
 

 

Montreux:  Boogie Down With the Write Stuff,  

or Did You Know About Montreux’ Rich Literary and Musical Heritage?   

 

Got musical talent?  So did Stravinsky and Tchaikovsky! It was in Montreux where Stravinsky 
composed part of his “Rite of Spring” and Tchaikovsky wrote one of his signature compositions, 
“Concerto for Violin”.  That was the past.  Today Montreux’ music festivals and exhibitions are a 
worldwide draw, such as the annual Montreux Jazz Festival, the second largest music festival in 
the world. Throughout Montreux are busts of musicians who have lived and performed at the 
Festival, from classical to blues to rock. Festival performers reside at the Montreux Palace due to 
its proximity to the Music & Convention Centre where the Festival is held. The 2017 Jazz Festival 
will end two weeks before our Annual Meeting. Who knows, you might end up staying in the 
same room that Aretha Franklin stayed in! 

The Montreux Jazz Festival was founded by Claude Nobs, now deceased. But his spirit lives on in 
Funky Claude’s, a popular jazz cabaret located at the Montreux Palace, where live jazz music is 
played nightly. 

Montreux is a rock music mecca. Deep Purple’s signature hit, “Smoke on the Water”, was written 
and recorded in Montreux after the band witnessed the lake-side casino burn down at a Frank 
Zappa concert. A monument commemorating Deep Purple and “Smoke on the Water” is located 
next to the rebuilt Casino Barriere de Montreux, near the Montreux Palace. 

Montreux once was home to Mountain Studios, used for recordings by numerous rock artists such 
as Brian May, AC/DC, David Bowie, Iggy Pop, The Rolling Stones, and Yes. The rock band Queen 
acquired the studio and recorded most of all of Freddie Mercury’s hits there. Although today 
Mountain Studios has relocated to another venue, the original studio where Queen recorded is 
located in the Casino. You can visit the studio, “Queen – The Studio Experience”, exhibiting with 
photos, memorabilia and personal archives where Queen and Freddie Mercury worked. Visitors 
even can make their own re-mix of some of Queen’s classic hits. 
 
Montreux and its surroundings have an equally rich literary heritage, drawing the likes of 
Charles Dickens, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Edward Gibbon, Lord Byron, the Shelleys, Mark Twain, 
Victor Hugo and Ernest Hemingway. It was on the shores of Lake Geneva when Dickens finished his 
fourth Christmas story, and found inspiration for his novels “Little Dorrit” and “David 
Copperfield”. In 1816 the great English poet Lord Byron and his friend, Percy Bysshe Shelley, 



sailed Lake Geneva.  After visiting Chateau de Chillon, Byron wrote one of his most popular 
poems, “The Prisoner of Chillon”. You can visit the dungeon in Chillon Castle and view the very 
same spot where Byron found the inspiration for his famous poem.  It is where the real prisoner 
of Chillon, Geneva monk Francois Bonivard, while chained to a stone column made indentations 
in the stone floor from his pacing.  And see if you can find where Byron scratched his name there 
on a stone column in a bit of 19th century graffiti.  It was in the Montreux venue Mary Shelley 
wrote her Gothic classic, “Frankenstein, Or, the Modern Prometheus”, incorporating scenes from 
Lake Geneva.  Boris Korloff, who was the classic Frankenstein Hollywood movie actor, was forever 
indebted to Shelley.   
 
Fifty years before Byron and the Shelleys found their inspiration in the Montreux region, 
Rousseau composed the most popular novel of that era, “Julie, or the New Heloise” while 
living in Montreux. And in the late 19th Century Edward Gibbon, living in Montreux at the time, 
wrote his epic history, “Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire”.  And remember the book your 
parents would not permit you to read, “Lolita”? This famous novel was written by Russian author 
Vladimir Nobokov while he was living on the third floor of the right-hand wing of our hotel, the 
Montreux Palace.  While writing, he could hear actor Peter Ustinov’s footsteps in the hotel room 
overhead. 

 
When briefly living near Montreux, Ernest Hemingway was writing “A Farewell to Arms”. He 
arrived in Montreux by train. The Montreux train station is where Hemingway set part of his 
short story, “A Homage to Switzerland”. Another notable writer, English playwright Noel Coward, 
lived in Montreux. 

 

 
Photo of Hemingway bobsledding in Les Avants where we are hiking. 

	
Be	sure	to	join	Mary	Alice	Collins	and	Aya	Sever	for	“A	Stroll	With	Hemingway”	on	Wednesday,	
July	26.		They	will	take	you	by	foot	on	a	literary	journey	celebrating	these	literary	giants,	complete	
with	lunch	(on	your	own)	and	talks	on	how	Montreux	and	Lake	Geneva	influenced	their	writings.		

 


