in the darkness. But in Vinteuil’s little phrase, in 

fact throughout the whole sonata, it isn’t like that, it takes place in the Bois; in the gruppetto, 

one distinctly hears someone’s voice saying, ‘You could almost read your newspaper’”. 

Swann’s words could have distorted my understanding of the sonata later on, the music not 

being exclusive enough to warrant completely disregarding the suggestions of others as to 

what might be taken from it. But I understood from other things he said that these night-time 

leaves were simply those under which, in many a Parisian restaurant of an evening, he had 

heard the little phrase. Instead of the profound meaning that he had so often sought in it, what 

it now communicated to Swann were those neatly arranged leaves, wreathed and painted 

around it (and which it made him want to see again, since it seemed to exist within them, like 

a soul). Just as one sets aside for an invalid the delicacies he has not been able to eat, the 

sonata had preserved for him an entire spring, one which he had been unable to enjoy in the 

past, since—feverish and unhappy as he was in those days—he had lacked the peace of mind 

necessary to enjoy it. The charm that some of his evenings spent in the Bois had made him 

feel, and about which Vinteuil’s sonata was capable of informing him, could not be 

recaptured by questioning Odette, even though she, like the little phrase, had accompanied 

him there. But Odette had only been beside him then (not within him like Vinteuil’s motif), 

and so even if she had been a thousand times more understanding, she would not have seen 

any of that which is impossible for any of us (at least I have long believed that this rule 

harboured no exceptions) to express outwardly. “It’s fundamentally rather wonderful, isn’t 

it”, said Swann, “That sound can make a reflection like water or ice. And you’ll notice that 

Vinteuil’s phrase shows me nothing except that to which I paid no attention at that time. It 

doesn’t remind me of any of my worries or my loves from that time; it has changed 

everything around”. “Charles, I feel as though what you are saying there is rather unkind to 

me”. “Unkind! Women do make me wonder! I just wanted to tell this young man that what 

the music says—at least to me—is nothing like ‘Free will’ or the ‘Synthesis of the infinite’, 

but rather, for instance, old Verdurin in his frock coat among the palms at the Jardin 

d’Acclimatation. […]” 

 

  



9. THE NARRATOR PLAYS THE SONATA (ALR III, 664, from La Prisonnière) 

 

Making the most of still being on my own, and half-closing the curtains so that the 

sunlight would not prevent me from reading the notes, I sat at the piano and opened, at 

random, a copy of Vinteuil’s Sonata that was sitting there. I began to play since, Albertine’s 

arrival being still a little while away but nevertheless altogether certain, I had both time and 

peace of mind. Bathed in a sense of expectation that was full of the sureness of her return 

with Françoise and trust in her obedience, as if in the bliss of an inner light just as warming as 

the light outside, I could guide my thoughts, detach them for a while from Albertine, and 

apply them to the Sonata. Even in regarding the latter, I was not overly concerned with 

observing how the combination of the voluptuous motif with an anxious one now mirrored 

even more closely my love for Albertine, from which jealousy had been absent for so long 

that I had been able to confess to Swann my total ignorance of this feeling. No, considering 

the Sonata from another perspective, looking at it in itself, as the work of a great artist, I was 

carried by its sonorous tide back to the days of Combray—I do not mean those of 

Montjouvain and the Méséglise Way, but those of the walks along the Guermantes Way—

where I had, myself, wanted to be an artist. In abandoning this ambition, had I actually given 

up something real? Could life console me for this loss of art, or was there, in art, a more 

profound reality where our true personality finds a voice that cannot be expressed in the acts 

of daily life? Indeed, every great artist seems so different from the rest, and gives us so strong 

an impression of the very individuality that we seek in vain in our daily existence! Just as I 

was thinking this, a bar of the Sonata struck me, familiar though it was, but sometimes our 

attention throws a different light on something we have known even for a long time and we 

discover facets of it that we have never noticed before. As I played this bar, and even though 

Vinteuil was expressing in it a dream that would have been altogether foreign to Wagner, I 

could not help murmuring : “Tristan!” with the smile of a family friend finding something of 

an ancestor in the voice, in the gesture of the grandson who had never known him. And just 

as you might then consult a photograph in order to put your finger on the resemblance, above 

Vinteuil’s Sonata I placed on the music stand the score of Tristan, from which, as it 

happened, selections were being performed that very afternoon at the Lamoureux Concert. 

 

 

 

  



10. THE SONATA IS COMPARED TO VINTEUIL’S SEPTET (ALR III, 753–4, from 

La Prisonnière) 

 

The concert began, I did not know what they were playing; I found myself in a foreign land. 

Where was I to situate it? In which composer’s world was I? I should have liked to know, 

and, having no-one around me whom I might ask, should have liked to be a character in those 

Arabian Nights which I never tired of reading, and in which, in moments of uncertainty, there 

arises a genie or a ravishingly beautiful maiden, invisible to all save the struggling hero, to 

whom she reveals exactly what he yearns to know. Now at that moment, I was favoured with 

precisely such a magical apparition. Just as when, in a land which seems unfamiliar but 

which you have in fact merely approached from a new angle, having turned off from one path 

you find yourself straight away emerging onto another, every inch of which you recognise, 

only you never used to join it that way, you say to yourself at once: “Oh, but it’s the little 

path that leads to the garden gate of my friends the X’s garden; I’m just a minute away from 

their house”; and indeed, their daughter is there, come to greet you as you pass: just like that, 

all of a sudden, I found myself in the middle of this music that was so new to me, right in the 

depths of Vinteuil’s Sonata; and, more marvellous than any maiden, the little phrase, 

enveloped, cloaked in silver, glistening with brilliant tonalities, as diaphanous and soft as 

silken scarves, came to me, recognisable beneath these new adornments. My joy at having 

found it again was enhanced by the familiar friendly tone with which it addressed me, so 

persuasive, so simple, yet not dimming the shimmering beauty with which it was resplendent. 

Its intention this time, however, was purely to show me the way, which was not that of the 

sonata, for it was a new work by Vinteuil, in which he had simply savoured the opportunity 

to let the little phrase flicker into view for a moment, with an allusion whose placement was 

explained by a programme note which one ought to have to hand. Thus, barely evoked, it 

disappeared and I found myself in an unfamiliar world, but I knew now—and everything 

confirmed it to me—that this world was one of those which I could not even have imagined 

Vinteuil creating. For when, tired of the sonata, whose universe held no interest for me now, I 

had tried to imagine others equally beautiful but different, I had merely imitated those poets 

who fill their imagined Paradises with pastures, flowers, and rivers that are in fact duplicates 

of those on Earth. What lay before me gave me as much joy as the sonata would have done 

had I not already known it—and so, though different, it was equally beautiful.  While the 

sonata opened with a lily-white bucolic dawn, spreading its airy brightness in order to 

suspend itself from the delicate yet robust interlacing of a rustic bower of honeysuckle and 

white geraniums, it was on a smooth even surface like that of the sea on the morning of a 

storm that the new work began, emerging in the midst of bitter silence, into an infinite void. It 

was in a rosy dawn that this unfamiliar world was drawn from silence and night to gradually 

piece itself together before me. This new red, not at all present in the tender pastoral sonata, 

tinged the whole sky, like the sunrise, with a mysterious hope. And a song already pierced the 

air, a song of seven notes, but the most unfamiliar, the most different from any that I had ever 

imagined, beyond description, piercing, no longer the dove-like cooing of the sonata, but 

rending the air, as sharp as the scarlet hue drowning the start, something akin to the mystical 

crow of a cockerel, an indescribable but shrill call of the eternal morning.  

 


