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Preface

An individual of manifold talents and all-embracing
culture, Alfred Cortot (1877-1962) held a position of
prominence in the musical life of Europe for well over half a
century. What set Cortot above so many of his contemporaries
was his rare universality of mind, which sought to encompass an
ever-vaster sphere of musical knowledge and professional
activity. Cortot was a world-renowned interpreter whose Chopin
and Schumann performances in particular were immensely poetic
and original, and whose recorded legacy documents the grand
romantic style at its most inspired; he was a superb chamber
musician and accompanist, and a founding member of the most
celebrated trio of the early twentieth century. He was a
conductor who established many symphonic and choral ensembles,
and who gave the,Frendh premiéres of works of Wagner,
Beethoven, Liszt and a long roster of his own contemporaries,
both French and foreign; a brilliant organizer, he founded a
host of professional societies and social service agencies,

some of which are still active in France. He was a

~distinguished, much sought-after artist teacher, a co-founder

and for many years the director of the Ecole Normale de Musique

xi




(Paris), a prolific music writer, lecturer and editor, a
devotee of scholarly pursuits and a music collector who amassed
one of the finest private iibraries of manuscripts and early
printed.books assembled in modern times--Cortot exemplified the
ideal of a versatile and comprehensive musicianship and
artistic culture.

Cortot was an extremely complicated and fascinating
personality. The interpreter was a past master at evoking all
the rapturous, passionate, tender and intimate aspects of
Romantic music. The man was aloof and self-possessed,
concealing a secretive nature behind a public persona that
wielded every charm and social grace with'virtuosic refinement.
The musical thinker was an incorrigible idealist, a visionary
of soaring imagination and penetrating insights. The man of
action was an ambitious, tough-minded pragmatist, as adept at
the business and politics of music as he was at the art of
music-making. The semblance of fervent, spontaneous outpouring
projected in Cortot's playing was a consciously cultivated
element of an interpretive conception that was rigorously
thought out, controlled, measured. This innovator who
discovered unknown potentialities in the piano's tonal
resources did not really want to play the piano, but rather to
transform the instrument into a singer, an orator, an
orchestra. He had sublime interpretive ideas and unreliable
fingers. He wrote an exhaustive and still valuable compendium

of technical exercises, and then made it almost a point of
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honor not to discuss technique in his master classes. His
interpretation courses and recordings brought him a host of
distinguished disciples, yet he accepted no regular studenté
during the prime decades of his career. Self—sufficieht but
never self-satisfied, solitary and almost monomaniacally
absorbed in his own work, he attracted countless talented and
dedicated individuals into his projects--collaborators,
sponsors, assistants and devoted admirers who were eager to
help him further his ends. There was something so exceptional
in the artistry and the personage of Cortot that they
willingly overlooked his temperamental and domineering
character, his technical imperfections, his habit of couching
his artistic opinions in qategorical dicta which he himself
did not always follow in actual practice. That "something"
deserves our close attention.

The desirekto do justice to the complexities of Cortot's
nature and art has prompted the somewhat unusual organization
of this study. It was originally envisioned as a
straightforward examination of Cortot's teaching and
pedagogical legacy. During research in France, however, a
wealth of documentation came to light which led me to see his
accomplishments in a broader and no doubt more accurate
- perspective. In the course of piecing all the evidence
together, it became clear that a narrow approach to the subject
was inappropriate: Cortot was not a pedagogue in the modern

sense of the word, and any attempt to codify his teachings into
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fixed rules or to extrapolate a "system" from them would entail
supplementing and ordering the evidence in an arbitrary manner
that could only falsify the picture.

A compartmentalizing approach is not only
methodologically inadvisable in Cortot's case, it would also be
contrary to the very spirit of his art. Cortot's artistry was
all of a piece: the master teacher was inseparable from the
interpreter, the musical thinkerhand formulator of "poetic"
explications, the erudite humanist and the highly charismatic
personality. However many contradictory and sometimes
controversial aspects there were to Cortot's character, in the
artistic domain his work displays a remarkable unity of spirit
and purpose. In order to fully appreciate the significance and
originality of Cortot's achievements in performance and
teaching, moreover, it is necessary to situate him in his
historical context. Certain features of his art that may
perplex or annoy a present-day musician--characteristic value
priorities, exaggerations and limitations, odd inconsistencies
and dichotomies of thought, for instance--only begin to make
sense when one knows the French musical and pianistic tradition
from which Cortot emerged and against which he often rebelled.

These considerations dictated a more extensive and
integrative freatment of Cortot's work. The present study
retains a primary concern with Cortot's "teachings," in the
broadest sense of that term, but it incorporates aspects of an

intellectual biography and a critical style analysis. This
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rather singular approach enabled me to give full weight to both
the historical setting and the authoritative sources, i.e.,
Cortot's writings and recorded performances and the testimonies
of students and contemporaries. I have included numerous
excerpts from these primary sourceé in the study on the grounds
that presentation should precede interpretation.

Some of Cortot's more important articles and
commentaries, originally published in periodicals that are not
readily accessible today, have never been reprinted or
translated into English. Other material now in print would
benefit from a re-presentation. A prime example of’this last
is the series of highly informative interviews with Cortot that
Bernard Gavoty conducted for Radio Suisse-Romande (Lausanne) in
the nineteen-fifties. Gavoty drew on these texfs liberally in
"his biography of the pianist, Alfred Cortot (Paris:
Buchet/Chastel, 1977), but his habit of freely paraphrasing
Cortot's statements in order to "modernize" and simplify
Cortot's style.rendered the material presented of dubious value
for scholarly purposes. Still another set of documents,
including Cortot's personal teaching diary and official
progress reports on his Conservatoire pupils as well as
interviews with students conducted expressly for this study,
has never been published. 1In view of the inaccessibility of
much of the documentation and its potential usefulness to later

writers, I deemed it better to err on the side of over-quoting,




allowing the sources to speak for themselves and adding
explanatory remarks and analyses where appropriate.

For greater continuity and ease of reference, all
quotations from the French are given in English translation.
All translations, unless otherwise indicated, are my own. It
is with much reluctance that I abide by the custom, now
standard in works of this sort, of quoting the sources only in
translation. French is very unlike English in the movement of
its thought. As Steven Lukes notes in his introduction to
Emile Durkheim (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books,
1973), p. 3, "[s]ometimes what is perfectly intelligible in
French cannot be directly tfanslated into seemingly equivalent
English words. The French words... make different
discriminations and carry different presuppositions and
connotations." Beyond this general challenge, Cortot's florid
and sometimes convoluted style poses special problems and
seems to resist all attempts to render it into a reasohably
faithful and readable English prose, as anyone who has
consulted the successive English translations of his study
editions can verify. I have endeavored to stay close to the
tone and style of the original texts, while avoiding a
literalist rendering. Where the exact French term is
significant or no close English equivalent to the original
wording exists, the French is given in parentheses in the text.
Single words and short expressions are underlined; longer

phrases or sentences are not, for the simple reason that they
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would clutter the page and unduly distract the eye if so
treated. Where the content or manner of expression of a ionger
7textvi;“péf£icularly interesting, the original is given in
footnote. 1In the case of significant‘unpublished documents such
as letters, the original appears in full in Appendix I or II.

Cortot's rich, complex sentences and his rather precious
turns of phrase pose difficulties for the reader no less than
for the translator. His manner of expression was a personal
embellishment on a period style that was already considered
passé in hié own day. It is easy to become caught up--whether
through amusement or annoyance--in the words, and lose sight of
the thought and meaning convéyed by them. Thus, when Cortot
speaks of music as "bearing a message of the ineffable which
comes down to us from time immemorial," of music being "both a
compensation and a consolation in life, deserving that one live
for it as much as by it" ("Le Professorat," radio interview
with Gavoty), we tend to smile today at this luxuriant
eloquence. We must be wary, however, lest we look only as far
as the rhetorical flourishes, rather than grasping the intent
of Cortot's discourse, which was to affirm several basic tenets
of the romantic artist's credo, namely, the transcendental
powers of music and its exalted place in the order of things.

