Chapter V

The Mature Artist:

Repertoire, Musical and Interpretive Aesthetic, Technique

Although Cortot pursued a wide range of musical
activities alongside his performance career, it was as a
concert pianist and interpreter of the Romantic literature that |
he won fame and exerted the greatest influence. From 1907,
when he began to establish himself as a soloist with orchestras
and a chamber musician, to July 10, 1958 when he gave his last
public performance (with Casals, at Prades), Cortot led the
life of a touring virtuoso for a good part of each year,
wartimes excepted. At eighty, with his performance career
drawing to a close, he noted in his engagement calendar under
the date’January 1, 1958: "Appeared on stage 6,000 times as of

this date."l

I. Repertoire
Cortot's repertoire, though not as encyclopedic as some
writers have implied,?2 was fairly extensive by the standards of
his day, ranging from an occasional piece by Purcell, Bach or
Handel at one end of the chronological spectrum, down to the
music of his contemporaries (Dukas, Ravel, Enesco, Rachmaninoff

and Stravinsky). Nineteenth-century works from middle
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The fact of the matter is that Cortot's deepest artistic
sympathies belonged to the musical era that was waning by 1910
and was given the coup de grace by the "great war." After
1918, music began to take paths (neo-Classicism, atonality and
twelve-tone technique, the individual adventures of Bartdk,
Prokofieff, Messiaen, Hindemith and Stravinsky, musique
concréte and electronic music) that carried it further and
further from his personal tastes and pianistic ideals. At the
keyboard Cortot strictly avoided the more modern and avant-
garde literature, though he followed all the notable
developments of the first half of this century with interest.
In his capacity as conductor, however, he did much to
familiarize the Paris music public with little-known
contemporary works during the period between the wars.

Several letters to Pierre Meylan from the aged Cortot
reveal the extent of his misgivings about recent stylistic
‘developments, which he felt were taking music dangerously far
from its emotional wellsprings. Asked to comment on the
evolution of contemporary music in an inquiry Meylan conducted
in 1954 for the Paris journal Réforme, Cortot wrote:

[0O]ne must be wary of personal judgements when it's a
question of the evolution of any contemporary art.
Nonetheless, I think that if the distinctive character of
present-day piano writing is more influenced by the urge
to create evocative sensations than by the use of the
figurations and writing conventions (la_technique
décorative) common in the era of heroic virtuosity...,
the basic elements of compositional craft have remained
the same, modified only by a handling of melody that

incorporates new sound aggregates into the basic "matter"
of musical language.
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As for the impact made on the listener by the...
Classic masterworks or the moving confessions of the
Romantic period, it is self-evident; it arises from the
implicit evocation of human feelings of an external
[i.e., extramusical] order which are at the root of our
art. The methods of a sonorous dialectic without any
basic emotive presence, though respectable in their own
right,... are not conducive to deep inquiry into those
feelings. There is ingenuity and sometimes a desire to
invent coloristic effects (le souci de la recherche
pittorésque) [in these modern works] which merits our
admiration. But music is not an intellectual game; it's
an immaterial representation of this "inexpressible"
which secretly moulds the infinite of our aspirations and
dreams....

Cortot was very careful not to let his personal reservations
about contemporary styles prevent him from carrying out what he
felt to be his special responsibilities as an educator. Asked
his opinion of avant-garde music in 1960, for a survey to be
published in the Swiss journal Feuilles Musicales, Cortot

answered:

I've only just now received your communication of June
15th... regarding the question of serial or dodecaphonic
music--or as it's even better termed nowadays: "experi-
mental music," which has only remote ties with music pure
and simple! Whatever my personal feelings on this
subject, since I have considered it my duty as Director
of a music school to expose the young generation of
composers who study there to the serialists, or more
exactly to their system--the use of a set of noises and
strange clashes that has momentarily altered the face
of our art--I hope you'll forgive me if I keep my opinion
of its hypothetical future to myself and send you for
your own information only this note, which should not be
published in the response to your judicious inquiry.®

The core of Cortot's performance repertoire was accumu-
lated before World War I, at the outbreak of which he was
thirty-seven. This is surprising, when one recalls that he
concentrated more on conducting than on performing from 1899-

1907, whereas most concert pianists in their twenties are
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practicing intensively and assimilating new works as fast as

they can. Cortot apparently made up for lost time in his early

thirties. By 1914 the editor of the Monde Musical reported
that Cortot's repertoire, "counting only works performed by
memory in public, totals more than two hundred pieces, twenty-
three of these with orchestra, and this does not include
chamber music."’

The peak of Cortot's performance activity was the 1923-24
season during which, according to his biographer, he gave one
hundred and forty public concerts and master classes.8 That
season was capped by ten recitals in which Cortot performed
almost the entire program of his Ecole Normale master classes
in interpretation,9 devoted that year to "The Nineteenth-
Century Masterpieces for Piano (Developing an Anthological
Repertoire)." The program consisted of the following works
(asterisks denote pieces definitely known to have been played
by Cortot):

Beethoven: Sonatas Op. 27 No. 2 in c# minor *
Op. 57 ("Apassionata") in f minor *
Op. 8la ("Les Adieux") in EP major *
Op. 106 ("Hammerklavier") in BP major*
Op. 110 in AP major *
Op. 111 in ¢ minor *
32 Variations in c minor =*
Schubert: Fantaisie Op. 15 ("Wanderer") *
Impromptu Op. 142 in BP major *
12 Landler [Op. 171?] *
Sonata Op. 42 in a minor [D. 845]
Weber: Invitation a la Valse *

Sonata Op. 39 in AP major *
Rondo brillant Op. 62 in EP major
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Mendelssohn: Prelude and Fugue Op.'35 in e minor

Schumann:

Chopin:

Liszt:

Rondo capriccioso Op. 14 in E/e
Songs without Words (choice) *
Variations sérieuses Op. 54 in d minor *

Etudes Symphoniques Op. 13 in c# minor *
Carnaval Op. 9 * ’
Davidsbindlertanze Op. 6 *

Fantaisie Op. 17 *

Fantasiesticke Op. 12 *

Kinderszenen Op. 15 *

Kreisleriana Op. 16 *

Papillons Op. 2

Sonata Op. 11 in f# minor

Ballades No. 1 (g minor),* 2(F major/a minor),*
3 (AP major),* 4 (f minor) *
Barcarolle Op. 69 in F# major
Berceuse Op. 57 in DP major
Etudes Op. 10 * and Op. 25 *
Fantaisie Op. 49 in f minor *
Mazurka Op. 17 No. 4 in a minor
Nocturne No. 13 in ¢ minor
Polonaises Op. 44 in f# minor,
op. 53 AP major
Préludes, Op. 28 =*
Scherzi Op. 31 (#2) in b minor,
Op. 39 (#3% in c# minor
Sonata Op. 35 in b® minor *
Valses Op. 64 No. 2 in c# minor, *
Op. 69 No. 1 in AP major #*

Années de Pélerinage: No. 4 Aprés une
lecture de Dante

La Campanella Op. 2 *

Etudes de Concert

Harmonies poétiques et réligieuses: Béné-
diction de Dieu dans la solitude

Légendes: No. 1 (St. Frangois d'Assise,
Prédication aux Oiseaux) ,*
No. 2 (St. Frangois de Paul marchant
sur les flots)*

La Leggierezza

Mephisto Walzer *

Polonaise No. 2 in E

Rhapsodies No. 2 in c# minor,* No. 11 in a
minor,* No. 12 in c# minor,* ©No. 13 in
a minor *

Sonata in b minor *

Un Sospiro *

Variations sur un théme en fa mineur de
J.S. Bach: 'Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen' *




Brahms: 6 Klaviersticke, Op. 118
Rhapsodie Op. 79 in g minor *
Sonata Op. 5 in f minor
Var%ations sur un théme de Handel Op. 24 in
BP *
Variations sur un théme de Paganini Op. 35
Franck: Prélude, aria et finale *
Prélude, choral et fugue *
Fauré: 5€ Barcarolle
Nocturnes No. 1, 6, 7
Théme et Variations *
3€ Valse-Caprice
Grieg: Ballade
Lyrische Stucke
Balakirev: Islamey *
Moussorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition *
d'Indy: Poéme des Montagnes
Debussy: Pour le Piano
Chabrier: Bourrée fantasque
Piéces pittoreésques
Dukas: Sonate *
Scriabin: Etudes (choice)
Albeniz: Chants d'Espagne

To have played sixty of these works by memory in the

space of three weeks is a feat that few of Cortot's
contemporaries would have attempted.l0 Moreover, this was not
the sum of Coftot's concert repertoire for the 1923-24 season.
While the programs of his solo recitals were probably
recapitulated in the list above, many of his engagements were
with orchestra or with his partners Thibaud and Casals in duo

or trio concerts. Thus, he was also required to have in hand
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that season Beethoven's Concerti Nos. 3 and 5, the Schumann
Concerto, Saint-Saéns' Concerto No. 4 and Franck's Variations
symphoniques, as well as Trios by Schubert (Op. 99),
Mendelssohn (Op. 66), Beethoven (Op. 97), Franck (Op. 1,

No. 1), Haydn (Op. 73, No. 2), Schumann (Op. 63, 80 and 110)
and Ravel.

The music Cortot selected for his 1924 anthological
recitals accurately reflects his tastes and strengths as an
interpreter. On the surface his repertoire seems traditional,
even conservative. That is partly because it has become
traditional in the intervening decades. Actually, by the
standards of the 1920's it was exceptional in several respects.
First, Cortot played almost none of the brilliant genre pieces,
salon music, operatic paraphrases and assorted transcriptions
which garnished the programs of most virtuosi of that day.ll
It was not that he was intimidated by their technical
difficulty. Cortot was quite willing to tackle the big
virtuoso literature--Chopin and Liszt études, Mephisto,
Islamey, even Gaspard de la Nuit a few times--but only those
works whose technical difficulties were incidental to their
intrinsic musical interest. 1In matters of repertoire, he
practiced what he preached to aspiring young teachers: "Never
allow bad music to be played."l2

More importantly, it was Cortot whose interpretations and
recordings convinced the international community of pianists to

incorporate quite a number of noteworthy pieces into the
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standard repertoire--or at least he made them familiar to the
wider music public. It was in good part through his efforts
(interpretive and promotional) that Chopin's Sonata in b minor,

Franck's Prélude, choral et fuque and Prélude, aria et finale

and Schumann's Etudes Symphoniques acquired the stature they
now enjoy. Schumann, more than any other composer, benefited
from his patronage: "Before (Cortot) took them up,
Kreisleriana, the Davidsbindlertdnze [and] the Humoresque were
hardly ever played," wrote Roger Boss. "Clara Schumann herself
found them ungrateful and difficult."1l3 cortot was the first
pianist to record the Schumann Concerto (a 1923 acoustic
recording with Sir Landon Ronald), the first to record the
complete Chopin Préludes (in 1926), the full set of Ballades
(1930), the 14 Waltzes (1934) and the Fantaisie in f minor
(1934), among others.l4 That Cortot was able to significantly
influence style conceptions of Chopin playing and Schumann
playing was due in the first place to his prestige as an
interpretive artist, but his impact was greatly enhanced by the

historical priority and popularity of his recordings.

Constants and Shifts in Repertoire.

A cursory check of Cortot's programs from his earliest
public concerts (1896) to ca. 1925 reveals much about his
changing repertoire tastes:15

1896-1907: Period of intense involvement with Wagnerism

and conducting. A few solo recitals, but Cortot appeared
mostly with better-known pianists; this may indicate
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difficulties in getting his career launched. Composers
most often performed (about three times as frequently as
others): Liszt and Chopin, the first slightly
predominating. In the second rank: Beethoven, Saint-
Saéns, Mozart.l® slightly less often: Fauré, Chabrier,
Franck, Schumann, Wagner (arr.).

1908-1914: Solo career begins to take off from 1910;
chamber music activities in full swing from 1907. Toward
the end of this period Cortot begins to make a name for
himself abroad, especially in the British Isles.
Professor at the Conservatoire from 1907. Most often
performed: Schumann, Chopin, Liszt and Beethoven in that
order, with a significant edge to Schumann.l7 About half
as often or less: Franck, Saint-Saéns. Occasionally (in
order of frequency): J.S. Bach, W.F. Bach (arr.), Brahms,
Chabrier, Chausson, Fauré, d'Indy, Schubert, Weber,
Albeniz, Dukas, Wagner (arr.).

1918-1924: Solo and orchestral engagements proliferate.
Cortot takes a "leave of absence" from the Conservatoire,
then resigns to become co-director with Auguste Mangeot
of the Ecole Normale de Musique. Start of the big
international career, great success in the U.S. and
Britain after W.W.I, long tours of France and Europe.
Numerous duo recitals with Thibaud, but Trio and lieder
concerts less frequent. From this point, programs are
not as easily repertoried. Most often performed:
Schumann and Chopin with about equal frequency, then
Debussy, Saint-Saéns.l® About two-thirds as often as the
front rank: Franck, Liszt, Beethoven, Ravel, then (less
often) Albeniz, Vivaldi (arr.), Fauré. Occasionally:
Chabrier, d'Indy, Mendelssohn, Weber, Schubert,
Rachmaninoff, Bach.

Since it was impossible to inventory all the programs
Corfot gave during the above years, the estimations of
frequency-of-performance for various éomposers are perforce
approximate. The sampling was large enough, however, to make
it unlikely that the inclusion of additional programs would
substantially alter the picture. There were certain constants
in Cortot's programming as well as some interesting shifts of
emphasis. Chopin, in an ever-wider selection of works,

occupies the place of honor from the outset. Schumann, only a




177

minor interest in the early years, gradually displaces Liszt
and Beethoven after 1912 to become the second mainstay of
Cortot's repertoire.l? Liszt retains a significant place in
his programming, but the early wide representation of wérks
(the two Légendes, the Sonata in b minor, the Rhapsodies Nos.
2, 11 and 12, the "lLa Leggeriezza" and "La Campanella" Etudes,
Au bord d'une source, and occasionally the Concerto in Eb, the
Fantaisie hongroise or Liebestrdume) narrows progressively so
that by the 1930's only the Sonata is played with any
regularity. As for Beethoven, Cortot maintained all the
concerti and half a dozen of the sonatas in his active
repertoire until the mid-1920's, but by the 1930's he was
limiting himself mainly to the Concerti Nos. 1, 3 and 5 and the
chamber music.20

Franck's music, especially the Prélude, chorale et fugque

and the Variations symphonigques but occasionally the Prélude,

aria et finale or the Prélude, fugque et variations (arr.),
remained a perennial favorite of Cortot's. Saint-Saéns (mainly
his Concerto No. 4 and Etude en forme de valse), d'Indy (the
Symphonie cévenole, also called the Symphony on a French
Mountain Air), Fauré (notably the Ballade) and Chabrier
occupied a constant, albeit modest place on his programs into
the 1930's. On the other hand, Debussy and Ravel, rarely
played in the early decades, were featured after 1918 with some

frequency. Cortot even added a few new works by these

composers (e.g., Ravel's Concerto pour la main gauche) to his
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repertoire in the 'thirties. Other composers--Albeniz,
Schubert, Mendelssohn, Rachmaninoff (the Third Concerto and the
ever-popular Prelude in c# minor), Weber--were taken up after
World War I, but with the exception of Weber most were
gradually phased out over the 'thirties.