I recall a conversation with Bernard Gavoty in 1978,
during which he defended his decision to "cut out about every
second adjective" from Cortot's texts as the only way to keep

Cortot from appearing "ridiculous" in modern eyes. My own view
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Introduction

As far as the last century, and the romantic piano in
particular are concerned, we are only now realizing that
they pose problems for the interpreter that are analagous
to those faced in music of more distant ages. This new
category of concerns arises to the extent that our epoch
becomes aware of itself as no longer constituting an
extension of the last century, but rather as representing
a break with it. The period between the two wars, the
last bastion of post-romanticism, rediscovered the Baroque
era; a similar impulse now makes us feel the need to re-
establish our relationship with the nineteenth century on
different terms. As soon as a period becomes past
history, there is a resurgence of interest in its
celebrated works and artists....

- Jean-Jacques Eigeldingerl

The responsibility to come to grips with the interpretive
issues raised by nineteenth and early twentieth century
literéture falls on pianists with particular urgency. Like it
or not, romantic music still constitutes the backbone of our
repertoire. Glancing at the programs of Cortot's 1924 recitals
at the Ecole Normale (Chapter VI) or at the list of
compositions he had his Conservatoire students play in their
examinations between 1907-17 (Chapter VII), one is struck by
how little things have changed in sixty years. Barely a
handful of those pieces have disappeared from the standard
repertoire. The rest can be heard every day in music school
juries and recital stages around the world. It is high time we
take a fresh look at the past century's legacy and cultivate a

closer understanding of the spirit expressed in its music.




Obviously, the music itself holds the most important keys
to its interpretation. The score need not, and often should
not, be the performer's sole referent and source of insights,
however. Historical and stylistic information, familiarity
with a composer's total output and with the characteristics of
period instruments, knowledge of the ideological and social
forces, the ideas and artistic aims which together mark an era
and its aesthetics--all cankbring one closer to a composer's
thought processes and spiritual world. So, too, can studying
the thought and artistry of the great performer-teachers of the
past. But much depends on forging better communications between
those who practice and teach the pianistic art, and those who
write about it.

if inquiry into the work of a performer-teacher is to be
of real value to present-day musicians, it must get beyond the
anecdotal and furnish knowledge that is of practical utility
and relevance to us in our artistic development and
professional activities. Knowledge, that is, which facilitates
access to the music, and understanding of the meaning it had
for its contemporaries and their aeéthetic heirs; knowledge
which sensitizes us to elements in the music that earlier
generations deemed significant but that our own may have come
to take for granted or have lost touch with entirely. Research
into past technical practices, such as is documented in

Reginald Gerig's Famous Pianists and their Technique,? has

proved its usefulness in the codification and dissemination of

solutions to the technical problems confronting all who study
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and teach the literature. If the artist-teachers of yesteryear
can help us cope with the physical dimension of our art, can
they do likewise in the spiritual, in the interpretive? The
answer would seem to be yes--on certain conditions.

The first stumbling block is the scarcity of primary
sources. Many of the finest master teachers of the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries did not leave detailed accounts
of their interpretive views. Those who did give specific
performance indications for the literature were often writing
not on their own authority but as depbsitaries of a particular
performance tradition, e.g., as disciples of a major composer.S3
Not that performers and teachers were reluctant to write about
music--on the contrary, they devised reams of "methods" and
exercise books, extravagant literary programs and poetic
ruminations that were to serve students as "emotional props."4
A few even tried to formulate general stylistic and pianistic
precepts.® But verbalizing in defail"their understanding of
the music's demands and offering precise interpretive
guidelines called for a particular critical and speculative
bent of mind which few seemed to possess. Then, too, the
essence of their understanding and their teaching was non-
verbal, embodied in a certain praxis, and transmitted primarily
by demonstration. Certain well-known "professors" offered
their students neither specific suggestions nor illustrations
at the keyboard, but merely prestige, the presence of a

powerful role model with whom youngsters could identify.®
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A final condition for recuperating insights from the
views of earlier masters is a willingness to abandon a
Darwinistic outlook on interpretive style and thought, which
considers earlier performance practice as a series of stylistic
phases advancing towards the present--more "perfect," it is
often assumed--state of the art. The aim of this work on
Cortot is not primarily to judge, and certainly not to judge
from the present vantage point and stylistic taste. Rather, it
is first of all to understand, which entails studying his art
and views from the perspective--quite different from ours--
that reflects the objectives and standards of his day. It
entails determining what influences shaped his thought, what
the relationship is between his views and those of his
predecessors and contemporaries, and what ideas or practices he
reacted against. Only thus can one appreciate the integrity of
his views in his own time and present them with maximum clarity
and force. Secondly, it aims to assess, which here means not
to deliver a definitive judgment of Cortot's art, but rather to
investigate the value and effectiveness of particular
practices, to ascertain what elements in his art and teaching
have validity, efficacy or explanatory power for present-day
practitioners and which, if any, of his ideas are being
perpetuated by disciples or emulators.

Fortunately for this researcher, Cortot left an extensive
record of both his interpretive thought and his pianistic art.
As a result of his literary efforts and those of close

associates, Cortot's is one of the fullest expositions of an




empirical teaching on written record, comparable in scépe and
interest to those of Heinrich Neuhaus and Artur Schnabel.®$
Unlike Schnabel's, it is also a rich repository of insights
into the performance attitudes and aesthetic values of romantic
pianism. On this historical basis alone it would deserve ¢lose
stﬁdy. Its greatest merit, however, is its wealth of ideas
about musical works, its presentation of interpretive and
teaching ideals, and the many solutions it proposes to problems
of ongoing concern to the field.

The main sources of information concerning Cortot's views
and performance art ére these:

- his "study editions" (Editions de travail) of the
Romantic piano literature, of which there are seventy-six
volumes in all; these are copiously annotated with
remarks on the work's historical background, aesthetic
commentary (discussions of poetic "content," character
and intent, interpretive suggestions based on structural,
stylistic and expressive considerations) and technical
advice, including exercises constructed on difficult
passages.

- his recorded comments to students who performed in
various of his master classes (cours d'interprétation):;
these were transcribed, edited and published in a series
of "reports" that appeared annually in a well-known music
journal, the Monde Musical, during the late 1920s and
early '30s. A number of these accounts were later
collated and published in an anthology of Cortot's
interpretive teachings on musical works in conventional
forms (oceuvres de forme fixe).?

- numerous short writings, among which: a booklet for
aspiring teachers, outlining the basic principles of
piano pedagogy;l0 the edited transcript of a seminar on
piano pedagogy, offered by Cortot in 1931 to teachers and
students at the Ecole Normale de Musique;ll articles for
Paris music periodicals on diverse aspects of the art
(the role of the interpreter,l2 the demands of a virtuoso
career, piano teaching at the Conservatoire National de
Musique [1920], the contribution of French pianist
Edouard Risler, musical America in 1919, and other
topics); transcripts or summaries of addresses to student




of Cortot's teaching (length and frequency of lessons,
repertoire, etc.), but seldom recalled Cortot's advice on
specific pieces--hot surprisingly, in view of the time elapsed.

It may be useful at this time to draw attention to
several distinctive features of Cortot's manner of thought and
expression. He was without a doubt one of the most articulate
and highly cultivated artists of his generation. Ruth Fermoy
spoke for many of his students in describing him as an artist
"who opens up wide horizons for [his pupils] in every field,...
a man who asks for the 'why' of things, in music as well as in
vlife in general, with that need of clarity and understanding
and that dislike of muddled thinking which are so typically
French."18 ©Like other nineteenth-century“artists (Chopin, for
one) who made the cantabile style the foundation of their
playing, he saw music as a language whose communicative ends,
syntax and inflections were akin to those of poetry or prose.
He displayed for the language of sounds and that of words
an equal passion.l1®

A combative thinker, Cortot states his ideas at times in
a figurative or categorical manner that leaves them open to
misinterpretation. His vision is sharp and his thinking
lucid, but his love of words and desire to over-nuance his
impressibns sometimes produces complicated, rambling sentences.
He occasionally succumbs to the temptation of trying to create
a literary equivalent to the music, thereby unwittingly
undermining his objective--which is to direct the performer's

attention to the musical substance, not the words. Many other




times, though, his incandescent poetic imagery sparks the
imagination and sets the performer to reflecting far more

deeply than he/she otherwise would have on the meaning of the

nmusic.
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recordings. The essentials of his pedagogy are elaborated by
Konrad Wolff in The Teaching of Artur Schnabel (London: Faber
and Faber, 1972).

9Jeanne Thieffry, ed., Alfred Cortot: Cours
d'interprétation, Vol. I (Paris: Librairie musicale
R. Legouix, 1934). Cortot's commentaries, culled mainly from
stenographic transcripts of master classes, are grouped
according to the form of the works discussed, with chapters on
prelude and fugue, suite, sonata, concerto and variation. A
projected second volume devoted to pieces of "free form"
(ballade, impromptu, nocturne, etc.) and to music with popular
or dance elements was never published.

10according to Thieffry a first version of the text appears
in the Monde Musical, 39, No. 5 (May 31, 1928), pp. 171-72; A
revised and expanded draft, printed in vol. 42, No. 7 (July 31,
1931), pp. 235-40 of the same journal was also issued as a
pamphlet intended for use in the pedagogy courses of the Ecole
Normale de Musique. Much later the text was published with
Italian, English and German translations as I principi

essenziali della lezione pianistica (Milan: Curci, 1960).

llThjeffry, ed., "Les Cours de pédagogie pianistique d'Alfred
Cortot," Le Monde Musical, July 31, 1931, pp. 235-40.

12cortot, "Attitude de 1'interpréte," Revue internationale de
musique, No. 5-6 (numéro spécial consacré au piano),
(April 1939), pp. 885-88.

13ynpublished document from the archives of the Ecole Normale
de Musique, made available to me by Pierre Petit.

lipre-recorded in Lausanne (Switz.) during October 1953
(according to documents in the archives of the radio station;
Gavoty [A. C., p. 24] gives the date as "the summer of 1955"),
these conversations were broadcast over Radio Suisse-Romande in
Nov. 1953 as a ten-part series entitled Entretiens avec Alfred
Cortot. Bernard Gavoty kindly allowed me to photocopy his
typescript of the interviews.

15a1s0 formerly in the Risler collection, now at the B.N.
(Dép. Mus.): the private diary of Mimi Girette Risler (wife of
Edouard Risler), who coached with Cortot and Fauré.

16a]1 fred Cortot, dir. Edmond Lévy, ORTF Antenne 2, 1977.
This television special honoring the centenary of Cortot's
birth was organized as a panel discussion. It was of
particular interest since participants included Bernard Gavoty,
Yvonne Lefébure, Reine Gianoli, Jacques Fevrier, Jean-Pierre '
Marty and Eric Heidsieck. Edmond Lévy graciously provided a
typed transcript of the sound portion of the original footage,
which was twice as long as the final edited broadcast.

12




17Gavoty attributed Cortot's last-minute refusal to approve
publication of the biography to Cortot's aversion to seeing the
events of the World War II years as well as certain opinions of
individuals he had expressed in the immediate post-war period,
recorded in hard print. According to Gavoty (p. 12),
"[Cortot], no longer weighed down with the worries that had
obsessed him to the point of making him judge unfairly, saw
things now in a completely different light and had,
unknowingly, reconstructed one phase of his life with imaginary
materials. He had, literally, become another man, and no
longer recognized himself in the mirror I held out to him."

The whole issue of Cortot's political sympathies and actions
during the war years, which led to his subsequent
discreditation in the eyes of some, has become incredibly
muddied. Fact, insinuation and outright fabrication mingle
inextricably. What is needed is not more conjecture based on
contradictory "reliable" sources but verifiable information and
documents--if such can still be assembled after all these
years--from which one can piece together an impartial account
of what took place. Unearthing all the evidence needed to "set
the record straight," however, would be a research project of
major proportions in its own right, and one with little
relevance to the aims of the present study. Therefore, only
the briefest account of events is offered herein (see Chapter
VIII, pp. 524-26 and 554-56).

18Rruth Fermoy, "Cortot," Recorded Sound, No. 16
(October 1964), p. 267.

191n 1ight of the fact that Cortot was Swiss by birth, of
humble origins (his father was a manual laborer) and had no
formal education apart from his music studies, the following
passage from Theodore Zeldin's Histoire des passions francaises
1848-1945: Orqueil et intelligence, tr. Catherine Ehrel and
Odile de Laléne (1977; Paris: Ed. Recherches, 1978),
PpP. 25-26, is thought-provoking: "To those who had mastered
the French language solely by their own efforts,... it
represented much more than a simple means of expression. Jean-
Paul Sartre tells how his grandfather..., an Alsatian, was at
seventy still dazzled by the French language 'because he had
learned it with difficulty and it wasn't completely his: he
played with it, enjoyed words, liked to pronounce them and his
merciless diction did not spare a single syllable.'
Grandfather and grandson corresponded in verse: 'united by a
new bond, they spoke to each other... in a [secret] tongue....'
Sartre described the effects of this special rapport with words
on his outlook: having discovered the world through language,
'I long mistook language for the world. To exist, was to
possess an appellation contrélée somewhere in the myriad tables
of conjugations.' To explore the world did not mean to plunge
into it, but 'to capture things, alive, in the trap of
phrases,' give them a name, and above all, take pleasure in
words."

13




Chapter I

Childhood and Background (1877-1887)

Alfred Denis Cortot was born on 26 September, 1877 in the
town of Nyon, Switzerland, which lies on the shore of Lac Leman
(Lake Geneva) between Lausanne and Geneva.l His father, Denis
Cortot, was a native of Villars, a small village near Tournus
in the Maconnais (Burgundy) 2 region of France. At the time of
Cortdt's birth, Denis Cortot worked for the Compagnie Jura-
Simplon as foreman of a railway maintenance crew. Cortot's
mother, Marie-Anne Faustine née Baillif (or Baif), was a Swiss
national of humble origins, the daughter of farm workers who
came from the Ajoie (Jura mountains) district of French-
speaking Switzerland.

Alfred was the youngest of seven children, three of whom
died before 1877.3 He grew up surrounded by serious adults and
near-adult siblings. The Cortots were earnest, upright people
whose means were aé modest as their social standing. Austerity
was a way of life withhfhem: moreover, the struggle to meet
basic needs left little time for leisurely pursuits. Theirs
was a closely knit family, and Cortot remembered the home
environment as warm and supportive. Mme. Cortot took pains to

instill in her children a sense of pérsonal dignity4 and




self-sacrifice for thelgood of thekfamily and taught them to
think independently and to respect intellectual endeavours.

This sober but very stable environment marked Cortot with
several indelible traits: a deep faith in the work ethic,3
scorn for idle pleasures as for easy success, an exceptional
resourcefulness and self-possession, resiliency, and a driving
ambition to better himself and his station. "Blessed with a
prodigious energy [and]... an extraordinary power of
concentration,"® Cortot was iron-willed and highly
intelligent. He tended to be unrelenting in the pursuit of the
objectives he set for himself. "Authority, respect [and]
perseverance were the three watchwords of his parents,"
asserted Gavoty. "Having commenced a project, he saw it
through to the end. 1In this sense there was something of the
'laboreur' in Coftot: once he began to plow a furrow, there was
never any question of his breaking off short of completion."”

Capable of considerable tolerance toward others'
(especially students') shortcomings, Cortot displayed "an
almost puritanical sternness toward himself..., an extreme
severity that dictated his every word and gesture, [and]
likewise... conditioned the response of everyone who spoke to
him,"® according to Henri-Louis de la Grange.