Considering the scope and bias (Romantic, then French) of
Cortot's performance repertoire, there are some curious
lacunae. One wonders why he played the Schumann Concerto
incessantly, but rarely if ever performed its close cousin in
spirit, the Grieg Concerto. Was this last too closely
identified with Pugno? Why only the f minor, never the e minor
Concerto of Chopin? Why did he play so few of Mendelssohn's

Songs Without Words and Schubert's Impromptus and Moments

musicaux, just the sort of Romantic character pieces in which

he excelled? What motivated his choice of Debussy's Children's

Corner over the Images or Estampes, Ravel's Sonatine over his
marvelous Miroirs and Tombeau de Couperin (was the prospect of
unfavorable comparison with the "specialists," Gieseking and
Marguerite Long, a consideration?)? Lastly, one regrets that
Cortot's experience with Rachmaninoff's Concerto No. 3 did not
tempt him to explore some of the lyrical préludes and the
études of that composer, which would undoubtedly have received
imaginative and poetic readings from him.

Another intriguing aspect of the repertoire question is
this: Cortot recorded a number of pieces which he seems to have

seldom performed in public. Handel's "Harmonious Blacksmith"
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complete sets of these three genres in the period when Cortot
was making his best Chopin pressings.2® Why the other works
just mentioned were not recorded is a matter of conjecture.
Commercial viability may have been a major consideration in the
case of certain French works. Now-forgotten contractual
agreements may have been a factor in other instances. Certain
gaps in the chamber music area may be attributable to practical
difficulties in reuniting the members of the Trio for recording
sessions.

Cortot made multiple‘recordings of many staples of his
concert repertoire. There exist no less than fourbversions of
the 24 Préludes, Op. 28 (the first dating from 1925, the last
from 1955), the Sonata No. 2 in BP minor and the Tarantella of
Chopin. There are also four readings of the Schumann Concerto,
Op. 54 (the first a 1923 acoustic recording with Sir Landon
Ronald conducting, the last a "live" performance fromv1951
under the baton of Ferenc fricsay). Chopin's Bérceuse,
Schumann's Carnaval and Debussy's Children's Corner were each
recorded three times. Advances in recording technology
prompted much of Cortot's re-recording.27 In a few instances,
however, there are striking differences of an interpretive
order between successive recorded versions, suggesting that

Cortot had evolved a novel perspective on the piece.28
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II. Cortot's Musical and Interpretive Aesthetic

Cortot and the French Tradition.

Cortot's extensive involvement.ﬁiéhrFrench music and
culture during the years 1910-30 has gone relatively unremarked
by commentators, who have tended to focus attention on his
youthful championship of Wagner and his specialization in
Chopin and Schumann in the last phase of his career. During
the golden years of its resurgence, French music attracted a
plethora of fine interpreters: Ricardo Vifies (1875-1943),
Marguerite Long (1874-1964), Risler, Blanche Selva (1884-1942)
and Robert Lortat (1885-1938), among Cortot's near
contemporaries, and Robert Casadesus (1899-1972) and Lyons-born
German pianist Walter Gieseking (1895-1956) from the next
generation all gave French music a prominent place in their
concert repertoires.

Unlike most of the aforementioned artists, Cortot did not
ally himself closely with a few select composers or champion
the music of a particular movement or school. Nor did he owe
his celebrity primarily to his interpretation of French music.
Stylistically, moreover, his playing of this literature often
differed noticeably from that of the "specialists," most of
whom approached it from a French neo-Classical or "mannerist"
perspective. Performance, however, was only one of many ways
in which Cortot promoted the music of his compatriots and
contributed to the efflorescence of French musical life in the

first third of this century.?29
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At one time or another in his life, Cortot enjoyed close
professional ties with some of the most respedted French
composers of the day, including Fauré, d'Indy, Dukas, Fiorent
Schmitt, Arthur Honegger and Albert Roussel.30 His profoundly
musical style and communicative gifts made him a persuasive
advocate of their music, as well as that of Franck, Saint-
Saéns, Chausson, Debussy, Ravel and others he admired. With
‘the exception of Franck, Cortot performed all these authbrs in
limited selection. He was not one to play a work in which he
did not have something personal to say. Still, his
international stature after 1918 was such that any piece taken
up by him was assured a measure of exposure, and perhaps
acceptance, by the wider music public that it farely won
through performances by "modern music specialists."3l

Of the composers of the older generation--Saint-Saéns,
Fauré and Franck--Cortot was closest personally to Fauré.32 In
his youth, Cortot had moved in some of the same musical-social
circles as Fauré,33 thanks to his deep friendship with Risler.
Just two years after graduating from the Conservatoire, on
April 30, 1898, he and Risler premiered Fauré's four-hand Dolly
Suite at the Société Nationale de Musique. This was one of the
first of many occasions in which Fauré relied on Cortot to
champion a new work:

My friendship with Fauré during the last twenty years of

his life brought me the honor of being responsible for

introducing each new composition..., including that
masterpiece of... lyrical nobility, Pénélope, which I
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helped [by coaching the lead singers] to prepare for
performance for his editors, with a view to eventual
publication.34

From our first meeting, I found Fauré delightful. Not
at all snobbish, extremely charming and simple in the
best sense of the word, an inveterate dreamer who would
become totally immersed in his own thoughts to the point
of losing the thread of a conversation. We [i.e., Fauré
and I] played his Dolly Suite for piano four-hands
together [at a private performance in March, 1902]. I
was amazed that such a sensitive poet as he was such a
dry pianist: he had a percussive touch, an almost
characterless tone, and never used pedal. Doubtless his
training at the Ecole Niedermeyer had instilled in him a
‘very rigid and even then fairly outmoded notion of
performance. No matter, since it was Fauré.... From
then on, Fauré befriended me and it was because of his
commitment to me that I was named professor at the
Conservatoire in 1907.35

To know Fauré well, as I did, was to know all that the
most refined and discreetly manifested intellectual
culture can represent. One of the most moving memories
of my pianistic career is to have been chosen by him to
interpret... the Ballade... at the public tribute at the
Sorbonne in 1922, organized by the French government in
his honor. [One of his last works,] the Fantaisie for
piano and orchestra,36 is dedicated to me; unfortunately
it has not received many performances to date.37

Cortot was one of Fauré's favorite interpreters, despite
the fact that he campaigned less aggressively than either
Risler or Marguerite Long to impose Fauré's piano works on the
musical public.38 oOne might question whether Cortot's
subjective,'temperamental style was ideally suited to the music
of Fauré, whose "Racinian genius" (Cortot's words) inclined
toward delicate understatement, abstract purity and
impersonality of language, and a classical economy and sobriety
of means. Critical testimony suggests that even in the early
stages of his career, Cortot was viewed by many as a French

"heir apparent" to the Romantic pianistic tradition, an image
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that he himself would cultivate assiduously in later years.3°
Regrettably, Cortot's recorded documentation of Fauré
interpretations is far too small to enable one to form a notion
of how he might have played such quintessentially "French"
works as the Ballade or the Théme et variations, although his
remarkable performance of Fauré's Violin'Sonata No. 1 with
Thibaud offers a tantalizing glimpse of what might have been. 40
What can be deduced with certainty from Cortot's writings
is that quite apart from his own aesthetic leanings, Cortot had
a perfect intellectual grasp of the French musical tradition
and the classicist ideals to which Fauré and others of the
Belle Epoque still maintained allegiance. Moreover, he was
able to formulate its main stylistic features in terms that
were comprehensible to pianists unacquainted with French
musical culture. In a master class that included many non-
French participants, for instance, Cortot concluded a
discussion of the styles of Couperin and Rameau with this
discourse on the nature of the specifically French idiom and
the reasons why the music of many of France's greatest--from
Rameau to Fauré--does not "export" well:
Beware of concluding that Rameau's music has less
emotional force than Couperin's, just because he is
concerned with form. Rameau has suffered cruel neglect
down through the ages, especially from musicians outside
of France. Because he is a "theoretician," he has
been... saddled with the reputation of being a magister,
a scholastic. He is praised for being a logician with a
clear mind, who values concision. Nothing is ever said
about his other qualities.
Every French musician, for that matter, shares the fate

of Rameau in the thinking of persons from abroad. The
tendency of Slavic and Germanic peoples to magnify
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feeling, to exalt it to... its most violent extremes of
expression, has made it difficult for them to appreciate
the appeal in French art of a sensibility which, though
lively, restrains itself in the equally lively desire to
strike a harmonious balance between the quality of the
feeling, and that of the form in which it is embodied.

There is an aesthetic element in French art which
values discretion, perfect equilibrium, the exact
appropriateness of the means to the idea. Foreigners
have to make a little effort in this direction to
understand us. The qualities that make Rameau's art
beautiful are the same qualities that are prized in
Racine.

Emotion in French music is not extroverted. You have
to come toward it. It exists--but chaste, hidden,
interior, sometimes even unavowed.4l

Cortot saw in Fauré's best piano works--the Sixth
Nocturne (Op. 63), the Fifth Barcarolle (Op. 66) and the Théme
et variations (Op. 73)--all that was most admirable in the
French national idiom: a genius for "striking an incomparable
balance between 'imagination (fantaisie) and reason,'... which
Fauré owed as much to his culture as to his instinct,"42 an
ability to accept the discipline of the classic-romantic canon
of forms and materials but to invest this language with a
"musical substance of the highest quality [and]... an
expressive value which enables him to dispense with [the prop
of] an evocative program... or the advantages of picturesque or
surprise effects."43

In pieces of lively tempo or playful character, there is

a ravishing ingenuity of craft and diversity of pianistic

means. As examples, I need only cite the Scherzo from

[Fauré's] first Sonata for violin and piano, or the

Impromptus..., in which the play of sounds and rhythms is

worked out with such fantasy, charm and invention.

But in my opinion, the real pianistic originality of

Fauré appears in these works of a meditative or dreamily

impassioned character, where the intimacy of the emotion
is conveyed in a manner at once so intense and so
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measured, via an instrumental language which seems to
radiate [it] like a secret heat (chaleur).%4
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The musical richness of [the Théme et variations], the
depth of its expression, the quality of its instrumental
substance... are such that this work could suffice, all
by itself, to defend French music of our era against...
critics who accuse it of frivolity or of superficial and
dry elegance....45
Cortot was very drawn to both the music and the figure of

César Franck.4® To judge from his recordings, he had a deeper
instinctive affinity for Franck's works than for Debussy's,
with which he was sometimes identified in the 'thirties.47 The
reasons why he was so fond of Franck, whom he probably never
knew and whose contribution to the piano literature was meager
in scope if not in quality, are not difficult to identify. On
the human level, Franck, or the embellished image of Franck
perpetuated by his followers, stood for many of the same
principles that Cortot was (or wanted to be) associated with:
high-minded idealism and a keen sense of the artist's social
and educational mission, artistic/spiritual revitalization of
the discipline through personal example andvprofessional
reform, a capacity and a respect for hard work, leadership that
inspired disciples rather than simply forming students. On the
musical levei, Franck's cosmopolitan receptiveness to the best
elements of every style,48 his blend of romantic fervor and
constructive logic, his Wagnerian harmonies and fondness for
dramatization and sharp contrast must have appealed to Cortot.

Noting the warm, religious feeling that pervades works

such as the Prélude, choral et fuque and the Prélude, aria et
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finale, Cortot emphasized that while these compositions were
"as much acts of faith as works of art," one should be wary of
"the pat and rather misleading legend of Franck as a mystic, a

sort of Pater Seraphicus lost in a dream world, filled with

this ecstatic... piety which frees one from... petty
. realities":

The nobility of Franck, which is inseparable from the
beauty of his oeuvre, lies precisely in his having
neither ignored reality nor disdained human
contingencies, but in having never given in to them....
[Tlhe distinctive emotional character of Franck's...
[mature] compositions is due as much to a specific
aesthetic conception as to a desire to exalt a confession
[of faith]. »

Franck instinctively shied away from... every
descriptive effect... that might distort a line or
destroy a proportion; [and] as he grew older, he moved
toward a spiritual idealism that led him to want to
convey only feelings distilled to their purest and most
exalted expression.... Any musician anxious to interpret
the piano works in the right spirit must first and
foremost investigate the organ compositions in depth.
They radiate glimmers of meditative, inner life... [and
display] this contemplative chromaticism, imploring,

- turned in on itself, that one encounters again in the
Prélude, choral et fugue and the Prélude, aria et finale.
One might term Franck's chromaticism static, in contrast
to the seething, agitated chromaticism of Liszt or
Wagner. '

The writing in these [organ] pieces... presages the
technique by which Franck will later try to ennoble the
piano timbre and make the reverberating impact of its
hammers approximate the long sustaining [tone] of the
voices--ardent,... supplicating,... consoling,... or
thundering--that he drew from his organ.?4

While granting that Franck had little flair for
descriptive writing and sometimes adopted a rather cerebral
approach to composition,30 Cortot took issue with Saint-Saéns'

declaration that "Franck was not a poet [since] his music seems
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to lack any feeling for the pictorial."51 ®[C]an the notion of
poetry... really be reduced to this unlikely criterion of being
pictorial or not?" he asks.52

| The answer, for Cortot, was obviously not. He took it
for granted that in most "pure" instrumental music from
Beethoven's time on, the composer was working from some type of
poetic or vaguely programmatic idea. The music might be
descriptive in a naturalistic sense, buf it could just as well
evoke a psychological state or convey a "philosophical" content
(a general attitude or concept), whether acknowledged or
implicit. In defending Franck's "poetic" qualities, Cortot
actually gives a succinct exposition of his own interpretive
aesthetic:

I will no doubt be reproached for trying to give a
poetic (idéologique) exegesis of music which seems to aim
only to express a sonorous design, and whose constructive
logic is sufficiently beautiful in itself that it needs
no extramusical program. :

Franck himself answered this criticism when he declared
that for him, the form was only the corporeal part of the
"artwork's being" and that the idea alone was the soul of
the music.

What can I say, if not that it is the interpreter's
duty to rediscover the nature, the character of this
generative idea; and once he has identified it,... to
pursue its development and expressive transformations
through the musical discourse.... Granted, [the
interpreter] thus superimposes--by conjecture and without
the composer's consent--a precise meaning, specific
associative images onto the musical train of thought....
But if one accepts that the art of interpretation in the
highest sense consists of re-creating [the composer's]
thought, of giving it as natural a life, as eloquent an
expression, as those which inspired the music's
inflections (accents), isn't it proper for the performer
to put himself in the same conditions vis a vis the
musical work as the composer when he was creating it?53
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A true interpreter would never confine himself... to
giving what might be termed a [literal] architectural
rendering of [the Prélude, choral et fugque]. Yet there
‘is a certain danger in the notion [that Franck '
considered... the form only the material sheath for the
idea...], namely: that it will provoke an exaggeratedly
sentimental delivery from a generation of pianists who
tend to filter the notes through a sensibility sharpened
by a too exclusive concentration on romantic works....
[As] Blanche Selva has quite rightly observed, the
rhythmic ebb and flow typical of Franck's music is the
outcome of emotion, not caprice, and is thus very
dissimilar from the conventional rubato [of romantic
performance practice].... The lyrical outpouring of
Franck, in fact, for all its expansiveness and freedon,
does not have the intimate, personal tone that
characterizes... [that] of Chopin or Schumann. [Franck's
lyricism] is objective and, sustained by a strong
classical instinct, tends to universalize the feeling
that inspires it.... Even the many passages where a
free, imaginative rendering is appropriate do not,
therefore, lend themselves to an excessively
subjective... or extremely dramatic interpretation.... A
disproportionate surge of expression--and the ideal line
binding the whole of the piece together is broken....