On stage or in the teaching studio, Cortot was a
formidable presence, with an intensity and a quality of power
about him that commanded deference.? John Philips, an American

who studied at the Ecole Normale in the 'fifties, wrote that



"he projected an awesome and indefinable aura."1l0 Many who met
him were impressed by his striking appearance,ll his
aristocratic demeanor and tastes, and his disarming personal
charm. Those who knew him more than casually marvelled rather
at his unflagging love and enthusiasm for music, his
intellectual vitality and his thirst for knowledge. To critic
Roger Boss, Cortot was "immensely full of life. His
conversation was wonderful. He always tried to get to the
heart of problems, to understand, to draw a lesson from persons
and things."12

For all his charisma and elaborate courtoisie, Cortot
maintained an imposing emotional reserve in his dealings with
people, seldom inviting familiarity and leaving even long-time
acquaintances mystified as to his real feelings and motives.
In the final analysis he was a very private man who seemed to
find strength and refuge in solitary activity. Gavoty implies
that he rejected close friendship.l3 It is perhaps more
accurate to say that Cortot's whole life was given over to his
work in music: he had little time for anything or anyone that
did not further his "mission."14 From childhood on he retained
a compelling sense of purpose and dutyl® and ah almost ascetic

view of life.

Musical Debuts
Unlike most famous concert pianists, Cortot had not been
a child prodigy. In fact, in later life he enjoyed playing up

his inauspicious beginnings, asserting that

16
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... contrary to the tradition which says that a child
destined for music will show exceptional gifts from the
outset, I came to music neither by preference nor by
aptitude. My vocation was decided for me by my parents,
| who in spite of their modest social rank had an innate
| respect for every lofty manifestation of the spirit. As
they saw it, all one needed in order to take up a
particular career was a show of willingness, an appetite
for work, and patience--traits that ran in each of
their... families. _

[I took up the piano]... when I was about five, I would
imagine, but I didn't give the slightest indication of
having the talents one associates with "child
prodigies."16

When I was very small I was intrigued by sounds, and
I dreamed of becoming a doctor. Neither inclination
worked against the other. It may even be that my
penchant for inquiring deeply into music derives from
that early interest in auscultating [human] bodies.l7

[As a child] I was enthusiastic, naturally studious
and quite eager to submit to the gentle but serious
family disciplines which presumed to make me a "willing
recruit"... to a calling decided by a purely hypothetical
conviction.... [I had] no particular musical or physical
gifgg. Only the docile, compliant nature I just referred
to.

While one should not take too literally Cortot's
contention that he had no musical aptitude,l® the evidence does
suggest that his was hardly a precocious talent. Moreover, his
suspicion that his parents"ambition to make a pianist out of
him was sparked by non-musical considerations,éO in particular
the desire for upward social mobility, may well have been
correct. Such an attitude was not uncommon in the social
milieu from which he sprang, especially among those

unacquainted with the artistic world.
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Geneva

Having decided that their youngest son would be a concert
pianist and composer, Cortot's parents spared no effort to
further his chances of success. In 1882 the family moved from
Nyon to Geneva, a city reputed to have a fair number of
cultural resources. Alfred's sisters, who in addition to their
studies at the College de Nyon were taking classes at the
Geneva Conservatoire,2l tutored their brother in the basics of
music. It was decided that Léa, the eldest, should supervise
his piano studies. Annette would teach him solfége and
»harmony. At the time, Cortot recalled,

... my parents had no piano in their humble residence,
but the same bold enterprise that prompted them to try to
make a musician out of me... led them to decide to
purchase a used instrument. And truly, [that piano] is
the * image from those times long past which stands out
most vividly in my memory.

I need only close my eyes to see again its yellowed
keyboard, some of the ivories marked with depressions
hollowed out by obstinate [finger]-prints, which should
have sufficed to forewarn me... of the ominous rigor of a
study capable of inflicting such impressive stigmata.

I can picture as well its strange exterior, adorned
with curious so-called "decorative" latticework, through
the slits in which unevenly discolored folds of purple
silk showed. And above all, I can still hear its sour,
rather sickly tones, which to all evidence attested to a
good half—century of uninterrupted use. This instrument
of dubious origin bore the label "Piano Bucher."t I
didn't know it yet, but this name [Bucher], taken as the
infinitive of a transitive verb if there ever was one,
indicated rather well the demanding sort of work I was
about to embark upon.22

*+'bucher': colloquial French for "to slog away at" (a
task), "to cram" (as for an examination)




Cortot always spoke admiringly of the early musical
training he received from his sisters, with its stress on
"tenderness and imagination":

Incomparable, unforgettable guides, they always gave an
associative and imagery-filled meaning to note learning,
to basic principles of piano playing, to the expressive
qualities inherent in even the simplest melodies as well
as the dynamic character of the underlying rhythms. This
enabled me to forget the ruthlessly abstract side of
rudimentary music learning, and to place music on the
fringe of reality, in just the sort of unsuspected
magical world that could enchant a less than ideal
childhood (or so I was later told), one bereft of all
kinds of play....

My whole career and the course of my later study were
surely influenced by that first encounter with the secret
meaning of sounds. No doubt my predilection for what has
sometimes not too charitably been termed * [my]
'expressionisme',t which I've tried to make the lynchpin
of my interpretations, stems from there.?23

*tiexpressionisme': it is not clear whether Cortot is
alluding to critics who found his style hyper-
expressive by French standards, or to persons who took
exception to his "symbolist" leanings (i.e., his
tendency to find a specific poetic or imagistic
meaning in music).

Only a few years after the move to Geneva, it became evident
that Alfred would soon reach the limits of his sisters'
competence. If he was to continue to progress musically and
pianistically, he would have to have first-rate professional
guidance. This was apparently not to be found in Geneva.24 1In
1886 the whole family moved to Paris "at the risk of finding

only the most precarious means of earning a living"25 so that

he might attend the venerable Conservatoire National.

19
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An Unremarkable Entry

The Paris Conservatoire National de Musique et de
Déclamation,26 then approaching its centenary, ranked among the
foremost music schools in the world. The Cortots must have
known that it would be no easy thing to get Alfred admitted,
but it is doubtful that they had any clear notion of what that
institution expected of its prospective students. Ten-year old
Alfred, in the words of Boss, "was still a long way from
Chopin, Schumann, Beethoven and César Franck. His repertoire
consisted mainly of transcriptions of popular tunes, fantasies
and diverse paraphrases."27 casting about for a way to bring
Alfred to the examiners' attention, the parents hit upon the
idea of having him audition with Streabbog's Fantaisie
brillante sur des motifs des 'Noces de Jeannette.' It was
known that Victor Massé, the composer of the comic opera that
inspired this bit of salon fluff, usually sat on the admissions
juries. At least he would be predisposed in their son's favor.

There was only one flaw in this clever scheme: Massé had
been dead for two years. Scarcely had young Cortot begun to
play the momentous audition when he was interrupted by an
outburst of sniggering from the jury, followed by the jingling
of the chairman's bell callihg the assembly to order.
Mystified as to the reason for the clamor but certain of its

meaning, Cortot beat a hasty retreat from the stage. He gave

this account of what followed:
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Profoundly disconcerted by this unfortunate gaffe,... my
sister and I had no choice but to make our way home,
bearing the sad news of what we took to be an irreparable
failure.

But as we crossed the courtyard of the old building on
the Faubourg Poissonniére, we were approached by a kindly
looking character who at this moment of utter confusion
gave the impression of offering divine solace, as much by
his compassionate words as by his curious appearance,
which reminded one of the Heavenly Father as he is
depicted in first communion portraits.

It was Emile Decombes, professor of one of the two
preparatory level piano classes [for boys], or "classes
de clavier" as they were called back then. He assured my
poor mentor [Léa], who was no less distraught than I,
that he believed he had discerned in my brief
performance, lamentably cut short by the jury's laughter,
qualities which led him to suppose that after spending a
year in his class as an "éléve libre" (that is, as an
auditor),... I would be ready to present myself with some
chance of success at the next year's entrance
examination--provided, of course, that I chose another
repertoire.