But if the performer strives to give the impression in
these passages of a profound aspiration towards the
eternal and the divine; if, in the four measures that
twice follow the cantilena... in the Prélude, he can give
the feeling of a glimmer of questioning hope...; if the
silences which interrupt the initial fragments of the
fugue can be imbued with an anxious and plaintive meaning
without seeming... too obviously premeditated, then the
rhythmic freedom desired by Franck gains its proper
expressive significance and the idea again becomes truly
the soul of the music, as he intended.%%

Cortot's essay on Saint-Saéns is of the highest interest
--not so much for the evaluation of Saint-Saéns, which is not
exactly impartial, as for what it reveals about Cortot's own
interpretive aesthetic and performance aims. From his
depiction and criticism of the arch-~classicist, one can discern
as on a photoéraphic negative the clear outlines of his own

romantic idealist stance:
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By instinct as much as by reason, [Saint-Saéns] prefers
the well-balanced and lucid creations of talent to the
lofty flights of genius. This is borne out by
innumerable dogmatic assertions in his writings...:
"Avoid all exaggeration"; "For me, art is first and
foremost form." One could cite dozens of passages...
where he inveighs against unruly inspiration and condemns
deviations or extremes of musical language in the name of
traditional syntax.

For Saint-Saéns, the piano is the keyboard and its
idiomatic resources. He takes it at face value, with its
tone of short duration and its percussive qualities. He
distrusts... the deceptive illusion of the pedals, the
malevolent spell of intermingled harmonies, languid
touches, excessive dynamic shadings and what he terms
"the mania for expressive playing and the monotony of the
legato."

On the slightest provocation he would admit that he
regretted the disappearance of the harpsichord, on which
at least--and these were his very words--"one could not
modify the intensity of the sound on every note." His
pianistic writing... takes a clear, definite and very
comprehensible form, reflecting for the most part his
notions of [the instrument's aptness for]... fluency,
effervescent lightness and brilliant elegance.

The virtuoso stock and trade of decorative scale and
arpeggio figurations conveys the essential.... Rarely is
there a moment of abandon, an instant where emotion comes
through which could transcend, and in some sense
mitigate, the mechanical aspects of piano playing. The
solo works, written with amazing facility and craft, are
mainly filled with an impassive and seemingly gratuitous
bravura. Descriptive writing is rare, personal feeling
nonexistent. It's a matter of notes, apparently, more
than of music,... (a) play of sonorities... devoid of
profound meaning. ‘

From youth [Saint-Saéns] was enthralled by Liszt's
creative genius,... and by the vehement style of that -
great visionary, Anton Rubinstein.... But when it comes
to... expressing himself,... via an instrument whose
every possibility he knew intimately,... here he goes,
pasteurizing ideas, sanitizing rhythms and harmonies,
still more concerned it seems with correct part-writing
than with what is pianistically gratifying (it is known
that he usually composed at a table). Bypassing the
contagious revelation of romanticism, he... looks to the
impersonal, ornate style... of a Steibelt or a Dussek for
models, [content] to revel in displays of bantering
dryness or conventional rhetoric.
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There is a bias--or if you prefer, a habit--in this
stance that is all the more irritating since we find
[Saint-Saéns] in maturity achieving a fuller lyricism,
conceptual breadth and descriptive talent in other [i.e.,
non-pianistic] genres.... In his piano works, on the
contrary, he is happy to repeat unvarying techniques and
conventions throughout his career, as if he had decided
once and for all that a tone of diatonic prattling was
the only one suited to the instrument.

Might not the reason lie in the very nature of his
passionate love for the piano? Or more exactly, in his
passion, raised to the level of a fetish, for manual
keyboard drill? Legend has it that Saint-Saéns spent two
hours a day on pure technique when he was too young, if
not too wise, to withstand the rigors of concertizing;...
[and it is said] that when death overtook him,... he was
practicing scales. Even if he didn't go to these lengths
in implementing the habit he acquired in Stamaty's
school, one suspects that this purely physical exercise,
the mechanical character of his training, his truly
unreasonable overindulgence in drill exercises=--exercises
he practiced like one bathes, reading a newspaper
fastened to the music rack--might ultimately have altered
the musical significance of the instrument for him [so
that] the ideas he conceived for it only transmitted the
barely stylized reflection of his mechanical
diversions.35

Cortot's low esteem for much of Saint-Saéns' music may
have been based primarily on aesthetic considerations, but it
was exacerbated by his belief that the popularity of Saint-
Saéns' concerti was in part responsible for the distorted and
unflattering image of the whole French school of piano playing
that prevailed beyond France. Foreigners unaware of recent
stylistic developments in French music tended "to equate the
talents of our performers with the stylistic traits of the
music they so persistently championed," and thus "to concede
them only the qualities required to do justice to [Saint-
Saéns'] works: elegance and clarity, a flair for brilliant and

sharp rhythms, more intelligence than sensitivity, more verve
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than emotion, dexterity more than technique per se."56 This
stereotype fit the playing of Diémer and Saint-Saéns rather
well. It already required qualifying to apply to Pugno, and it
was quite unjust to artists like Risler, Cortot and Yves Nat.

How antithetical Cortot's and Saint-Saéns' performance
ideals were can be gauged from Cortot's account of his youthful
encounters with the venerable artist who, in his words, "was
rightly considered the equal of the most famous performers of
his day":

[A]t the premiére of Saint-Saéns' Caprice héroigque, Op.
106... in 1898, I had the fearsome privilege of assisting
Louis Diémer at the second piano.... I am not
exaggerating when I say !'fearsome', because during the
rehearsals... Saint-Saéns made interpretive demands that
were utterly disconcerting to a deferential young
musician.... On that occasion,... I experienced first
hand his disappointing conception of the piano.

He insisted on accents, not on nuances. Or at least
not on nuanced nuances. Contrasts--forte and piano--
sufficed. He detested a pianissimo, and in his mania for
accents he demanded that these be emphasized
aggressively, even in the most intrinsically cantabile
passages. I remember, on another occasion, having spent
more than an hour repeating again and again for him the
theme of the Beethoven Menuet on which he based his
Variations for two pianos. He would not be satisfied
until, against my will, I hammered out in a deplorably
categorical manner the expressive stresses which
Beethoven had the misfortune to notate with accents.

Saint-Saéns was also very particular about pedaling,
and used the pedal sparingly himself--as a last resort,
so to speak. This, combined with his habit of
articulating very strongly (picked up in childhood
through the use of the guide-mains), lent his touch a
dryness which he equated with clearness and which he was
bent on imposing on all his interpreters; he credited
this manner of playing with all the virtues needed to
interpret any music.

I hardly need add that I do not subscribe to these
precepts, nor do I advise applying them even in
interpreting Saint-Saéns' music, which already tends to
slight the emotional side to such a degree that the least
exaggeration in the aforementioned direction can
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undermine whatever appeal it may possess. The
sentimental terrain in Saint-Saéns is barren, and
expression does not put down very deep roots. There is
no need to stress a quality which the very character of
his compositions makes abundantly clear. On the
contrary, I urge his performers from personal
experience... never to accept this tradition of a stark
and brilliantly sterile style of playing without having
experimented and verified [the results] for themselves.>8
It is clear from the above that Cortot considered Saint-
Saéns' interpretive ideas narrow and pedantic, and dismissed
his playing manner as unacceptable even for Saint-Saéns' own
works. Though the two artists had very dissimilar temperaments
and tastes (Saint-Saéns was virulently anti-Wagnerian, for
instance), to attribute Cortot's objections to Saint-Saéns'
approach to a clash of personalities would miss the main point.
What does Cortot dislike about Saint-Saéns' style? His sharp,
"dry point" touch, his limited range and variety of dynamics
and insistence on sudden, black and white contrasts; his
excessive emotional restraint; and perhaps most disturbing to
Cortot, Saint-Saéns' literal-mindedness vis a vis the written
page. But what are these traits other than the hallmarks of
the classical French school, carried to manneristic extremes?
We are dealing here with a confrontation between two
incommensurable aesthetics: despite their common cultural
heritage, Cortot and Saint-Saéns in a way lived in two
different artistic worlds, and when they looked at the piano
they saw quite different things.

Implicit in Cortot's criticisms of Saint-Saéns is the

romantic demand for subjective, individual expression, self-
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revelation, emotionalism, and the appeal to transcendental
values and extra-musical ideas. It is one of the keys to
Cortot's performance attitude and tastes, as well as to the
specific points of break or of continuity with the established
French tradition one detects in his playing style. Cortot's
»dissent from the late classicistic position starts right at the
level of basic premises. To his way of thinking, music was
first and foremost expression: expression of an inner emotional
life and a higher realm of spirit and sentience that linked it
to the universally human and the Infinite. Forms, he told his
students, were only "the sheaths of musical ideas."59 Without
poetic substance and passion to enliven it, the musical symbol
was cold and inert--an abstract play of sonorities. Moreover,
if a work's formal and acoustical qualities threatened to
overshadow its expressive content, it was up to the performer
to tastefully "correct" the imbalance,®0 to discover a
significance inrthe music that surpassed the notes. 1In
Cortot's stylé the supreme objective of performance is neither
clarity nor brilliance, but persuasion: he wants to be moved by
the music, and in turn he uses every resource at his disposal
to move the listener.

If Cortot's conception of performance was closer to that
of Liszt's heirs than to that of his French predecessors, his
playing nonetheless remained in many ways indebted to the
French school, notably in the basic linearity of his thinking,

in his sensitivity to structural logic, his rhythmic vitality,
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his incisive tone and studied elegance of manner. He had no
compunction about breaking with French performance values and
practices--or more exactly, about reordering traditional
priorities--whenever these were incompétible with, or
constraining on the goal of a subjective, poetic and
emotionally forceful delivery. Note-perfect playing, extreme
fluency and speed, for instance, were relatively less important
to Cortot than to most French pianists. Cultivating great
technical prowess divorced from the demands of specific musical
and poetic contexts did not interest him in the slightest, and
he abhorred virtuosic flamboyance.

In discussing Franck's oeuvre, Cortot noted approvingly
that certain works "let us glimpse quite clearly the man behind
the artist."6l Nothing of the sort could be expected from
Debussy's music: no autobiographical confessions or effusions
of personal feeling, but rather a striving to capture by
indirect allusions the essence of sensations or impressions
experienced by a sﬁbject mysteriously absent from the picture.
Cortot seems to have had little if any close personal contact
with Debussy,®2 a situation he did not regret. 1In fact, he
took pains to distinguish between Debussy the creator, "whose
genius I admired," and Debussy the man, "who didn't inspire the
slightest bit of sympathy in me,... or in anyone else, for
that matter."63 His sudden interest in Debussy's piano works
after the war appears to have been due in part to extra-musical

considerations. 64
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Around 1918-19 Cortot performed the two volumes of
Préludes complete for the first time, in a memorial concert as
he recalled.®5 on November 20, 1919 he premiered Debussy's

youthful Prix de Rome offering, the Fantaisie for piano and

orchestra, in London. This sparked a controyersy back in
Paris, since there were many who felt that this piece, which
Debussy himself never allowed to be published during his
lifetime, did not deserve to be rescued from oblivion. With
these concerts CortotAbegan to win recognition as a Debussy
interpreter. Although his reputation rested on his réadings of
relatively few works (mainly the first volume of Préludes and
the Children's Corner), it was solidified over the 1930s by
numerous writings, lecture-recitals and master classes devoted
to Debussy's music.66

In his essay on the piano music, Cortot discussed two of
the most significant features of Debussy's art--his concern
with sonority and tone color in and of themselves (i.e., as
sensuous values) and his original piano writing:

...[A]t the same time that Debussy awakened an uncanny
delight in sounds by creating a subtle harmonic
atmosphere in which he gave his spirit or imagination
free play, he was reinvesting virtuosic piano writing
with a unique poetic value and an immediate appeal
(agrément) which Franckist currents seemed to have_
renounced... in favor of more austere procedures.67
[Whatever the genre, Debussy shows] a complete grasp of
the unconventional resources of the instrument.... Here
it is the detail of a particular inflection
which... throws some picturesque passage into relief,...
there it's the use of unusual registers which by a play
of shifting timbres creates the intense color effects of
so many descriptive pieces; or it's the fluctuating,
transparent, almost static sonority of harmonic
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backgrounds from... which the musical images seem to
emerge gradually, only to sink back into them once
more....

[O]lne of the secrets of Debussy's genius... [was] his
superb talent for capturing visual impressions--whether
direct or inspired by imagination, the fine arts or
literature--in musical sound.... He rarely draws his
initial inspiration from human passions.... Not that he
rejects or disdains emotion in music--but out of a sort
of aristocratic reserve he seeks to intimate it by
reverberations, rather than make us experience it
directly. Rather than aiming to arouse... a personal
emotional response.... [Debussy] achieves... his
intended effect almost without our being aware of it,
through the secret voluptuousness of two linked chords,
the vibrant tension of a rhythm or the mystery of a
silence..

The interpretation of Debussy's music calls for a
collaboration of the imagination that is more literary
and more subtly nuanced than that required for any
earlier music.... Not without reason has it been said of
Debussy that he was above all the musician of these
mysterious correspondences by which, as Verlaine put it,
"the imprecise is joined to the precise."

The two sets of Images from 1905 and 1907,
respectively, ... exemplify Debussy's conscious...
inclination to seek a musical expression as subtle as the
feelings and impressions he wants to convey (these last
becoming henceforth the sole catalysts of form).
Pianistic figuration (la virtuosité) comprises the
atmospheric element,... enveloping,... veiling or
crystallizing the harmonic relationships. This
innovative conception of the character and power of the
instrument gives Debussy's piano writing a poetic quality
that keeps it from resembling, even superficially, the
intensive virtuosity of Liszt or Chopin, from which it
derives.... Whereas in the music of these two the
ornaments and arabesques are superimposed on the basic
melodic line,... heightening the expressive and dynamic
life of the work, Debussy's fluid figurations tend to
blur the contours, obscure the harmonies and, almost, to
prolong the silence.68 :

Cortot's somewhat discursive style of commentary, which aims to
give a general stylistic perspective rather than to analyze
specific aspects exhaustively, is a little out of favor today,

yet his observations are sound and insightful. When one
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reflects that he was writing in 1920, only two years after
Debussy's death, one can only admire the courage with which he
draws conclusions, "the acuity of his judgement, his ability to
immediately grasp the essential."69
One other passage from Cortot's essay merits quoting for
the light it throws on Debussy's style of piano playing.
During the war, Cortot recalled, Debussy's publisher Durand
asked him to collaborate on a French edition of the keyboard
classics, needed to replace the German editions then in wide
usage. DebusSchhose Chopin, "whose music he had admired
greatly since his piano studies at the Conservatoire,... an
opinion he held to even during the era when it was fashionable
for... musicians considered progressive to disdain styles...
having little in common with Wagnerism."
As a matter of fact, in Debussy's circle they liked to say
that he played the piano like Chopin. And indeed, his
touch was exquisite: easy, soft and veiled, ideal for
refined nuances and for intimate gatherings, without any
roughness or abrupt breaks (sans heurts ni cassures). He
employed the pedal, and mainly the two pedals in
combination, with infinite artistry; and, like Chopin, he
preferred keyboard actions that were unresistant to the
point of being flabby (facile jusqu'a la mollesse). But
these are superficial common points, and the deeper
nature of Chopin's or Debussy's playing doubtless did not
reside simply in a matter of sonority.’0
Cortot knew Ravel from his student days (they may have
been classmates for a time in the preparatory division, though
they went into different advanced classes) and greatly
respected him as a musician. Personally and aesthetically,

however, the two had little in common. After 1918 Cortot

performed and recorded Jeux d'eau, the Sonatine and the
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Concerto pour la main gauche,’l and with Casals and Thibaud he

twice performed Ravel's Trio. In France, Cortot was not
generally considered an outstanding Ravel interpreter.72 More
than one of his performances reportedly met with Ravel's
disapproval, a "distinction" he shared with the likes of
Toscanini. His essay on Ravel's piano music is of considerable
interest, however, not only for its insights into Ravel's style
but also because Cortot seized the occasion to respond to
Ravel's professed objections to "interpretation.™"

In his introductory remarks, Cortot warned against the
tendency--common outside France--to lump Debussy and Ravel
together in the same stylistic category, whether it be
"impressionists," "nationalists," or some other catchy epithet,
or to view Ravel simply as an epigone of Debussy. Despite some
evident instances of cross-fertilization, their differences
vastly outweighed their similarities, he argued. He offered
this point-by-point comparison of their styles?3 to support his
contention:

In Debussy: predominance of something close to a state of

suspended tonality produced by chords drawn out a long

time; a fondness for the sensual resonance of seventh and
ninth chords that are prepared or left without consonant
resolution; frequent use of whole tone scales and chains
of diminished or augmented sonorities deriving from
these; in melody, constant recourse to appogiaturas and
retardations; avoided resolutions, fleeting modulatory
ambiguities.