To a child who has just lost his footing and tumbled
into the bottomless depths, it was like being thrown a
miraculous lifeline.

Decombes (1829-1912)29 was a shrewd judge of talent in
the rough, as well as an excellent motivator. In this instance
his prediction was right on the mark. After sitting in on the
classes for a year, Cortot reauditioned the following fall,
this time performing a "Concerto by Dussek."30 on November 7,
1887 he was formally accepted into the preparatory division of

the Conservatoire.
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Chapter I: Notes

lThe facts of Cortot's family background are drawn from
Bernard Gavoty's biography, Alfred Cortot, henceforth
abbreviated as A.C.

2pccording to Gavoty (ibid., p. 22), "Cortot's Burgundian
origins on his father's side are indisputable, despite the
spelling 'Corto' on old parish registers, [which] suggests a

. Catalan origin." Curiously, this family, which boasted no

noted musicians among its forebears, suddenly produced two in
the late 19th century. One of Denis Cortot's brothers was the
grandfather of Edgar Varese (1885-1965), and Varése spent a
good part of his youth in Villars par Tournus.

3The surviving siblings, Oscar-Jean, Léa-Céline and Annette
were, respectively, twenty, fourteen and twelve years old at
Alfred's birth.

4ntf you cannot rise, at least fall no lower," was her oft-
repeated advice, reports Gavoty (A.C., p. 23).

5cf. A.C., pp. 211-212: "What [Cortot] admires in others is
what he cultivates in himself: productive activity. Work, in
his eyes, is sacrosanct: hence, his deep respect for every
patient effort and his utter contempt for what he terms,
sometimes in jest, 'la futilité.' Under this heading he lumps
narrative fiction..., philosophy (for him merely an
intellectual game...), the theatre... and entertainment such as
radio (concerts excepted), magazines and lectures."

®Roger Boss, "Alfred Cortot," Schweizerische Musikzeitung,
No. 4 (July-Aug. 1962), p. 229.

7a.Cc., p. 206.

8Henri-Louis de la Grange, "Le siécle d'Alfred Cortot: un
regard sur Cortot," essay in Alfred Cortot - Chopin, EMI
(France) 2 C 153-03090-6, 1977, p. 11.

9cortot's son Jean observed that his father "nearly always
dominated the situation." He ascribed Cortot's ascendancy over
others to his strong personality and "immense self-control and
poise." Cortot, although serious and even intimidating at
times, was "invariably gracious and very charming,...
addressing everyone, whether a celebrity or a member of the
house staff, with respect and consideration," he recalled.
"Moreover, he had a sense of humor and a sharp wit." Interview
with the author, December 1977.
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10philips, "Cortot Remembered," Clavier, 8 (Nov. 1977),
p. 21.

llcortot's two most arresting features were his intense,
"jmpenetrable eyes which do not look at one but into one" (Ruth
Fermoy, "Cortot," p. 266) and "a voice of fire and velvet"
(Emile Vuillermoz, cited in A.C., p. 209). Gavoty
characterized his famous voice as deep, "majestic and
melodious,... richly inflected, shifting from tenderness to
causticity..., [and] capable of conveying the most subtle
nuances.... Enticing or terrifying, it was quite simply
irresistible, and Cortot undoubtedly owed to it a good measure
of his appeal and influence" (ibid., p. 211).

12Boss, "Alfred Cortot," p. 229.
13cf. A.Cc., p. 201.

l4cf. the remark of a very old friend of Cortot's (ibid.,
p. 123): "Alfred's entire being was consumed by his work,
driven by a very noble, very high ambition.... Few men were
master of their senses and impulses to the degree he was,...
[owing to] an iron will, exercised constantly."

151t was Cortot's oft-expressed conviction that "all the
interest existence holds lies in man's power to create, and
then to communicate." What matters about an individual's life,
he told Gavoty, "is that [he] had a role, an effect, that
something, thanks to him, was furthered, transmitted." (Ibid.,
p. 213). o

16ap1fred Cortot and Bernard Gavoty, Entretiens avec Alfred
Cortot, "La Vocation." Further references to this source will
be abbreviated as "Cortot/Entretiens," followed by the title of
the segment in which the quote occurs. The typescript of these
interviews supplied by Gavoty appears to be an aural
transcription from a tape recording. Lacunae in the text which
cannot be deduced from the context are indicated with an
asterisk (*).

17A.Q., p. 25: "J'eus de bonne heure une attirance obscure
pour les sonorités et une aspiration instinctive vers la
médecine. L'un ne s'exercait pas au détriment de 1l'autre.
Peut-étre méme est-ce de cet intérét pour 1l'auscultation des
corps que j'ai conservé le goGt d'interroger les oeuvres."

18Cortot/Entretiens, "ILa Vocation."

B.G.: "Quel a été, en somme, le climat de votre enfance?"

A.C.: "Je crois pouvoir dire bonne volonté, application
studieuse instinctive, et véritable souci de me conformer
aux tendres mais sérieuses disciplines familiales qui
prétendaient 4 faire de moi un 'engagé volontaire' dans
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l'exercise d'une condition humaine déterminée par une
conviction purement hypothétique."
B.G.: "Quels étaient, a votre sens, les dons naturels dont vous
- disposiez?"
A.C. "Aucun d'ordre musical et digital spécifique. Seuls les
éléments de docilité auxquels je viens de faire
allusion."

19cortot, wrote Boss (op. cit., p. 230), "was always inclined
to minimize his natural gifts," an observation confirmed by
Yvonne Lefébure and Bernard Gavoty in Alfred Cortot, dir.
Edmond Lévy.

20well into the twentieth century the vocation of artist was
idealized and was admired above all others in certain strata of
French society. Success in music was thought to guarantee
fame, social rank and freedom from routine and material
concerns. See Zeldin, Histoire des passions francaises 1848-
1945: Orqueil et intelligence [II], especially pp. 337-55.

21Both sisters would eventually settle in Paris, where they
would teach piano and solfége privately.

22cortot/Entretiens, "La Vocation."

231bid.

B.G.: "Qui ont été vos premiers professeurs?"

A.C.: "Mes deux soeurs, et sous * [l'égide?] de la tendresse et
de l'imagination. Incomparables, inoubliables
initiatrices, qui accordaient a l'apprentissage des
notes, a l'interprétation élémentaire des régles du
clavier, aux vertus expressives en suspens dans les plus
naives des * mélodiques, aux particularités vivantes des
rythmes qui les soutenaient, une constante signification
suggestive et imagée qui me faisait oublier le cété
impitoyablement abstrait de toutes les notions
rudimentaires de la musique pour la situer en marge du
réel et dans le domaine d'une sorte de féerie
insoupgonnée propre a enchanter une enfance quelque peu
reveuse, m'a-t-on assuré par la suite, et dépourvue de
toute espéce de jeux....

Toute ma carriére et tout le développment de mes études
ultérieures ont certainement été influencés par cette
prise de contact initiale avec la signification secréte
des sonorités. Et je lui dois sans doute cette
disposition & ce qu'on a parfois qualifié sans
complaisance * 'expressionisme' et dont j'ai tenté de
faire 1'élément essentiel de mes interprétations."

24pccording to Gavoty (A.C., p. 30), Geneva did not measure
up to expectations. The Cortots had imagined it to be alive
with cultural and intellectual activity, and found instead a




rather provincial town in which "the atmosphere was complacent,
the inhabitants unambitious, the conservatory inadequate."

25cortot/Entretiens, "La Vocation."

26p product of the French Revolution, the Conservatoire was
founded by the Convention in 1795; B. Sarréte was its first
director. Enrollment in the latter half of the 19th century
varied between 600-950 pupils a year, rising to between 1000-
1300 in the first quarter of this century.

27Boss, p. 230.
28cortot/Entretiens, "La Révélation de la musique."