In Ravel: hidden tonal stability, even when this seems
threatened by... the vigor of superimposed themes, or by
the frequent elision of the leading tone; fondness for
the major seventh-plus-eleven chord... with the ninth
omitted, or for chains of seconds, which he employs with

perverse ingenuity; definite penchant for melodic lines
composed primarily of seconds, fourths and fifths.
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Revelation of a mysterious kinship between seemingly
unrelated chords,... by insinuating into the heart of
the progression a pedal tone that traps them in a
paradoxically intimate relationship. Concern... for a
discipline in melodic writing whose strictness... imposes
a sense of near-counterpoint on the voice progressions.

Debussy's concept of virtuosic [piano writing] seems
suggested by the poetic or evocative resources of the
instrument, much more than by a concern for form.... The
arabesques embellishing certain quite simple progressions
seem motivated by nothing other than the sensual pleasure
of crystalline sonorities, the delights of color (timbre)
per se.

No such thing in Ravel. Here the instrument is only
the means of realizing an exacting will (une volonté sans
négligence). It is not the piano which prompts or
invites. 1Its role is limited to registering the
decisions of a resolute mind, which calculates and
controls. The moment one begins to marvel at the
surprising fantasy of a detail of writing..., one notices
that a secret, stringent logic dictated its use and
context.... '

Debussy captures for eternity, and with seeming
effortlessness, the fragile substance of
improvisation.... Even the titles he chooses... are
often sufficiently imprecise as to seem a verbal
emanation of the music's mood, intended to prolong a
sensation rather than define it. Ravel, on the contrary,
fully accepts the discipline of the conventional forms.
Most of his piano pieces are modeled not only on dance
rhythms, but on the classical development procedures
intrinsic to these dances. The almost mercurial mobility
of his music adapts itself well, paradoxically, to
containment within the closed vessel of tradition. These

[formal] constraints... even seem to spur his
imagination, posing clever problems which it enjoys
solving.
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In short,... where Debussy suggests, Ravel elucidates
and specifies. Where [Debussy] gives the feeling of
constant discovery, with all that is unforeseen and
surprising, [Ravel] controls and organizes. In the one
case a genius reveals itself in the realm of sensibility;
in the other, in the intellectual domain. Though
exploiting the innovations of the impressionistic style,
Ravel, with... his rationalistic [instincts;,imbues thenm
with the tone and moderation of classicism.’4

While Cortot had to admire Ravel's genius for extracting

new life and meaning from time-worn classical procedures that
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personal conviction nor recourse to associative ideas and
feelings. These are special privileges of our
[interpretive] art, which, if exercised in conjunctlon
with uncompromising concern for a textually accurate
reading and the necessary respect for the nuances and
tempi desired by the composer, do not always work against
the interests of the music. It might even be that in
withholding [these prerogatives] from us to too great a
degree, the most meticulously predetermined compositions
may lose their communicative power, vividness and
significance. What we term an interpretation of genius
is often only a result of a mistaken conviction conveyed
with enthusiasm. But the impetus is there, giving wing
to the thought.... And was it not Goethe who said that a
work of art which leaves nothing to the 1mag1nat10n was
not a true and complete work of art?77

Ravel "did not readily allow one to glimpsé the man
behind the‘artist, the emotion between the staff lines,"78
Cortot remarked. Yet read between the lines Cortot did, and he
found traces of a sensibility one would not have expected from
Ravel's public persona and aesthetic bias: "endearing
tenderness [and] intimate warm poetry" (Cortot's words) for
instance in the Sonatine, the first movement of which is tinged
with a sﬁbtle melancholy in his interpretation that recalls the
late-Romantic "spleen" of Grieg's Lyric Pieces and Franck's
Variations symphoniques, or Ravel's own Pavane pour une infante
défunte and Pavane de la Belle au bois dormante.?’® In the

Concerto pour la main gauche Cortot does not lean on the jazz

and blues aspects but exploits instead the dramatic qualities
of the work, accentuating the contrast between the vehement
energy of the principal material and the poignant character of
the cadenza episode. By imbuing the Concerto with all the
breadth and expressive intensity that the musical substance can

sustain, Cortot makes Ravel emerge as a complex musical
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personality whose art sometimes reveals undercurrents of
personal emotion and angst just beneath its polished surface
that the composer himself was unwilling to acknowledge.8°

The aptness of Cortot's intuitions is not easily proved
or disproved. His Ravel playing certainly presents a striking
alternative to the more depersonalized, neo-Classical style of
reading this music usually receives. Cortot's approach to Ravel
does reveal some inconsistencies in his (Cortot's) own
position. One can hardly fail to notice the discrepancy
between Cortot's professed recognition of the necessity for
"scrupulous... deference [toward the text],"8l and the
substantial number of technical imperfections and minor textual
changes audible in his recorded performances. Students in
Cortot's master classes, moreover, sometimes found themselves
chastised for indulging in romantic liberties (such as
breaking of the hands or anticipating voices) that Cortot
himself took rather often. This confradiction between
preaching submission to the authority of the music while
practicing a free, individualistic interpretation of the
written page oneself was very prevalent among romantic
performers, conductors and artist-teachers.82

None of Cortot's important students seems to have been
tempted to follow the example of his liberties. Listening to
the recordings of Magda Tagliaferro, Yvonne Lefébure, Clara
Haskil, Dinu Lipatti, Reine Gianoli, Eric Heidsieck and Thierry

‘de Brunhoff, to name only a few of his best known disciples,
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one hears a relatively high respect for the printed page, and
few of the mannerisms and excesses fof which Cortot is
sometimes reproached today.83 These artists, who, with the
exception of the much younger Heidsieck and de Brunhoff, all
reached artistic maturity during the years between the wars,
were probably less influenced in their attitude towards the
score by Cortot's practiceé than by the neo-Classical temper of
the times and the new ideas of textual respect and scholarly

research that were gaining ascendancy.84

Cortot and the Romantic Tradition.

Although the anti-Romantic rebellion against "the
rhetorical, the overwhelming [and] the long-winded"93 was
already in full swing in the creative sector during Cortot's
youth (e.g., Debussy, Ravel, Satie), the spirit of Romanticism
was still alive and flourishing. It was in fact only then
beginning to exert its influence in the French performance
domain. "The generation of my teachers," Cortot recalled,

represented a direct link with the heyday of Romanticism.
I learned what Chopin was like from Mme. Camille Dubois,
[Georges] Mathias and Decombes. I heard Liszt spoken
about as though he were still alive: Fauré, Saint-Saéns,
Siloty, Widor, Mme. [Clauss-]Szarvady and Diémer had
known him and often heard him play. A little later, I
was present on many occasions when Cosima Wagner
reminisced about her father. She told me much about
Wagner that was invaluable; and I could also question
Judith Gauthier and Mme. de Wolkenstein--both of whom had
been very close to Wagner--about him. Mme. Schumann was
still alive when I gave my Vienna debut recital several
years after this. These now legendary figures populated
my youth like familiar spirits. For me romanticism was
not at all a mythical era but rather a near-contemporary
one. Is it any wonder, then, that I believed in it
whole-heartedly?86
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Of all the bygone Romaﬁtic heroes, it was surely Franz
Liszt'whose figure held the greatest fascination for young
pianists coming of age in fin de siécle Paris.87 surveying
Cortot's‘career, particularly the hectic artistic activity of
the pre-World War I decades in which he strove to establish
‘himself simultaheously as a solo and chamber performer,
accompanist, conductor, impresario, composer and teacher, one
suspects that the inspiring example of Liszt and the ideal of
comprehensive service to music he incarnated was never far from
Cortot's mind.

Of course, it is one thing to profess and preach devotion
to the loftiest artistic and humanistic ideals and quite
another to live up to them in the day-to-day conduct of a life.
One could cite instances in the course of Cortot's long and
eventful life when the gap between noble aspirations and
concrete actions was painfully wide. Yet even at the close of
his career, Cortot could still speak in all seriousness--and in
this author's opinion, sincerity--of performing and teaching as
high-priestly "callings," the ultimate purpose of which was to
"pass on the torch," i.e., to spread the uplifting "message" of
music and to transmit a personal reservoir of experiences
lived. He could still talk of the musical art as a secret
"language of the inexpressible™ with its own unique
revelations, its own imperishable truths.88

In the 1930's when thé rallying cries of the piano world

were fidelity to the page, objectivity, and scientific inquiry
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into technique, Cortot was reproaching teachers for their
short-sightedneéss, insisting that it was pointless to exact
letter-perfect, "good" piano playing from students if one did
not élso succeed in reaching the heart and spirit, leading them
to a deep understanding of the ulterior purpose of their
efforts.89 All instruction, he maintained, "should start from
the premise that the student must be won over to the cause of
music."90 cCortot himself had no intention of giving piano
lessons, only "lessons in the love of art."2l His advice in
1953 to aspiring pianists was this: "You must not love music in
proportion to what you might get from it,... as if it were a
profession like any other--but rather [love it] in full
cognizance of all that you must do to bevequal to the
magnificent, multiple demands of this exalted [undertaking]."22

For Cortot, all performance questions began in, and ended
with The Music, what it expressed or implied, and consequently
what it asked of the interpreter. His conception of the
musical art had strong mystical ovértones. The performer, he
constantly intimated, should be a "medium" and a seeker aftér
an elusive absolute. While artistic beauty and verity was the
immediate goal of his quest, Music, with its transfiguring
powers could also become the portal to still higher realms:
enlightenment, ecstasy, self-forgetting through union with the
universal. Reine Gianoli characterized the attitude of Cortot
and of her other mentors, ¥Yves Nat and Edwin Fischer, thus:

What Cortot, Nat and Fischer had in common was a desire,
a deep need... to surpass themselves. They were men who
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had a genius for transcending their limitations,... and
for making us transcend our own limitations.... There is
an old, very cliché expression: hearing an artist, people
used to talk of "being transported." One was really
carried away, no longer there. Listening to Cortot even
in recorded excerpts, one suddenly has the sensation of
entering another dimension.... These great artists, who
were hyper-aware, extremely intelligent, who had delved
deeply into both aesthetic and purely artistic questions:
they all three demanded that music be at the same time
[art, and] a pathway towards something beyond, that is,
something still greater than art.23
Many of Cortot's musical projects would seem to have been
motivated in part at least by a strong sense of artistic and
social responsibility, inspired by broadly humananitarian
ideals. Underlying his whole career, there is an impulse to
make music more accessible and understandable to the wider
public, especially the mass of students, dilettantes and
potential music lovers from the rising middle class--not
through making concessions to the reigning (low) public taste
but through initiating them into the "mysteries" of art,
refining their sensibilities, shaping their tastes and winning
their hearts. Historical concerts with the Lille orchestra, 94
open rehearsals with multiple readings of unfamiliar works,
musical matinées for the benefit of the war-wounded, public
lecture-recitals for the Université des Annales, lyricizing
appreciations of the piano literature, non-technical master
classes geared less to established performers than to young
pre-professionals, gifted amateurs, teachers and "auditors"
from the serious music-loving public: the list of Cortot's

popularizing and broadly didactic initiatives is very long

indeed. The Principes rationnels de la technique pianistique
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is a specialisﬁ's work--definitely not for the debutant or the
faint of heart: Cortot's seventy-six study editions (éditions
de travail) of the standard nineteenth-century piano
literature, on the other hand, are not designed primarily for
the prodigiously.gifted: this group can do'without poetic and
psychological tips or systematic preparatory exercises to set
them on the right track. Rather, they are intended for the
great mainstream of the pianistic community, from the
undeveloped or less-than-brilliant talents to the culturally
and musically ignorant. Moreover, while Cortot's motives for
assuming the artistic directorship of the Ecole Normale de
Musique may not have been entirely altruistic (it might be
argued that he was astute enough to see the potential for
advancing his personal fame and fortune that this situation
offered), the long-range consequence of its success under his
administration was to give a powerful egalitarian impetus to
music education in France.95

There are further ways in which Cortot's musical outlook
would seem to have been colored by Romantic idealistic notions.
The term "visionary" is often applied to his playing, and it is
an apt choice in the double sense of that word: it alludes to
the original, prophetic quality of his interpretive insights
and realizations,96 and simultaneously to his low concern for
the practical feasibility (at least for him) of implementing
his ideas pérfectly on the material/instrumental level. The

quality of the conception and the loftiness of the musical
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aspirations--how far one saw and how high one aimed--was what
mattered mosﬁ. If the execution was not technically precise
and acoustically cleér in"é;éryﬂdetéil, ﬁhét was regrettable--
but it was not sufficient reason to lower one's sights.

Cortot always sought to transcend the material realities
of written notation and instrumental mechanics: to make these
as little obtrusive as possible in the listener's experience of
the music. To that end he used his gifts as a charismatic and
a "conjurer" to full advantage. He was a master at exploiting
all the "illusions" of the interpretive art: the illusion of
sustained singing tone and phrase line, fostered by vivid tonal
imagination and perfectly calibrated touch; the illusion of the
piano as orchestra, heightened through sharp contrasts of
‘texture, articulation, touch, dynamic level and agogics; the
illusion of poetic atmosphere and color, enhanced through
ingenious proportioning of vertical sound strata and pedaling;
the illusion of an unfettered, spontaneous outpouring, evoked
through an extensive and often subtle use of rubato; and
finally, "this fruitful illusion which leads the interpreter to
believe for a momentvthat he is the creator of the work...."97

Cortot's thinking on music; as documented in a wide range
of writings and secondary sources, displays a cluster of
characteristically romantic assumptions and biases. These
include:

- assumption that music is a language of great subtlety

and precision, precise not in the sense of defining, or

supplying objective information about the exterior
world, but in its capacity to convey and arouse
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specific, highly nuanced feelings, moods, impressions.

- ("Music obviously cannot describe precisely. Its

sphere is the awakening of sensations.... Even in so-
called 'pure' music, the composer's initial inspiration
springs from a feeling, which it is the interpreter's
task to rediscover and restore to the listener....
Though the musical language may grow more abstruse...é
it retains its emotional clarity for the initiated.")28

conception of the interpreter's role as an exalted one,
involving great responsibilities but also great
prerogatives. Among the latter, the interpreter has
the right to act as the work's advocate and "co-author"
in performance and (within the latitude permitted by
the text) to render its essence according to his own
understanding and convictions--even if these differ
somewhat from the composer's. ‘

high value placed on the unique and the daring, on art
that conveys a personal vision or feelings. Cortot
tended to appreciate works and styles in inverse
proportion to the measure of objective detachment a
composer maintained vis a vis his creation (i.e., the
more self-referential and emotionally-dictated the
idiom, the better he liked it usually).

. in line with the above, esteem for affective

intensity/ideational content over craft, for
originality over the masterful handling of conventional
formulas/procedures, the spontaneous and
intuitively/sensually apprehended over the cerebral and
rationally calculated in music. Clear preference
within "programmatic" literature for writing in which
the symbolic content is implied or evoked, over that in
which it is explicitly fixed by descriptive/imitative
effects, literary titles/programs, etc.99

in the interpretive sphere, primacy accorded to
imagination--but imagination guided by a discerning
musical intelligence (awareness, conceptual
understanding, reflection)--and emotional/psychic
receptivity: "Music presumes that if you love it enough
to devote your life to it, you will not make a marriage
of convenience with it for base motives. You must
ceaselessly bring to it an ardent soul and all the
resources of your imagination and heart.... [T]he
piano is played not only with the hands, but also--even
primarily--with the sensibilities and the mind."100

tendency to regard technical difficulties as arising
from incorrect/incomplete grasp of the musical thought
or its import, and consequently as resolvable in the
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main through clarification of the artistic intent
(i.e., the inner aural image) rather than through
phy51ologlca1 analysis (of motions, coordinations,
etc.).

Cortot's View of the Art of Interpretation and the

Interpreter's Role.

For Cortot, interpretation ﬁas never just a matter of
reconstituting the musical score in sound according to the
express indications of the composer and/or the dictates of some
general aesthetic rationale or stylistic canon. The notated
symbols were only a "blueprint," a point of departure
containing magical potentialities. To impart the sense and
significance of the living work, the performer had to get
beyond the notes and beyond the personal gratification of
difficulties conquered, to discover the heart of the music as
it touched him in his inner life and bring its expressive
implications across according to his own lights:

[I]nterpretation is not only determined by the qualities
of the musical work...; [it] also reflects the
personality, culture and secret aspirations of the
interpreter. Hence, there is no rule one can invoke to
establish objectively its prerogatives or limits.

[I]n my own mind, there is a clear difference (and I've
tried to impress this point on my students) between the
virtuoso and the interpreter. The [virtuoso] seeks to
obtain personal success by means of a show of impeccable
or sensational pianism. The [interpreter] wants only to
be a persuasive translator (traducteur) of the idea or
character that informs the musical work whose spirit
momentarily comes back to life under the impulse of his
imagination.

This does not mean... that technical skill and bravura
are intrinsically unfit to serve the composer's
intentions and the cause of music.... The secret dream
of the interpreter, of course, is to be able to deploy
these magnificent supplementary resources at will, and as
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befits the character of the musical work being performed.
For me this distinction [between virtuoso and
interpreter] is... a way of explaining the choice which
has regulated all my musical endeavours, though I don't
mean to disparage... musicians whose temperament or
ambitions lead them to aim for spectacular display.
[Interpreters and virtuosi] are both seeking to
communicate--but the former try to do so by getting to
the crux of the musical statement, while the latter are
intent on calling attention to the surface embellishment.
The interpreter envisages his role as comparable to that
of an electric light bulb plugged into a live current: he
records and transmits, reflectively, a primary power
source which without his collaboration would remain in
the state of an untapped element. He places his
sensibility and imagination in the service of a
commanding idea (pensée motrice) which shapes his
persuasive... eloquence. He is simultaneously a
confidant and a driving force (animateur). The virtuoso,
on the other hand, is likely to assume, like Rostand's
cock Chantecler, that it is he who makes the sun rise.
[As to whether one should try to play a work as the
composer presumably wanted it played, or instead follow
one's own instincts], I could go on at great length on
the subject of 'respect for an interpretive tradition,'
which... is easily confused with the question of
stylistic traits when one is interpreting very familiar
pieces. It is of course indispensable, when studying a
musical work, to be aware of the artistic or spiritual
atmosphere of the times that produced it, the tendencies
of which it cannot help but reflect. But this initial
concern must not work to lock the interpretation into a
rigid approach of sterilizing objectivity. Music is
life, constant, irrepressible life,... and it calls for
performances which pulsate with the communicative power
of a present-day sensibility that is its own referent.102

For Cortot, the foremost tasks of the interpreter were,
simply put, two: 1) to discover the character of the "matrix

idea"/design (idée génératrice)1l03 that inspired and regulated

the composer's train ofkthought, and 2) to present the musical -
substance in the most meahingful, intensely vibrant and
compelling form. The conséientious performer must be willing

to discard all preconceptions and probe the music afresh, in




213

ever greater depth, always seeking a fuller understanding of
its qualities and their manifold implications. In the end,
however, he or she can only convey the music's "idea" and
import convincingly if allowed to applf his/her own resources
of imagination and feeling to breathing life into it in
performance. "Music should live in us, with us," Cortot

affirmed. "It should reflect us. It cannot help but reflect
s.n104

In his most important essay on the role of the performer,
"Attitude de 1l'interpréte," Cortot elaborated on the theme of
responsible interpretive freedom as a precondition for a vital
musical art:

The codes of musical interpetation change from one
stylistic era to the next, and each generation of
virtuosi has unconsciously worked to mould the expressive
forms of earlier music to the particular sensibility of
his time. '

It is this fruitful anachronism which enables us to
perceive, at the core of outdated structures, a message
of eternal significance, and to imbue them with an
irresistible tone of freshness and sincerity.

Magnificent coexistence of past and present under the
auspicious sign of the masterwork.

These sonorities which come down to us through the
ages, attesting to the permanence of human emotions: they
do not merely confirm that [a great composition]
preserves its indestructible identity through all the
artistic evolutions that have swept it up in their
current. Close contact with such masterworks also leads
the artist who presumes to inquire deeply into them and
interpret them to come to know himself, through them.105
In the image of feelings familiar to him, he restores the
radiance of a beauty which to outward appearances may
seem to have been faded by time. Only thus, by opposing
the vibrant reactions of his own personality to the
surreptitious threat of a nonchalant admiration, can the
interpreter worthy of that name protect a musical work
from slow depreciation....

[This entails taking] bold liberties [with the music],
granted;... and at times it may give rise to some
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debatable excesses. But it is the only way to save the
daring stylistic or formal innovations... [of bygone
eras] from irremedial devaluation.

We should be wary of regarding as improprieties--as
certain pedagogues devoid of imagination are wont to do--
the liberties by which a born artist tries to save
musical works... from the ravages of the commonplace and
the conventional. We would do better to welcome as a sign
of enlivening respect (the enemy of every lettre morte
[and] attitude that has become rigid through being taken
for granted), this fruitful illusion which leads the
interpreter to believe momentarily that he is the creator
of the work which needs his collaboration, and to shape
its expression according to the mysterious secret of his
inner vision.

It matters little that a Beethoven genially dramatized
by Liszt, whose style symbolized all the stormy
aspirations of romanticism, was followed by [a Beethoven]
subjected to the philosophical exegesis of a von Bilow,
epitomizing an era which scarcely identified any longer
with... [the world view of a Chateaubriand]. Or more

- recently that a Busoni, inspired by the desire for

scientific lucidity that characterizes our time, forced
himself to thrust the scalpel of rational analysis into
the open wound of an immortal torment. Or even that a
Paderewski, electrifying all music by mere contact with
his expansive personality, tried paradoxically to sound
the ardent and nostalgic voice of Poland through
[Beethoven's] impassioned outpouring....

The sublime Sonatas have responded to each of these
spiritual transfusions, these fervent and contradictory
encounters with an [interpretive] imagination, by
displaying a richer life and a more touching flexibility
(une vie plus nombreuse et une plasticité plus
émouvante). Like high mountain tops which are
alternately bathed in clouds or flooded with bright light
depending on the play of the hours and the seasons,
changing their appearance while preserving... the
outlines of their inalterable structure, the Sonatas take
up the color of every [interpretive] sensibility without
losing anything of their indelible original significance.

They become universalized, in a sense, through contact
with the divergent aims that happen to be expressed in
and through them. And the spirit of Beethoven could only
rejoice to have seen flourishing in the hearts of some of
his most distinguished interpreters, the profound meaning
of this advice he left... [us]: "Music must set the mind
afire™ ("I1 faut que la musique fasse jaillir du feu de
l’esprit“).lOG ,
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What Cortot offers here is almost an aesthetic manifesto,
a carefully reflected plea for a poetic and always new approach
to interpretation--"romantic" not in its specific stylistic
featufes so much‘as in its spirit of boldness and exuberance.
and its call for a tradition-challenging injection of |
"personality." Cortot is parti-pris for a re-creative style of
artistry,107 put he has the sophistication of mind and the
culture to recognize, and at times admit, the assumptions and
drawbacks connected with his interest. The perfomer can and
should take liberties, transcend the literal text, he
maintains, but always for the sake of a disinterested
projection of its qualities and a restoration of its original
vitality.

Cortot insists on an important role for subjectivity in
interpretation--but a subjectivity of the most knowing sort.
His own playing and writings illustrate this approach to an
exemplary degree: behind each finely wrought phrase inflection
or carefully planned drive to a climax, each thoughtful
literary commentary, one senses the presence of a controlling
musical intelligence that organizes and shapes the particulars
of a realization according to a refined mental image of the
music. "Cortot represents the rare example of a man who
thinks at the keyboard," wrote Alfredo Casella. "His style is
continually evolving, signifying a constant desire on his part
to better himself, a striving for a perfection that recedes to

an ever-higher plane as he... approaches it. [He represents]




216

an example of high artistic conscience that most other pianists
would do well to meditate."108 Cortot seems to subject almost
everythingl09 to conscious deliberation: the score, his own
responses to the music, the expressive/instrumental means fit
to render each musical detail, even the exact wording of poetic
images most likely to spark the imagination of the reader.
"Cortot's personalify," wrote Yvonne Lefébure,
", ..encompasses, fused into a perfectly unifed whole, a set of
seemingly incompatible qﬁalities:

the soul of a poet, the most lucid of intellects,
unfailing will power, a penchant for research, a
scholar's patience when studying [the music], and at the
same time the capacity to respond to the work of art with
endless lively enthusiasm [and] unjaded sensibilities.
Whether we're talking about the virtuoso, the conductor,
the writer or the teacher, these personal traits surface
in each sphere.

"Cortot, the poet of the keyboard": nothing could be
truer. If one were to add: the architect and colorist
(le constructeur et le peintre des sons), the description
would be quite accurate. This too: romantic by
instinct, classic by reason (romantique par 1'éame,
classique par l'esprit). As far removed from a certain
extravagant romanticism dictated by the impulse of the
moment as from the neo-classicism so fashionable today
[1939], which beneath a cold correctness of style cannot
quite disquise its lack of temperament.

Love of the re-created work, primary emotion - these
are always at the core of Cortot's interpretations.

That is what makes them so irrepressibly alive, and that
is how they are able to reach and speak to every sort of
listener. But they remain consciously thought out,
governed even in the heat of the action by intellect

and will. This blend of inspiration and reflection - I
keep coming back to that - is the very essence of his
interpretive genius.110
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Cortot alluded to the respective places of conscious
reflection and inspiration of the moment in the interpretive
process in this advice to a student performing Beethoven's
"Pathétique" Sonata:

Always ascertain during study - and I say this for all
pieces and not merely this one - ascertain the ideational
basis ('la base idéalogique') of your interpretation.

But establish this in such a way as to leave a great deal

of room for spontaneous musical response. You must

follow a general line of thought, but at the same time
you must be sincere in expressing your mood and impulses
of the moment. Otherwise, the performancei set once and
for all time, becomes woefully hardened.ll

If Cortot played in concert much the same way he played
in the recording studio,ll2 he left less to the mood of the
moment than the above remarks might lead one to believe.
Actually he planned most aspects of his interpretations with
meticulous care, varying mainly the details of delivery (infra-
phrase rubato and dynamic inflections) from one performance to
the next. The unique nuances and voicing, the main agogic
fluctuations, the élan which struck listeners as spontaneous, 113
were largely intrinsic to his conceptions, leading Alfred
Brendel to remark that "with the great Cortot,... control
appear[s] in the guise of improvisation."11l4

Musicologist and critic Fred Goldbeck, who observed
Cortot's playing closely over more than a decade, noted that

[t]his pianist, considered a romantic, certainly does not

stint on lessons in perfection and balance. One knows

what sort of perfection is required and achieved... [to
perform] twice two hours of music without one line, one
single measure that goes nowhere or is left to chance.

Through an unrivalled acuity of interpretive imagination
and attention, everything gains life, rhythm, form.l115
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transmissions..., which hasten the progressive
mechanization of music,... only the listener's ear is
addressed. There's no direct contact with the audience
whatsoever. [Under such conditions], there's no denying
that material correctness must be the interpreter's first
priority.

A wrong note, a rhythmic liberty, an interpretive
caprice - all the human idiosyncracies of performance
that can be forgiven or justified depending on whether an
element of stage fright or inspiration enters in - all
become literally unbearable in these media.

The happy surprise of a moment of exaltation, amplified
by the listener's presence, the communicative dynamism,
the vibrant personality which are part of the special
eloquence called for when one performs live on stage,
prove to be ineffective and even objectionable in the
context of the somehow sterile format of a broadcast or a
recording. In these media, music can only achieve its
full effect if presented in its most objective dimension,
which is that of architecture in time. It must have
proportion and clarity above all, and the pleasure one
expects from these qualities almost compels the
performer's neutrality (anonymité), or at the very least
his absolute fidelity to the letter of the score.

On this point there is a divergence of opinion that
seems to split the younger generation into two opposing
camps. For some - those who seem eminently capable of
fulfilling the quasi-negative prerequisites just outlined
- it's enough to think that music serves mainly to play
the piano well. It is granted to others - faithful to a
way of thinking which the future, alas, is no longer
certain to sanction - to persevere in the belief that the
instrument matters only in so far as it becomes the
servant of a creative thought that transcends the note.

The conciliatory attitude of the public, which welcomes
with equal enthusiasm and applause the virtuoso who tries
to impress and the artist who seeks to convince, is not
conducive to settling the controversy in favor of one or
the other perspective, nor to indicating the way
decisively to those who are still wavering.

I hardly need say on which side I stand, nor how much I
hope that ultimately - perhaps with the help of the
television medium soon to be available,... = young
interpreters of our day will not be obliged to relinquish
this gift of themselves, these powers of imagination
which inflame and enrich music, restoring its deepest
meaning. ,

It would be contrary to the idea of progress supposedly
represented by these marvelous inventions..., if the
disillusioning outcome turned out to be... that music
were no longer capable of "firing the sgirit" - but only
of sparking fireworks from the fingers.l119
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IITI. Cortot's Technique

A great deal of ink has been spilled on the subject of
Cortot's technique, not all of it in litanies of praise. If
Cortot's artistry had a weak point, it was that his material
execution was less than impeccable--far less, in many
instances. Cortot was not born with the prodigious adaptive
instincts of a Leopold Godowsky or a Josef Hofmann. Nor did he
ever aéquire the monumental command of the keyboard achieved by
a‘Busoni, a Backhaus or a Lhévinne. Cortot, in this writer's
judgment, possessed a very big and highly personal technique--
but throughout his life he had to contend with a playing
apparatus that could not be counted on to carry out his
intentions with absolute reliability and control.l20 By
moments, moments that occasionally lasted for an entife
recital, his technique allowed him to navigate the most
treacherous and difficult passages with electrifying bravura
and accuracy, only to‘léad him the next minute into mishaps--
wrong or split notes, smudged or fudged figuration, memory
‘lapses--which even a staunch admirer such as Graziosi had to
concede were "of sufficient quantity and variety... to make
even a pianist of modest stature blush."12l He was, as Yvonne
Lefébure once quipped, "aussi inégal qu'inégalable" ("as
inconsistent as he was incomparable").122

Harold Schonberg attributes Cortot's erratic performance

technique to his having attempted to juggle too many different
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- careers at the same time, as a result of which he was simply

not able to keep his fingers in shape.l23 There is some truth
in this explanation. Cortot was constitutionally incapable of
adopting the kind of virtuoso mentality that was content to
move within the confines of ' a world bounded by the piano and
its literature. He was a man of action--too curious, too
receptive to all manner of experiences (just as long as they
were "productive"), and too involved in the ways of the real
world to remain cloistered in a practice studio. Deep down, he
was not very interested in virtuoso problems and mechanics.
When he did turn his attention to technical questions, it was
with the aim of devising ways to minimize the drudgery of
repetitive drill and render practicing more engrossing and
efficient.