29pecombes had studied with Pierre Zimmerman at the
Conservatoire and had won his premier prix in 1846. After
teaching gsolfége at the school from 1866-75, he was appointed
professor of a boys' preparatory class, a post he held until
his retirement in 1899.

30gavoty (A.C., p. 33) reports that Cortot's playing of the
Dussek concerto "earned him a relatively favorable critique
from the severe Ambroise Thomas [then director of the
Conservatoire]: 'Not bad; plays cleanly; adequate sight
reading.'"

25



Chapter II
The Paris Conservatoire and the French School
of Piano Playing

Cultural activity in France during the nineteenth century
was centralized in the extreme. It is scarcely an exaggeration
to say that for musicians, all roads to fame and fortune led to
Paris, and if one were an aspiring pianist, to the Paris
Conservatoire.l Hence, what is not quite correctly referred to
as the French school? is virtually identical with the tradition
of piano playing cultivated at that institution. As the
principal music school of the nation, the Conservatoire
benefited from heavy State subsidies; tuition was negligible.
In return, class size and overall enrollment were restricted,
and the school imposed very rigorous admissions and study
criteria, including low quotas on the number of foreigners
admitted. Such policies helped preserve its prestige and
élitist character.

In line with the prevailing tastes of French culture, the
Conservatoire instruction was strongly geared towards the
formation of music theatre (opera, operetta) composers and
virtuoso instrumentalists, notably pianists and violinists. No
attempt was made to provide every pupil with a comprehensive
musical training,3 much less a general education and culture,

as a matter of course. Rather, it was entirely up to the
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individual whether he took other subjects after completing his
primary course of study (e.g., piano) or not. If he wished to
study another subject at the Conservatoire, he had to pass a
stiff entrance examination; otherwise, he could learn with an
independent teacher, or on his own. Pedagogy classes, for
pupils who might want to learn to teach their instrument, were
not instituted until well into the twentieth century.
Proficiency in solfége was reqﬁired of all pupils, however, and
the earlier, the better, since it was considered the vital
foundation for all higher music learnihg.4

Piano professors at the Conservatoire were expected to
train their pupils to be successful concertizing soloists.
Hence, they concentrated on teaching the repertoire and
inculcating the disciplines strictly necessary in the exercise
of that 'métier.' Within the limited objectives they set for
themselves they did respectably well, forming pianists who
showed a high standard of professionalism and a fine command of
the instrument. Critics of the Conservatoire generally
conceded that it graduated pianists who knew‘their craft, but
some implied that the level of accomplishment achieved was
attributable less to the superiority of the instruction than to
the superior talent admitted to the classes. Toward the end of
the last century and into the early decades of the twentieth,

the Conservatoire was vehemently criticized in various quarters
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of the French musical world for turning out "virtuosi" rather
than "genuine musicians" imbued with a deep understanding of
their art.

Without a doubt, the accent at the Conservatoire was to a
greater or lesser degree on technical mastery, or more exactly
on mastery of the mechanics of piano playing. The dominant
teaching attitude seems to have been: technical accomplishment
first and foremost, and if the pupil has sufficient natural
musical talent, the rest will come of its own.>® Pupils who
excelled in the abstract, "measurable" pianistic qualities--
velocity, accuracy, evenness (of notes lengths, of tonal
intensity), agility--could win a prize in short order, at a
very tender age, after which they were set loose to make their
way in the Paris music world if they could (and the vast
majority couldn't). 1In Cortot's view, the Conservatoire
afforded young pianists at most "a high-quality, but hasty
virtuoso training."® Alfredo Casella, who was largely educated
at the Conservatoire, concurred:

The Paris Conservatoire, as it has always functioned
and as it still functions today [i.e., in 1940], is
really a gigantic finishing school.... For example, five
years are given to the first part of the piano course and
five more... to the advanced course, [each of]... which
can be finished in one year if the pupil has the
capacity.... The student can be admitted to the school
and graduated from it with the same piece, which he will
certainly play better on the day of the final
competition.

The standard of piano playing at the Conservatoire during

Cortot's student years there was quite high, judging from the

repertoire played, the many demands for admission from foreign
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Conservatoire professors. Pierre Zimmerman (1785-1853) and
Louis Adam (1758-1848), who both taught at the Conservatoire,
are generally considered the forefathers of the "academic"
école francaise. Adam's student Friedrich Kalkbrenner (1785-
1853) and to a lesser extent Henri Herz (1803-1888) and
Kalkbrenner's pupil Camille Stamaty (1811-1870) seem to have
exerted the greatest formative influence on the school.? Aall
could invoke the authority of prestigious performance careers
and public adulation in support of their teachings. Paris in
the 1830s was the,pianistid capital of the world and home to
Chopin and Liszt. These two gréat innovators drew few French
virtuosi into their stylistic orbits,l0 however, and neither
left a very strong imprint on the type of playing cultivated at
the Conservatoire. The basic frame of reference for the école
francaise remained thé ideals of fluency, clarity, lightness,
precision and technical polish inherited from the claveciniste
tradition, together with a growing impulse towards virtuoso
bravura and external graces designed to impress a sophisticated
but musically uncultured society.

The legacy of the Couperin and Clementi keyboard stylesll
was clearly discernible in the classic,Frénch piano technique,
in which movement aﬁd force were generated preponderantly by
the fingers, with minimal recourse to the larger playing
levers. As a rule, the hand was held close to the keys and the
finqersrwere well curved, a position thought to facilitate a

precise, rapid and energetic. articulation of the fingers. The
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focus was on maintaining a quiet hand, on restricting arm and
upper body participation (hence, elbows tucked close to the
sides, and little weight on the keys), and on extreme agility
and suppleness of the fingers and wrist. Kalkbrenner advocated
a controlled, sensitive pressure action of the fingers backed
by the hand only if necessary; octaves were to be played from
the wrist. The touch had to be light, clean and dexterous,
capable of shifting easily from the delicate carezzando or the
sparkling jeu perlél? to more vigorous and brilliant attacks in
forceful passages. A high degree of muscular fixation seems to
have been the norm, regardless of dynamic level. The frequent
admonitions to maintain flexibility (souplesse) may have been
attempts to counter the potential drawbacks of excessive
fixation: undue tension and rigidity, percussiveness at higher
dynamic levels, a "notey" sound.

All the major stylistic and technical traits of the école

francaise seem to have become ingrained in the playing and
Conservatoire teaching to the point of being common practice
before mid-century.l3 Although certain features were later
refined or exaggerated by influential exponents (notably Saint-
Saéns, the celebrated teacher Antoine Marmontel,l4 and
Marmontel's pupils Francis Planté and Louis Diémer), the basic
tradition underwent few modifications prior to 1890. During

the Second Empire (1852-1871), Paris was decisively eclipsed by




Weimar, Leipzig, Berlin and Vienna as a center of musical
innovation. French music "became entrenched in a rather
superficial conservatism."15

In the performance sphere, the Gallic inclination to
admire perfection of craft often degenerated into an obsessive
preoccupation with the "artisanal" aspects of playing and with
brilliant, often gratuitous effects in performance. Teaching
took on an increasingly academic aspect, and there was strong
pressure--both institutional and societal--to conformism. For
many virtuosi and their audiences, what seemed to matter most
was not artistic understanding or quality of ideas and feeling
but elegance and polish of manner.

While composers began to move away from the facility and
frivolity of the previous era soon after 1870, performance
practice changed less quickly. In 1930, Cortot noted that
French pianists of the 1890s by and large subscribed to the
same outlook and repertoire tastes as had their predecessors of
fifty years before:

It would not be going too far to say that for a very long

time, French pianists were not at all inclined to aim for

any lofty, unattainable ideals. For most of them,
concerts were nice occasions to demonstrate their
virtuosity to a gathering of supportive friends.
In the course of motley and disjointed programs,...

[they] reaffirmed the qualities of a piano school still

attached to the principles of Herz, Kalkbrenner and

Stamaty: ... by a performance full of elegance and brio,

by the charm of a phrasing replete with clever effects,

by the polish of an irreproachable mechanism.