The situation is not as simple as Schonberg puts it,
however. Other artists--Busoni, Rachmaninoff and Ossip
Gabrilowitsch, ﬁo stay with Cortot's near cohtemporaries——
managed to keep their techniques in fine form while pursuing
multifaceted careers fhat surely curtailed their practice
time.124 Furthermore, the Cortot students interviewed for this
study insisted that the notion that Cortot never practiced much
is inaccurate, except perhaps with reference to the last
decades of his career, when he reportedly allowed the quality
of his discipline and study habits to slacken.l125

Judging from Cortot's susceptibility to memory lapses,

there was something in the process of reflex automatization
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that gave him real trouble. Whether it was distaste for drill
that led him to slight repetition, or a reluctance to attend
consciously to the physical side of playing (which could cause
an overloading of the reflex system witﬁ too many different,
partially automatized movements), or paralyzing stage fright
that interfered with the "automatic pilot" or some other, more
arcane factor that caused his inconsistencies must remain a
matter of conjecture.

Cortot's disciple and friend Magda Tagliaferrol2€ was in
a position to speak knowledgeably of Cortot's practice habits,
having been on very close terms with him for nearly fifty
years. Cortot, she recalled,

was indefatigable and incredibly well=-organized in the
use of his time. That was the secret of his ability to
accomplish so much in a great variety of musical spheres.
He had a regular daily routine, which he adhered to like
clockwork: he got up at six o'clock, ate breakfast, then
attended to the mail (all his correspondents received
handwritten letters). By eight-thirty he was at the
piano and he practiced, with few breaks, for three or
four hours. In the afternoon after lunch, depending on
his commitments, he went to the Ecole Normale, or in
earlier [i.e., pre-1920] days he gave his Conservatoire
classes--and he was capable of teaching his class in the
afternoon and playing a concert the same evening. He was
a phenomenon, ... with a will of iron.

Cortot believed that one should not practice more than
about five hours a day--five hours of really good,
intelligent and concentrated work.... He himself
sometimes practiced more than that, however. I spent
summers with them [i.e., with Cortot and his wife] at his
villa at St. Cast, in Normandy, and during those periods
Cortot... would practice all morning and then go back
to work after lunch, often putting in six or seven hours
a day. Concert pianists can't practice (in the best
sense of the word) very much during the winter while
they're touring. They run through their pieces, often
hurriedly, in order to keep the music at peak performance
level and maintain technical fitness (which is a kind of
training in speed, agility and endurance). They cannot,
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however, learn new repert01re or rework a piece from top
to bottom. It was in the summer, mainly, that Cortot did
the really thorough kind of practicing.

During summer vacations I often heard Cortot practice--
and with such patience!--slowly, of course,... and then
afterwards gradually working the piece up to tempo. The
real, basic work--this he did quite slowly, as one
should.

Yvonne Lefébure,l28 one of the most important of Cortot's
Conservatoire students (the other standouts from this
generation being Clara Haskil and Magda Tagliaferro) and his
principal associate at the Ecole Normale until 1939, was also
in close contact with Cortot during the prime decades of his
career. "Cortot did have to practice a great deal to play his
best," she affirmed.

When I was very young and just starting my career, the
man who tuned my gianos was Pierre Bézy, Cortot's regular
piano technician. [Bézy] told me that on days when
Cortot had a recital he often went to the concert hall in
the morning and practiced all day until seven o'clock,
breaking off just long enough to grab a sandwich at
lunch. Then he would come back before the concert and
warm up again....

I myself saw him arrive backstage before a concert and
recommence practicing his scales with his gloves on. I
was so struck by the sight that I'll never forget it. I
couldn't understand it, because back then it seemed to me
that Cortot had a marvelous piano hand. He was short and
slight of build but he had a large hand with fleshy
pads on his fingertips, long fingers and a big stretch;
and he had so much power....

In reality, he didn't have a lot of natural agility;
and except for his wrist, which was incredibly supple, he
didn't have that much natural flexibility. Cortot had to
be really warmed up to play well. He was very sensitive
to cold and drafts, and his muscles would get stiff and
sluggish....

I knew him at a time when he said that during the
vacation periods at St. Cast, he practiced eleven hours a
day...: That was when he was studying the Chopln
Etudes.130 I can believe it, because being "on vacation"
bored him to death.... "Rest and relaxation tire me
out," he used to say.1l31 ' '
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Cortbt may have paid a high price in psychological and
téchnical security for his youthful infatuation with
conducting. His involvement with orchestras in his 'twenties,
Magda Tagliaferro implied, was a double;edged sword: it helped
mould and broaden his musical thinking, while at the same time
it prevented him from accumulating valuable solo performance
experience that might have enabled him to cope more
successfully with nervousness:

It's often said that Cortot didn't have enough technique,
which is simply not true. He was high-strung, and
sometimes his technical control was impaired. He
suffered greatly from performance anxiety; there were-
times when he didn't want to walk out on stage. I think
that his habit of coming on stage and immediately sitting
down at the piano was one of the ploys he devised for
combating his terrible stage~fright.

In his younger days when he was devoting himself to
conducting, Cortot played the piano, of course, but his
real career ‘as a concert pianist... began later, around
the time that the Trio became famous, i.e., about 1908 or
1909. At that point, he began getting engagements
everywhere. It was no coincidence; his playing when he
performed with the Trio was marvelous, extraordinary!...

Cortot created his own personal technique, suited to
his particular hand and physical means. He had a
difficult hand--very large, with long fingers and a solid
bridge, but rather stiff, rather knotty. When I met him
he was almost thirty and already formed, mature. But I
know that when he was young his hands were frailer, more
awkward; he was always saying so. Countless times, as he
watched my hand weave around the keyboard, he would
exclaim: "Oh, how envious I am of your small nimble
hand," and I'd answer "But as for me, how I'd love to
have your big hand."

I think that quite a number of the exercises in the
Principes Rationnels and in Cortot's editions were
devised by him for his own use. He had to search for,
and invent exercises because of his problematic hand....
I didn't hear him do exercises on a regular, daily basis,
but I would hear him working on technique incidentally,
sO to speak, in the course of his practice. He practiced
thirds, sixths, octaves, all those sort of skills that
are part of a transcendental piano technique....
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I had the impression that at a certain moment his
technique improved markedly. Not that he changed his
basic conception--but that he had more facility than in
the first years I knew him, that his hand became more
supple and also his wrist.... He was very high-strung by
temperament, however. And as the years went by he became
more so, with the result that his technique and memory
were increasingly vitiated by bad nerves and stage-
fright.132
Apart from the familiar breed of mistakes brought on by

insecure reflexes or nervousness, one can detect another type
of technical foible in Cortot's recorded performances that is
not, properly speaking, an error but rather a characteristic
inexactitude in the enunciation of certain rapid figurations
and secondary harmonic parts.l33 These are skimmed or sketched
so that the individual sounds melt into a streak of motion, a -
suggestion of sonorous atmosphere or a declamatory outburst as
indistinct in its acoustical details as it is clear in its
emotional or dramatic import. In such contexts one has the
impression that Cortot's technique would have been more than
adequate to the task of rendering the notes clearly had he been
willing and able to curb his exuberance and temperament--in
other words, if he had not been the kind of interpretive artist
he was.

Instead, what we hear is the product of an artistic will
so imperious, so bent on driving home the poetic/emotional gist
of the musical passage as a whole, that it simply overrides the
material and mechanical details of execution. Does Cortot

actually play all the right-hand notes in the lyrical central

section of Chopin's e minor Etude, Op. 25 No. 5, or in the
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ascending runs of the g# minor Etude in thirds, Op. 25 No. 6?
Does he sound all the tones in the left-hand figurations of the
f minor Fantaisie (e.g., mm. 68-85) or in the chords in the
closing section of the Ballade No. 3 in AP major (mm. 212-26),
or does he merely hint at some of them? Impossible to say with
certainty.

The purpose of these observations is not to point out
imprecisions in Cortot's performances. Nor is it to reproach
him for preferring the illusionist's art to the "silversmith's"
at times. Rather, it is to suggest that in Cortot's musical
approach one can detect a strong tendency to split art into
‘mental and manual aspects of decidedly unequal importance. At
the risk of psychologizing, it may be conjectured that Cortot,
whose extraordinary musical gifts were not matched by equally
exceptional physical aptitudes, came to regard the
physiological side of performance'almost as a "necessary evil."
The musical idea was endowed with a quasi-absolute supremacy,
while technique--or more exactly, the pianist's physical
mechanism--was reiegated to the status of the lowliest of
tools. The piano had to be conquered so that it could be
forgotten, the muscles rendered obedient to the interpreter's
subtlest intent. Quite true. Yet there emanates from some of"
Cortot's playing and writing an attitude of condescension-
mixed-with-distrust toward the playing apparatus that is
reminisceﬁt of the outlook some tyrannical conductors of

yesteryear (von Bulow, Reiner) adopted toward their orchestral
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players: they were insignificant, albeit indispenéable cogs in
the music-making process, servants that had to be subdued so
that they would bend fo therill of a supefior musical
intelligence. They had to be kept in an iron-fisted grip. If
the interpreter let down his guard or stopped concentrating
momentarily, they might, like the fabled sorcerer's apprentice,
go awry and betray his intentions.

If Cortot's intentions happened to ovgrextend his
technique (i.e., if the players were not quite up to the
demands made on them by the conductor's conception), there was
no compromising: the body was simply pulled along, the fingers
coerced into playing as best they could what Cortot heard in
his imagination. Often the results of this "mind over matter"
approach were extraordinary. Rather than looking for the
pianistic (i.e., the easiest and most comfortable) way of doing
things, Cortot would ask the seemingly impossible of his
technique and would succeed in drawing effects of surpassing
beauty and originality from the instrument. At other times,
however, and with increasing frequency in his last years, the
disparity between intentions and actual realization at the

keyboard was painfully evident.134

Instrument, Posture, Stage Demeanor.

From the time he graduated from the Conservatoire until
at least the First World War, Cortot was closely associated
with the French piano firm of Pleyel.l35 He continued to’

perform on Pleyel grands whenever circumstances permitted until
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1935 or 1936, after which time he changed over to Steinways in
concert appearances.l3® To the end of his career, however, the
piano he regularly practiced on at home was a rosewood Pleyel
grand. His deep attachment to Pleyel pianos is perhaps of more
than anecdotal significance. The Pleyel instruments had
special qualities, already recognized in Chopin's day, which
made them admirably suited to personal research into tone
production, i.e., to exploration of the range of possibilities
and means for individualizing and "coloring" one's sonority.137
In all basic features of construction, the fin-de siécle Pleyel
was a modern instrument not unlike those manufactured today,
but its touch and the character of its sound differed
noticeably from those of Steinways or Erards of the same era.
In particular, the Pleyel's bass register was considerably less
powerful and "boomy" than the Steinway's. The tone quality had
the same clear onset as the Erard's, but was a little rounder
and slightly veiled (hence, less brilliant but especially well
suited to cantabile playing).

The action of the Pleyel was the lightest of the three
major French makes of the day (the other two being Erard and
Gaveau). All the French actions were lighter than the
Steinway's; that is, a few less grams of weight were required
to depress their keys. The distance from key level to key bed
on the Pleyel was quite possibly a tiny bit shorter as well.

In the early decades of this century, Yvonne Lefébure recalled,

the firm produced instruments with markedly different actions:
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Thefe were Pleyels and Pleyels, you know.... There were

Pleyels with rather resistant keyboards (and there were a

whole lot of pianists, myself included, who liked these

better), and ones with lighter actions. Cortot preferred

the easier ones.
What the lighter Pleyel actions afforded the pianist,
primarily, was greater ease and rapidity of articulation for
the same physical effort. As French pianist Eric Heidsieck139
explained: "It took just a little less strength, a little less
weight.f. to go to the bottom of the key, which made it
possible to attain greater speed... [and] fluency... than on
the Steinway, ... whose springier but more resistant keyboard
basically demanded a bit more muscular exertion."140

For the young Cortot, growing up in a finger dexterity-
oriented piano school and not possessing, as his friend Risler
did, an exceptionally robust andlmuscular physique, the Pleyel
was the ideal instrument on which to pursue his search for
greéter fullness and variety of tone color with a minimal loss
of fine-tune control and agility. Cortot wanted to develop a
technique that would be capable of characterizing a musical
line or "orchestrating" a complicated texture through
modifications of sonority alone, if need be. The Pleyel, which
was sensitive to very subtle differences of touch, enébled him
to devise by experimentation his own highly individual means
for achieving this.141

"Cortot and Gieseking had the two most beautiful piano

sonorities I ever heard," noted Magda Tagliaferro:

The tonal ideals of the two [pianists] were quite
dissimilar, however. Cortot had a very rich tonal
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palette, which is to say that he could transform his
sound to an extraordinary degree. He had the whole gamut
of shadings (tous les coloris). Gieseking's tone was
ravishing, but it was always the same gorgeous quality,
very homogeneous and consistent. Cortot had much more
variety, ... and he developed this coloristic skill
largely on his own, through personal research, trial and
error. He was guided by his ear--thinking about it is
not enough, it's what the inner ear hears that matters
most--and by his taste for orchestral timbres. He would
have liked to have been a conductor.... In short, the
piano, which is the king of instruments, was not in
itself enough for him. He thought big (il voyait
grand)....142 , ~

Cortot "always started with the sound," in his teaching as in
his own piano study, noted his pupil Guthrie Luke.l43 nmyith
him, it was necessary to decide on the character of the sound
for every passage, to be able to put it into words. The sound
- in other words, the ear - dictated for him the technique."144

Cortot sat rather low at the keyboard, 145 usuélly with
arms sloping in a natural curve from shoulder to fingers (no
sharp ahgles at the elbow or wrists), hand outstretched (though
not to the point that the hand knuckle was sunken) and fingers
only minimally curved so that the cushions made maximum contact
with the key. The fifth finger was fully extended and played
straight (as a unit).l146 The fourth was sometimes held
similarly, especially &hen it was required to sing a melody;
This hand position was so uﬁorthodox for the French school that
Cortot was considered a renegade, if not an absolute original,
in his own country.l47 1In reality, he was far from unique in
adopting the extended finger position: several’great'attists
of his era, including Josef“Lhévinne, used and recoﬁmended

it.148 1t is particularly advantageous for legato and
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While Cortot's fingers hovered in close proximity to the keys
and executed small, economical strokes, his wrist was very
mobile and supple. "Cortot utilized his wrist, which was
extremely flexible, almost constantly and to wonderful
advantage," noted Magda Tagliaferro. "Active and elastic, the
wrist was continually tracing shapes and curvilinear
movements . "150

Cortot's bearing at the instrument was quiet and devoid
of superfluous movements. "His overall posture was exemplary,"
Tagliaferro recalled:

He sat up quite straight, his torso [inclined] neither
forward nor back. His movements were restrained, his
bearing always dignified and sober. Some have the
impression that this position was the norm in France
then, but it most certainly was not. 1In fact, there was
no norm: pianists leaned far forward, far back, sat any
which way! Cortot undoubtedly exerted a positive
influence on later French pianists' thinking about
posture. Under the influence of Planté and Diémer many
French school performers hunched over, backs curved and
noses almost touching the keys, elbows bent and arms
hugging their sides. The Marmontels [Antoine and his
son, Antonin] and Diémer had also established the
tradition, later perpetuated by Marguerite Long, of
overly curved fingers that were to be raised high above
the keys and projected with great force and precision
onto the keyboard. Cortot detested the dry, brittle
non-legato sound this approach often produced.

In general, the very greatest artists have always
adopted a moderate, unconstrained posture at the piano,
free of contortions or exaggeration--if only out of a
sort of respect for one's instrument.151

In Cortot's performance style intense musical
concentration was complemented by an extreme economy of
movement, though he was technically at the opposite pole from
the "static" hand position advocated by many French and foreign

professors at the turn of the century.l52 From the vantage of
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an audience member observing Cortot in recital, Gavoty wrote,
"his hands reminded one of two flexible doves, fluttering,
graceful. In expressive passages... the right hand would
soften and extend elastically like a cat stretching. Fingers
clustered in a sheaf one minute for more concentrated energy
would open like a flower, [and]... the right hand would declaim
at the top of its voice... with this dipping of the wings that
precedes take-off."153 What Gavoty's images suggest is that
Cortot generally used the fingers as a supple extension of the
hand unit rather than working them in isolation.

A professional pedagogue and theorist, Lucien
Chevaillier, was fascinated by the efficiency of gesture and
the minimal waste of energy he observed in Cortot's playing:

His body quasi-immobile, Cortot lays his hands on the

keyboard and his fingers land simply, with a minimum of

stretching, right where they're supposed to.... Covering
the whole range of dynamic levels from pianissimo to the
upper extremes of sound intensity, he does not appear to
make an appreciably greater muscular effort, nor do his
gestures seem to get much bigger. The way Cortot can
draw from the piano sounds that are at once voluminous,
powerful and "fat" (grasses)... without seeming to work
hard at it is one of the rarest and most thought-
provoking things I have ever observed in the playing of
this instrument.

The economy of motion was real, but the appearance of
effortlessness Cortot projected was often mere illusion. The
visible stillness concealed a terrifically focussed mental
energy and a fair amount of physical tension. Cortot's bearing
would seem to have been at least as much the outgrowth of a

philosophical attitude as it was the product of physiological

insights. Students who swayed or bounced around unnecessarily,
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or who indulged in superfluous gesticulations and grimaces were

~certain to incur his wrath--not because it was technically

detrimental (or at least he never cited this reason), but
because it drew attention to the performer and distracted it
from the music,155 because it was somehow "sacrilegious."
"What would you think of a priest who skipped through his Mass
in slap-dash fashion, or who served it dancing?" he would ask
them.156 |
Cortot's stage deportment was fully consistent with his
conviction that thé performer's task was to capture and
communicaﬁe the essence of the music, not to engage in self-
serving displays of showmanship. It was also consistent with
his nervousness and susceptibility to audience-related
distractions and reactions. Though possessing a magnetism that
could hold an audience spellbound, Cortot gave no outward sign
of "coming toward" his listeners, of cultivating their |
sympathies or interest. Utterly absorbed in his task,
physically turned further away from them than was customary, he
almost seemed to consciously shut them out. "Cortot seems to
be very little concerned with where he is when he is
officiating," wrote Chevaillier.
I suspect that he sits at the piano with the same
serenity of spirit, the same intimacy of gestures, in the
solitude of his studio as he does in the salon of
friends, or before a hall full of four hundred or two
thousand people. He is absent from his public, and
doesn't seem to care particularly whether one is
listening or not: it's for an interior and invisible

listener, much more difficult to satisfy than all the
others, that he is playing.157
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The impact on the listening public of Cortot's
exteriorizing declamation, alternately impassioned or tender,
imperious or charming, must have been all the more striking for
having come from an undemonstrative, even impassiﬁe figure.
Rather than playing for--or to--the public, Cortot drew them
into his orbit, making them silent accomplices in his personal
artistic quest, it seemed to Camille Mauclair:

The instinct of the virtuoso being to give of himself,
Cortot intrigues me because of all this contradictory
desire to pull back into himself that I read in his
manner. Instead of projecting the music that he knows
toward us, he reabsorbs it, plays it for himself in order
"to possess it even more fully, not to offer it to us....
We have to go to him, because he will do nothing to come
to us. In the course of a long téte-a-téte with the
instrument, the Liszt Sonata for instance, I sense very
clearly that he has forgotten us. For a long time we've
been... nothing but a rectangle of crowd, dark and mute.
Nothing budges, each listener is won over to total
silence. Even the white chrysanthemums on the ladies’
hats are not bobbing, and no fan flutters.... Minutes
pass. The dark young man, still, does not look at us.
Deftly, tenderly, authoritatively, he strokes the piano
keys..., and I have the weird impression of realizing
suddenly that he is caressing a live body. The
instrument is no longer the intermediary between the
music and the virtuoso. It is really [the piano] which
is crying, which is singing, dreaming, because a
privileged being knows how to touch or strike it in its
mysterious nerve centers. And with all this music -
frenzied, soaring, elegant, fearsome - Alfred Cortot ends
up creating around himself and us a kind of extraordinary
harmonic silence. A silence such as this cannot be
attained without the magnetism of such beautiful
sonorities. Such a silence is imposed on us only by the
prestige of this confrontation between an artist of
superior thought and pure music. There is nothing for us
to do but contemplate them both....158




Technical resources: Variety of power sources, coordinations,
touches. '

"Cortot loved the piano--but as a means, never as an

end,"159 declared Magda Tagliaferro. In spite of an early
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training that laid great emphasis on pure technical work and in

spite of his own imposing contribution to the technical
literature (Les Principes rationnels de la technique

pianistique), Cortot believed that true technical mastery was

not acquired in the abstract, through exercises and drills, but

rather was cultivated in response to specific musical aims and
problems. The great Russian pedagogue Heinrich Neuhaus stated
that "any perfecting of technique is a perfecting of art
itself, and can only help bring out the hidden meaning... or
essence of the music."160 cortot conceived the proposition in
reverse. It was the perfecting of art (musical understanding,
interpretive goals) that brought about the perfecting of
technique:

...(T)he only sure and rapid way of perfecting

instrumental technique is to make it utterly responsive

('de 1l'assujettir étroitment') to the aims of poetic

interpretation. 'That way it diversifies, grows flexible

and imbues the performance with these varied shadings
which alone make musical works intelligible and full of
life.161 :

"T don't know if I have a particular technique,"™ Cortot
was heard to say on occasion.162 In a sense he was not being
evasive, if by "particular" one means an approach in which one
element of the physical complex clearly predominates (active

finger articulation with minimal arm participation, or minimal

finger action with ample arm movement and weight, to cite two
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extremes).1l63 vwyhat distinguishes his technique," wrote Yvonne

Lefébure, "is above all its incredible versatility:
His is neither a finger nor an arm technique, but - as
the context demands - one of fingers and/or of arm, and
especially of wrist. Percussiveness has been completely
eliminated. No more of those authoritarian attacks...
from above the key.... The fingers depress the keys by
pressure touch from surface level and are aided by the
weight of the hand, and when power is required, by arm
weight. The wrist, the intermediary between [fingers and
arm], is the pivot - I daresay, the "soul" - of the
entire playing apparatus. The constant suppleness of
wrist combined with the firmness of the fingers permits
every dynamic nuance (and how judiciously calibrated!)...
as well as almost limitless endurance.

That such admirable elasticity,... immense mellowness
(douceur) and variety of touch are blended in one and the
same technique with an intensity of sound that recalls
the power of the orchestra: that is the secret, the
magic of this great artist.164
In a panel discussion featuring a number of Cortot's most

eminent students,165 the question arose: given that Cortot sat
so low, from where (i.e., from what principal lever movement or
source) did he draw all his power? "Largely from the shoulder,
and even from the back," Mme. Lefébure maintained. Eric
Heidsieck was not so sure: "I have the impression," he
answered, "that it came simply from the wrist with the fingers
outstretched, ... that the finger functioned like a bell-
clapper." On one point the participants were in unanimous
agreement: Cortot nearly always went to the bottom of the key,
in contrast to many other French pianists of his day who were

- partial to light- or non-weighted finger techniques (the famous
jeu perlé and carezzando touches) in which the fingers gave a
precise initial impulse to the key but did not follow it

through to the key-bed. "His sound was never pale," remarked
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Heidsieck, "never syrupy or frothy.... There was always an
impact at the boétom, which was an emotive jolt (un choc
émotif), but--and this was the amazing part--a jolt followed by
an immense reverberation."166
Cortot, as a corollary of his overriding concern for
cantabile playing, placed great importance not only on freedom
of movement in the hand and arm but above all on consciously
initiated motions of the wrist (in reality, the arm) that would
ensure a genuine, intense legato. In his teaching, said
Guthrie Luke,
[Hlow to use the hand and wrist was more often the
question than how to use the fingers. For [Cortot],
melody playing was really hand playing. Even when "pure"
technique was used, it was the hand that gave the impulse
to the fingers.... Melodic inflection came from varying
degrees of pressure of the hand brought to the fingers,
with the fingers usually poised close to the keys - not
"raised for attack".... Of course, for declamatory
passages he could get a terrific sound by the opposite
means, dropping his hand from a considerable height, as I

remember in the finale of the Saint-Saéns Fourth
[Concerto].167

Cortot's student Marthe Morhange-Motchane, 168 a respected
pedagogue who has authored or edited many didactic volumes, had
the opportunity of working with him for seven years in private
and class lessons and subsequently of playing in many of his
interpretation courses. Questioned about the role of the arm
and the various playing levers in Cortot's personal technique
and in his advice to students, she confirmed that

Cortot used a lot of arm participation and weight in his

playing, but you wouldn't have known it to look at him.

He did not make big, obvious motions with the arms and

torso. In fact, his movements were often so condensed as
to be barely perceptible. When he needed a lot of power,
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for instance in chord playing at high dynamic levels, he

played from the shoulder and recommended to his students

to do likewise.
Cortot rarely discussed technique per se in lessons.

The fingers were to be articulated in a free and easy

manner, without excessive lifting or tension. He was

adamant that one should consistently go to the bottom of
the key. "No surfacey sound" ("pas de sonorité
superficielle") was probably his most frequent
admonition. To bring the melody line out he would
recommend playing from the wrist (l'attaque du poignet),
but he made it very clear that it was not small wrist
impulses that were called for. Instead, the forearm was
always to go with the wrist [i.e., the line between hand
and forearm was not to be broken by a sharp bend at the
wrist]. He wanted our playing to be unconstrained, ample
and projected. "Open up!" ("Ouvrez les bras!") he would
often urge us. '

The testimonies of Cortot's students underscore the
difficulty of drawing conclusions about muscular coordinations,
touch forms or power sources from outward appearances. Their
remarks do however provide several clues to his playing manner,
when taken in conjunction with his writings. A moment's
reflection will convince one that the wrist is neither a
playing lever nor a category of technical challenge (like
chords or octaves), but simply an articulation or joint, like
the elbow. Therefore it is not literally correct to speak of
the wrist making (i.e., actively initiating) circular or up-
and-down motions, much less rotary ones. Its role is actually
a complementary one: that of transmitting and completing
movements--vertical, axial, curvilinear and lateral--initiated
and guided by the forearm, or the forearm and uppef arm working
in tandem.

It is revealing that while Cortot advocated keeping the

wrist somewhat lower than the bridge in his technical writings,
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in practice he often played with a higher, springy wrist ("le
poignet haut suspendu faisant ressort," as Gavoty says). This
position allows for the forearm to give a slight impulse--
gravity aiding, it need be very slight-—fo project finger-and-
hand onto the keys with an elastic swing in melody playing.170
It is also advantageous when coordinated movements utilizing
the power and/or mass of the arm are needed, as in fortissimo
chord progressions.l71

The contours traced by Cortot's wrist served two primary
purposes: 1) to carry the fingers and hand over the keys to be
played, facilitating correct placement and smooth phrase line;
and 2) to optimize energy and weight transfer by aligning the
larger levers on the same axis as the finger which plays (i.e.,
the hand behind the finger, the arm behind the hand).
Alignment of the wrist-forearm comes naturally in the axial
(rotary) movements used for tremolos aﬁd forte trills. But
there are other types of forearm-generated wrist motions (e.g.,
the "thrown hand" employed for staccato lines or light octaves
and the small vertical bounces called "pulsing") which break a
hypothetical line from hand knuckle to elbow with sharp angles
at the wrist. On the other hand, curvilinear or lateral wrist
- motion which maintains a high degree of alignment between the
playing levers usually derives from movements which the upper
arm initiates or participates in. This explains why Cortot
frowned on the "little" wrist movements and why he often urged

students to "open their arms" literally as well as
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figuratively: he probably wanted more extensive use of the
synthetic, interdependent gestures controlled by the upper arm
and shoulder which facilitate legato playing, refined phrase
shaping and long line. Needless to say, all this represented
a radical departure from the old French school, so much so that
in Cortot's writings the key to a sensitive technique always
remained the wrist, and not the arm.172

Rattalino is probably correct in attributing certain of
Cortot's technical difficulties to his having pushed out beyond
the parameters of the traditional French technique.l73
Mme. Tagliaferro, whose techniqﬁe epitomizes a natural, easy
approach to the instrument, made this revealing observation:

Cortot succeeded [with his technical approach] through
will power and tenacity; he was convinced he was on the
right track. Perhaps his way wasn't right for everyone.
No way is right for everyone. There are physiological
foundations which should always be adhered to--
flexibility, relaxation, and so forth--but which were
much less understood and practiced in his day. Only
little by little have they been more widely adopted.
Back then--and still today, but less--many pianists
played with high physical tension (jouaient sur la
contraction). Usually Cortot played from the shoulder
with a free arm, but not always. At times he bent his
elbows or held them close to his sides. Often I said to
myself, "Oh, if only I could tell him."™ In fact, I dared
to tell him a good many things when I was fourteen. I
was just a child, and so open with him.... I even had
the audacity to suggest dynamic nuances to him when he
was going through the Chopin Préludes at the home of
friends (what liberties one takes when one is young!iﬁ..
but I never made suggestions about technique to him

In Cortot's concert engagement diary where he had the
habit of copying his programs with comments (usually
disparaging) on how the performance had gone, one finds the

following remark: "I must at all cost improve in the technique
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of executing large leaps."l75 Jumps were Cortot's particular
nemesis; no other type of technical difficulty gave rise to so
many wrong or split notes in his performances.

‘?erhaps insufficient agility was at the root of the
problem; perhaps it was a matter of his having become
habituated to an inefficient approach to the difficulty ("he
had trouble with leaps because he didn't go straight for the
note," Mme. Tagliaferro opined).l76 From a larger perspective,
however, the problem would appear to be related to certain
residual constraints bn arm movement left over from his early
French school training and to Cortot's desire to "over-
control," i.e., to dictate the exact character of the sound
through immediate conscious intervention rather than trusting
to conditioned, quasi-automatic gestures at crucial moments--a
practice which almost inevitably increases tension in the
physical apparatus. Too much conscious interference in the
execution of rapid jumps, whether to modify the path of the arm
or the tone quality of the arrival note, engenders errors
| because "he who wants to brake the momentum of the leap
involuntarily tenses his muscles, and whoever tenses up will
tend to miss the landing note."177

Generally speaking, the further Cortot departs from
traditional Franch aesthetic and pianistic aims, the greater
his technical difficulties. When he approaches music that

calls for sparkling, fluent fingerwork and a light, non-legato
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Malaguefa, or Chopin's Etudes Op. 10, No. 4 in c# minor or Op.
25, No. 2 in f minor), he plays with impressive technical
finish and few wrong notes. When, instead, he aims for
powerful emotional and tonal projection and complex
"orchestral" textures (as in Schumann‘s Etudes symphoniques,
Chopin's Ballade No. 2 in F major, or Liszt's Hungarian
Rhapsody No. 2 or Sonata in b minor), he encounters problems
with clarity and accuracy.