Perhaps it's ungrateful of me to criticize..., but I
must confess that after looking through a volume of
recital programs published around 1893 by the Maison

Pleyel, I understood why in some countries French
pianists still today suffer from a reputation for
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superficiality. [There were compositions of] Beethoven,
Schumann and naturally of Chopin. Yet one has the
distinct feeling that these great names were included in
the repertoires of the most popular soloists only so that
they could more readily abandon themselves - having thus
established their musical respectablity - to the
ingratiating velocities of a Godard or a Thomé. With
rare exceptions, this was the mentality of the public_and
of Parisian pianists [at the turn of the century]....1l6

Policies and Teaching Conditions =

The type of schooling young pianists received at the
Conservatoire and the socio-cultural milieu in which they had
to ply their craft upon graduation were more than a little
responsible for the slick and flashy virtuosity and the
shameless catering to popular tastes that prevailed in Cortot's
youth. As mentioned earlier, Conservatoire pupils had no
mandatory courses other than piano study and solfége.
Theoretical knowledge, familiarity with styles and with the
production of great music beyond the pianisticymedium (not to
mention much piano literature excluded from school study
programs),l7 experience in ensemble playing (chamber music,
accompaniment)--all this most pupils had to seek out on their
own. There were no general repertoire guidelines to ensure a
well-balanced study program of high quality literature from
different periods. The only required work for the piano
classes was the annual competition piece. If the professor's
tastes were reactionary or if he thought his own compositions
were the equal of Chopin's, there was nothing to prevent him

from assigning pupils a very unbalanced diet of pieces.
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The Conservatoire maitre gave all his instruction in
group (master class) sessions. This format had the advantage
of sparing him the tiresome task of having to repeat the same
points to every pupil. At the same time, it afforded pupils
exposure to much literature beyond that personally studied. As
practiced at the Conservatoire, howevef, the master class
system allowed each student very limited contact time with the
professorl® and fostered an instructional atmosphere that was
not conducive to thorough inquiry into any individual's special
musical or physiological problems.

The trend toward an increasingly narrow musical education
for performers can be observed throughout Europe in the second
half of the last century. 1In Paris it was aggravated by
institutional policies and social attitudes. Musical talent
usually shows very early, and in France the tendency was to
start training it intensively as soon as possible--hence the
low minimum and maximum age limits postulated for Conservatoire
classes. From the time a pupil was admitted to the
Conservatoire (often between the ages of seven and ten), he/she
usually had no further schooling except in music. Pupils were
given a heavy assignment of pieces, études and exercises and
spent most of their time practicing; it was not unusual for
youngsters in the preparatory classes to log five to eight
hours of practice daily. Once a week a pupil might go to an
assistant teacher (régétiteurf who wpuld supervise note-

learning and technical study, reiterate basic concepts, instil
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study habits, etc. Generally he would have only half an hour a
week at the piano with the maitre in class (Conservatoire
regulations forbade professors from giving private lessons to
members of their classes outside of class time), barely enough
to receive a few general suggestions and explanations or a
demonstration of passages. |

The system was clearly designed for the exceptionally
talented only. At the same time, it often jeopardized the
development of talent to its fullest potential by "forcing the
bloom." Winning one's first prize at a tender age was thought
to augur for a brilliant career, and the precocious were
exhibited in recital young--the public loved a prodigy——and
were under considerable pressure to finish their Conservatoire
studies in record time, rather than round out their musical
education. The emphasis at the Conservatoire was so strongly
geared toward solo performance, moreover, that students who
wished to study other aspects of performing were sometimes
obliged to look outside the’school for practical experience.
The situation that Isidor Philipp found when, as a pupil at the
Conservatoire in the late 1870's he decided to study chamber
music, was symptomatic of an attitude that persisted up to
Cortot's student days:

There was an ensemble class headed by M. Baillot, a

nice old fellow who was the son of the famous violinist.

M. Réty [Secretary-General of the Conservatoire]...

suggested that I attend it. Baillot was astounded when I

showed up. "But sir," he said to me, "my class is a

desert. Let's hope you can find some partners now and

then anyhow. In the meantime, it may interest you to
know that I knew Chopin.... I could tell you about many




other artists who were on close terms with my father." I

learned a great deal from him, but his class was indeed a

desert: it was not compulsory.l9

Prematurely liberated from his musical apprenticeship on
the strength of his playing of a single work, obliged to try to
make a name for himself in a Paris music world already
surfeited with aspiring virtuosi, a gifted adolescent might
easily go awry. Even were he fortunate enough to find
additional wise musical and pianistic guidance, there remained
the imposing problem of winning recognition. Securing paying
concerts and orchestral engagements was extremely difficult
without the patronage of powerful musicians or music lovers
from the upper social strata. The vital "contacts" needed to

get ahead in the artistic world could often be made in the

salons of the aristocracy and the haute-bourgeoisie, but

serious music was not always given the place of honor. Many
young pianists found themselves called upon mainly to provide
"entertainment" for wealthy pretenders to culture who only
wanted a little music with their conversation, and whose tastes
ran to the most trivial and accessible genre pieces.20 If the
breaks did not come one's way, the alternatives to a
performance career were neither numerous nor nearly as
remunerative. Sooner or later, the vast majority of these
pianists turned, albeit resentfully, to teaching, which they
practiced much as they themselves had been taught.

The feature of the Conservatoire education most

virulently criticized by the school's graduates was the policy
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of assessing students' merits by competitions (concours). Many
decried the negative impact of this system on the academic
atmosphere and instruction. Juries admitted or rejected
studente, and other juries determined whether they deserved to
be expelled, kept on or "graduated" largely on the basis of
their performance of a few pieces in competitions. So much
hinged on the outcome of the annual public concours that
intriguing, self-promotion (pre-competition publicity,
organizing 'claques' whose applause might sway the audience and
jury) and even vulgar histrionics were not uncommon. Philipp
recalled that in his day,

the juries... were composed of nine artists.... Saint-
Saéns, Gounod, Stephen Heller, Massenet, Delibes... did
not consider it beneath their dignity to adjudicate. Let
me add that despite this august assembly, injustices were
perpetrated quite frequently.

Students had to compete in full dress attire, [and]
their teachers, dressed likewise in tails, sat beside
them on stage. I remember my maitre Mathias, who
ordinarily didn't seem too concerned with whether his
class won any honors, elegant, smoothing his sideburns
with a little comb... and taking opera glasses from his
pocket to follow the reactions of the jury members. I
recall the little cries of satisfaction uttered by the
audience when a pupil brought off a phrase ending - an
"effet" as it was then called - or a brilliant piece of
passage work with a flourish.

M. [Antoine] Marmontel spoke to his students, touched
their shoulders, made them speed up or slow down and
encouraged them audibly. [Félix] Le Couppey,... a
consummate actor, mimed the piece, stood up, sat down,
sang, and I remember one competition where his
gesticulating was so amusing that he was given an ovation

~and his student, who was quite mediocre, received a first
prize!.... Alphonse Duvernoy deserves credit for putting
an end to this ridiculous custom.?21

Two decades later when Cortot came before the juries, the

professors were no longer on stage with the pupils, but little
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else had changed. Students still put their academic and, to
some extent, their career prospects on the line in yearly
public competitions, at which they performed a single required
piece from the standard literature?2 and read at sight a short
work composed for the occasion. Debussy, always the reformer,
condemned the competitions as "a deplorable way... of
acknowledging pupils' achievements. A person may do fine work,
and be quite a good student. The day of the competition he
happens to be a bit off his form, and he fails. I know of
nothing more absurd."23 Music critic Gaston carraud delivered
one of the most scathing denunciations of the system. Seeing
in Fauré's appointment to the directorship the possibility of
significant reform, he published an article that began by
arguing that critics, relatives and the general public should
be excluded from Conservatoire competitions because their
presence only "opened the door to machinations and 'playing to
the gallery.'" He concluded:
...The concours system... is unfair; it is degrading.
It risks destroying in one moment the fruit of years of
sacrifices; it favors surface qualities over more
profound ones. It is a game, and too often a game at
which one cheats....
I am not criticizing at all the instruction dispensed
-at the Conservatoire, only the influence of the
competitions on it.... 1In any case,... has there ever
- been what one could call a "Conservatoire teaching"?
What elements of it could serve as a basis for
discussion? There has been the teaching of Conservatoire
professors, some of whom have been, and still are,
remarkable pedagogues. But what sort of cohesion has
ever existed between their various teachings
(doctrines)? What are these traditions so often
alluded to? Nothing but anarchy.... I've seen too well

how everyone, and most of all music itself, has been hurt
by the lack of any method, or rather by the tyranny of a




single method: the preparation of competitions. However
honorable the exceptions due to the personal merit and
efforts of this or that individual, the whole institution
is mesmerized from one end of the year to the other by
the competitions, and by the examinations which
constitute the preliminary stage of the competitions.