Cortot's style was distinguished by an extreme variety of
pianistic means.‘ He wés very fond of combining two or three
touch forms simultaneously to create a richly textured sound
fabric. His playing shows a similar diversity of tone
qualities and colors, the only piano sounds excluded a priori
being sustained banging or dry thumping. Almost any other
sonority or touch, including some considered "ugly" or improper
in academic circles, was admissible, though Cortot might use it
only.rarely, to serve an exceptional expressive purpose.

Quasi-"free fall" drops of the arm,178 sharp levered-arm
strokes for martellato 6r declamatory emphasis, quick
reﬁounding finger and hand staccati for incisive rhythmic
accentuation and accompaniment figures, rapid lateral gestures
taking in many notes on the momentum of a single energetic
impulse, 179 scintillating finger touches (among which an
energetic and a leggiero type of non-legato as well as a
delicate "dusting" of the keys),180 in addition to every type of

legato (pressure, weight-transfer, active and passive "swing
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stroke," etc.) and legatissimol8l articulation: all these
coordinations and touches were regularly utilized by Cortot.
Most, if not all, can no doubt be found in the arsenal of any
accomplished artist. What set Cortot above so many was his
sure intuition for when and how each could be used to enhance

musical character and structural clarity.
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Chapter V: Notes

la.c., p. 145. The figure seems somewhat elevated, but it is
certainly within the realm of possibility if one counts
Cortot's appearance as a chamber musician, vocal accompanist,
conductor, master teacher and lecture recitalist along with his
solo and concerto performances.

2gee Schonberg, The Great Pianists, p. 383. A tentative list
of Cortot's performance repertoire, reconstructed from program
announcements and reviews, may be found in Appendix III.

3on the programs inventoried one finds single performances of
the Concerto in EP, K. 365 for two pianos (with Risler), the
Trio, K. 542 and K. 564 (with Thibaud and Casals), and several
of the violin/piano sonatas. Cortot gave at least two
performances of the Sonata in D [K. 448] for two pianos, one
with Planté in 1907 and another with Wanda Landowska in 1925.

4cortot investigated all the keyboard works of Erik Satie and
"Tes Six" (Arthur Honegger, Darius Milhaud, Germaine
Tailleferre, Francis Poulenc, Louis Durey and Georges Auric)
written prior to 1938 in preparing his survey of French piano
music, La Musique francaise de piano (see Vol. III, pp. 9-111
and 223-65). He recognized the considerable influence Satie
exerted on the younger composers that rallied around him but
considered Satie's aesthetic ideas more significant than his
compositions.

Spierre Meylan, "Quelques lettres autographes inédites
No. 3 (Sept. 1972), p. 8. T
61bid., p. 9.

7Auguste Mangeot, "Alfred Cortot," Monde Musical, 22,
No. 9 (May 15, 1914), p. 180.

8a.c., p. 146.

9The recitals were given between May 7 and May 31, 1924, at
the Salle du Conservatoire. According to Laurent Ceillier,
Cortot played 60 of the 70 works on his master class program.
See Monde Musical, 35, No. 9-10 (May 31, 1924), p. 183.

10When Jules Gentil, Cortot's long-time associate at the
Ecole Normale de Musique, first brought this program to my
attention, I expressed surprise that Cortot would have
undertaken a project of such scope, given his reputation for
having memory lapses. Gentil said that the memory problems
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grew much more serious in later years. He recalled, however,
that in marathon cycles such as the one above he or another
colleague would be stationed backstage and would follow the
performances with score, ready to bail Cortot out should he get
into real trouble.

llgarly in his career Cortot did play a few transcriptions,
notably Diémer's arrangement of Mozart's Magic Flute Overture,
Cortot's own adaptations of Wagner's Meistersinger Overture and
"Death of Isolde" scene from Tristan, and the Verdi-Liszt
Rigoletto Paraphrase. Later he dropped these from his
repertoire, but he would occasionally offer his transcription
of Schubert's "Litanei" or Fauré's "Fileuses" from Pélléas et
Melisande as an encore.

127 principi essenziali della lezione pianistica (Milano:
Curci, 1960), p. 22.

13Boss, "Alfred Cortot," p. 232.

l4pusoni, who with Cortot initiated the custom of playing the
Chopin Préludes as a set in concert, supposedly made a piano
roll around 1910 of all 24 which is said to be in the hands of
a private collector. Cortot's recording of the Fantaisie is
predated by two piano rolls, one by Xavier Scharwenka, the
other by Mischa Levitzki.

15This survey, by no means exhaustive, drew on concert
announcements and reviews in Paris music journals (mainly the

family archives.

16since the Mozart pieces were almost all ensemble works,

they may well reflect the tastes of Cortot's partners, Diénmer,
Planté and Risler. Yvonne Lefébure recalled that Cortot could
not muster up much sympathy for Mozart's music. She and Cortot
had many a heated discussion on the subject of the composer's
merits. During one such exchange, Cortot retorted: "I'm not
senile enough to like Mozart!" From Alfred Cortot, dir. Edmond
Lévy, unedited ts. of a television documentary honoring the
centenary of Cortot's birth (Paris: ORTF, Antenne 2, 1977).

17Many of the Liszt performances were between 1910 and 1912.
October 1911, it may be recalled, was the centenary of Liszt's
birth. '

188aint—Saéns, d'Indy and Fauré may have been performed more
often than indicated here. Cortot played piano/orchestra works
by them on his U.S. tours in 1918-1923, in alternation with the
Schumann Concerto. It is not certain how often he played each,
since some of the programs have not been located.
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19yhile cCortot programmed a wide variety of Chopin works from
the start (early favorites were the four Ballades, the b minor
Sonata, and select waltzes, polonaises and nocturnes), he
played mainly a few standard Schumann works (the Concerto,
Carnaval, the Etudes Symphoniques and less often, Kinderszenen)
until the 1920's. Around 1912-13 he developed a fondness for
playing complete sets by Chopin (e.g., all the Préludes, all
the Etudes) in one sitting. About the same time, one finds
examples of the type of program that would become almost the
rule in his late years: two or three big works such as Chopin's
Préludes, the Liszt Sonata in b minor, and Schumann's Carnaval
or Etudes symphoniques. Cortot's offerings tended to grow less
adventurous and narrower through the early 1930's. By the late
'30's he was criss-crossing the globe with a trio of programs:
1) an all-Chopin recital (often the Préludes and the Etudes):
2) a mixed Romantic recital, usually including works of Chopin
and Franck; and 3) a program of Chopin and Schumann works. He
programmed other composers to the end of his career--Beethoven,
Saint-Saéns, Liszt, Debussy, Ravel, Emmanuel Chabrier, Enesco,
d'Indy, C. M. von Weber, Fauré, Gabriel Pierné, Gustave
Samazeuilh, even Stravinsky--but infrequently.

20Tyo notable exceptions: 1932, the Beethoven centennial
year, when Cortot devoted his master classes in interpretation
to the 32 Sonatas, and 1936, when he gave five lecture recitals
at the Université des Annales (Paris) on Beethoven.

2loddly, Chopin's Tarantella, which Cortot recorded four
times (1919 ac, 1931, 1933, 1953), does not show up on a single
program located thus far. Perhaps Cortot played it as an
encore. Likewise, certain of Chopin's Waltzes appear to have
rarely been played in recital. Rattalino ("Un miracolo o un
bluff?" p. 11) accuses Cortot of having recorded them "without
really ever having studied them thoroughly."

22cortot did make piano rolls of Beethoven's Sonata Op. 109
and the Scherzo movement of Op. 106, both reissued on Klavier
110. He also recorded the Sonata Op. 27, No. 2 in 1925 but
this pressing was never released. Cortot taped the complete
Beethoven Sonatas twice near the end of his life, with the hope
of issuing a commented set. Unfortunately, his technique had
deteriorated too far by then for the project to be realized.

23cortot tried repeatedly to record Liszt's "La Campanella"
Etude. 1In fact, he made 23 takes of the piece between 1919 and
1923, none of which ultimately satisfied him. With the older
recording techniques, it may be recalled, one had to play the
whole side without a hitch. Among the other pieces cut for
American Victor (in the year given in parentheses) but never
released: Chabrier's Scherzo-Valse (1919), Mendelssohn's
"Spring Song" from the Songs Without Words (1922), Chopin-Liszt
Chant Polonais No. 1 ("The Maiden's Wish") (1922), Fauré's
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~ Romance sans paroles Op. 17 No. 3 (1923), Albeniz' "Triana"
from Iberia (1922-23), Fauré's Berceuse, arr. (1925), and
Manuel de Falla's "Ritual Fire Dance" from El1 Amor Brujo
(1925). Cortot's piano rolls of Schubert's Impromptu Op. 142
No. 3 in BP® major and Chabrier's Feuillet d'Album can be heard
on Klavier 110. :

24For years rumors have circulated that EMI France has an
unreleased Ravel Trio performance by Thibaud, Casals and Cortot
in its vaults. :

25There exist taped interpretations of 49 of Chopin's
mazurkas and the Polonaise-Fantaisie, all recorded in 1957.
These were probably the masters that Concert Artists/Fidelio
used in its 1986 release of Chopin mazurkas by Cortot on three
cassettes (CE4-TC-70001/3). The performances, which have been
subjected to considerable "editing" at C.A./F. to mask
technical flaws, add nothing to Cortot's stature.

26Grange, "Le Siécle d'Alfred Cortot...," p. 12.

27cortot had the distinction of making the first electrical
disc ever issued, in 1925. In the following years he re-
recorded on electrical discs a good portion of his acoustic
discography, including works by Albeniz, Chopin, Debussy,
Franck, Liszt, Ravel, Saint-Saéns and Schumann.

2870 gain a notion of how radically Cortot could change his
ideas about a piece, compare his second recording of Chopin's
Berceuse (1929; reissued on Discocorp RR 227) with his third
(1949; included in EMI France 2 C 153-03090/6). Overall, the
change is toward greater concision and simplicity. In the 1929
version, Cortot dwells on the expressive minutia, producing a
somewhat segmented, albeit beautifully detailed interpretation,
as though one were looking at successive passages under a
microscope. In the latter performance, the delivery is much
more natural and flowing, the declamation and agogics more
subtle. The 1949 reading belies the common perception that
Cortot's rubato was always more extreme after 1940. Here the
earlier rendering is the more mannered of the two.

29an incorrigeable organizer, Cortot went to work for the
French government during World War I and in 1917 founded the
Action Artistique & l'Etranger (also known as the Association
Francaise d'Action Artistique), an agency charged with
promoting French cultural events abroad. Several years later,
he joined Auguste Mangeot in directing the Ecole Normale de
Musique, which quickly became a magnet for young musicians from
the allied nations seeking advanced training in Europe after
the war. His championship of French music at the S. N. M. and
various other conducting posts has already been mentioned. He
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also gave frequent lecture-recitals on French composers at the
Université des Annales in the 'thirties.

30cortot's friendship with Fauré developed soon after his
graduation from the Conservatoire. Fauré, impressed with
Cortot's Wagnerian productions as well as his pianism, worked
hard to have him appointed to the Conservatoire faculty. Their
relations remained very amical even after Cortot left that
school in 1917. Cortot's ties with d'Indy were strongest in
the years 1895-1910. He played d'Indy's Symphonie sur chant
montagnard into the '30s and occasionally taught his Poéme
des montagnes or Tableaux de voyages in master classes.
Florent Schmitt he esteemed highly as a musician and friend.
Cortot gave an exemplary performance of Schmitt's Quintette 'in
1914, but never played the Tragique Chevauchée Schmitt
dedicated to him, deeming the orchestral version much superior
to the solo piano one. Cortot knew Dukas since youth, and
admired him highly. Later he convinced Dukas to join the Ecole
Normale faculty, where Dukas taught composition from 1926-1935.
Dukas' successors in this post were Nadia Boulanger and
Stravinsky (in team); they in turn were followed by Honegger,
then Henri Dutilleux. As a conductor, Cortot premiered three
of Albert Roussel's early symphonic works: Vendanges,
Résurrection and Poéme de la Forét.

3lHow true this is even today is stressed by Bradford Gowen
in "Playing, Teaching, Surviving, Dreaming" (Piano Quarterly,
No. 133 [Spring 1986]), p. 48. If famous performers
cultivating the standard repertoire "would regularly perform a
few outstanding works from their lifetime--not just perform
them, ... but also talk about them to the audience [and] in
interviews, and record them--their example would do more for
the general acceptance of contemporary music than twenty
festivals devoted to the cause."

32perhaps Cortot was just as fond of Fauré's music as of
Franck's but realized that its subtlety and reserved, almost
hermetic tone cut it off from mass audience appeal and made it
better suited to intimate settings where connoisseurs gathered.

33Both were frequent guests at the musical salons of Mmes. de
Saint-Marceaux, Ménard-Dorian, Madeleine Lemaire and the
Countess Greffulhe, and at the musical soirées held in the
homes of upper-class amateur musicians (Marcel Gaupillat, Jean
Girette, G. Humbert, Maurice Bagés, Mme. Vaudoyer and others).

34cortot/Entretiens, "Musiciens que j'ai connu."

35cortot, as quoted in A.C., p. 76.

36As early as 1902, Cortot was urging Fauré to compose a
second work for piano and orchestra (see the diary of Mimi
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Girette, entry of Jan. 7, 1902). He finally got his wish in
1918 when Fauré wrote for him the Fantaisie, Op. 111. Cortot
premiered the work on May 11 and 14, 1919, soon after returning
from his tour to the U.S. He seems to have been unenthu51ast1c
about the piece, rarely if ever playing it in later years.

37Entret1ens, "Musiciens que j'ai connu."

38The Ballade was the only Fauré composition which Cortot
programmed regularly, if one does not count the chamber music
and songs. From time to time, however, he played the 6th
Barcarolle, the 3rd Valse-caprice, the Théme et variations,
which he admired immensely, and the Nocturnes Nos. 6, 7, 8 and
9 (this last dedicated to him). Once or twice he also
programmed the nine Préludes.

39¢cf. the recollections of the distinguished Italian
pedagogue Vincenzo Vitale concerning the romantic image of
Cortot promoted at the Ecole Normale master classes in the
1930's, as cited in Rattalino, Da Clementi..., p. 123.

40rauré's Violin Sonata No. 1 (HMV DB 1080/2, 1927, reissued
on EMI France Réf. 143-5331 and Discocorp RR 528) receives a
reading full of élan and youthful freshness, with sensitive
phrasing and nuances, ample basses (which Fauré is known to
have loved), a vibrant and transparent sonority, and a more
tempered rubato and declamation than Cortot was wont to employ
in Chopin. One must be cautious about generalizing from this
to solo works, however, since Cortot often played differently
in duo and trio than when interpreting solo music. The only
other Fauré performances by Cortot preserved on disc are the
Berceuse Op. 16 (with Thibaud) and a piano roll of the
Berceuse (arr.) from Dolly.

4lcours d'interprétation, pp. 73-74.

42cortot, La Musique francaise de piano, I, p. 136.

431pid., p. 137.

441pbid., p. 139.

451pid., p. 160.

461t is significant that in La musique francaise de piano,
Cortot devotes eighty pages to Franck's personality and piano
compositions (only three of which qualify as major works of his
mature style) and just thirty-eight pages to the entire
pianistic output of Debussy.

47cf. Rattalino, Da Clementi..., p. 123.











































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