The professors stake an amour-propre on them that is
still fiercer, and certainly more despicable than [that
of] the students. Preparing the competition piece
becomes the sole objective of the teaching.... And don't
think for a moment that the justification is didactic,
that the aim is to impart an understanding of the art.
No! The only thing that counts is to play the piece
according to current fashion or academic caprice, so that
it will win a prize: to play it the way the jury wants
it played. It matters little that the candidate knows
nothing apart from how to play this piece in a particular
way. It matters little that if, by chance, he was
capable of showing some spark of originality, that this
was quickly snuffed out in order not to offend anyone....
That is unimportant, as long as he becomes a laureat,
even at the expense of having his artistic life ruined by
this distorted education.24

Carraud's desire to provoke the administration into
changing its policies led him to exaggerate somewhat the extent
to which competition preparation monopolized thinking and
study. Cortot's disciple Blanche Bascourret de Guéraldi (1896-
1983), an eminent pedagogue who studied at the Conservatoire
from 1909-13 and later served as répétitrice to Lazare-Lévy in
one of the school's advanced piano classes, stated that "the
competition piece was no doubt the single most important work

in the program of studies, but it was never [in the piano

classes] the sole focus of the professor's attention. The

examination pieces of January and May and the required work for
the final competition were three of many pieces learned in the
course of a year's study."25 Nonetheless, Carraud's opinion of

the detrimental effect of the competition system on the quality

39




40

§f a pupil's education, and its potential for abuse and
injustice, was widely shared.

Cortot felt very strongly that a public competition was
an inadequate means of evaluating a pupil's competence because
it permitted only "a cursory exhibition of talent, rather than
a thorough examination of musicianship."26 The accolades
bestowed on those who excelled in the Conservatoire's
competitichs were, he conceded, of great symbolic and practical
value: "For musicians of my generation, a first prize... was a
rare badge of quality which opened the doors of the major music
societies and powerfully aided young artists in making their
debuts."27 Moreover, the individual and class rivalries
fostered by the competitions were highly motivating: "the
peculiar atmosphere of the Conservatoire, the sort of feverish
excitement maintained by the very preparation for the
concours, ... generated a pride that inspired intensive work."28

Névertheless, one of the first actions taken by Cortot
and Auguste Mangeot upon founding the Ecole Normale de Musique
- was to abolish the competition system as practiced at the
Conservatoire. 1In its place they substituted broad programs of
study geared to various orientations (performance or pedagogy)

and levels of advancement (Brevet, Dipldéme, Licence), each

covering study of a prescribed set of auxiliary subjects in
addition to the pupil's principal instrument or discipline. As
was the case at the Conservatoire, the student was evaluated in

performance before a jury of distinguished professionals or, in
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competition piece.30 Furthermore, given the decisive
importance of the competition, it would be surprising if
Conservatéire teachers were not inclined to emphasize those
performance values which, in a brief public hearing, gave their
pupils an edge: accuracy, technical fluency and showmanship.31
Prize-winning students were no doubt gratified by the success
they enjoyed with this style in the salons. Only gradually, if
at all, did it dawn on some young virtuosi that they might be
letting their chance for a truly significant role in music slip

away by not developing their deeper artistic gifts.

Carraud was surely right in stating that there never was
such a thing as a "Conservatoire teaching," if by such he meant
a set of didactic methods adhered to by all. Nevertheless,
Conservatoire piano teachers as a group did practice much the
same type of teaching,during the period 1870-1905. From a
historical distance, differences of personality, pedagogical
merit and teaching style between individuals tend to pale in
significance when compared to the many affinities--of culture,
of a solid musical tradition with a distinctive normative set
of values, and of educational and professional experience--
which bound the group together. 1In order to characterize the

Conservatoire approach to teaching, one can in fact draw up a
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composite portrait of a maitre of that era which in its main
lines would be valid for almost any member of the school's
piano faculty.32

The Conservatoire piano professor in Cortot's youth was a
Frenchman by birth or naturalization and very likely an alumnus
of the school.33 By choice and training he was first a
performer, and second--more often than not--a would-be
composer. In actuality, he was likely to be an "armchair" or
"annual recital" pianist, having long since abandoned any
pretentions to a virtuoso career.34 There were two significant
exceptions to this norm: Raoul Pugno (1852-1914), who achieved
international fame as partner to Eugéne Ysaye and soloist with
orchestras,35 and Louis Diémer (1843-1919), who seldom toured
abroad but was highly acclaimed in France as a virtuoso. The
typical professor had been a "prodigy" of sorts, winning his
piano prize in early adolescence and perhaps going on to earn
additional prizes in écriture (harmohy, fugue, counterpoint,
etc.) before the age of twenty. Not infrequently he was a
rather cultivated individual; many were from the privileged
class or from distinguished musical families. But except for
the practical "coaching" experience he might have gained in
youth assisting his maitre with class instruction, "nothing,"
as Cortot pointed out, "or very little... in his Conservatoire
grounding... prepared him for the moral and pedagogical role he

would later exercise."36
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As a rule, the turn-of-the-century Conservatoire
professor's approach to teaching was instinctive and empirical.
He did not analyze either the music or the technical aspects of
playing and rarely explained to»the pupil exaetly how he should
go about realizing'the desired objectives. Rather, he
critiqued the pupil's efforts, and prescribed--or more often,
demonstrated at the piano--how the piece was to be played. He
tended to be uninformed about learning processes, suspicious of
new and unfamiliar‘ideas, and uninterested in (or perhaps
incapable of) analyzing his own playing in detail. He was not
one to intellectualize music, still less to theorize about the
art of piano playing. His was rather a "tacit" (behaviorists
would say, synthetic) mastery of the art, aequired through
instinctive adaptation, through emulating authoritative models
and through "hands on" experience. Like seasoned professionals
everywhere, he was wed to his own way of doing things--the more
so since his convictions rested largely on unanalyzable
intuitions, and on habits and received beliefs assimilated
unconsciously in youth. Paui Loyonnet's description of the
teaching of Charles de Bériot will serve to give a notion of
the type of instruction dispensed:37

[de Bériot's] main interest was elarity and a singing

tone.... He had studied with Thalberg and with

Kufferath,... and a singing line was especially important

to those musicians. I remember that he often said, "If a

singer did what you are doing, one would laugh at him!"

He was 65 when I went to him, and he was easily annoyed

by his students! Instead of Czerny's [School of]
Velocity he put me on the Cramer Etudes, which he




considered more musical;... he rarely made me study Bach.
Instead we did pieces by Field, Dussek, Hummel, etc., to
develop expression and velocity.

He often showed [at the piano] exactly what he wanted.
But aside from working on nuance, he gave little
attention to technique per se, thinking... that technique
will develop itself through the pieces studied. This in
itself is all right if one has good work habits and good
preliminary formation of muscles. Unfortunately, he
never told me how to organize my practice, and often if I
played poorly he would say, "Play it again" - sometimes
writing in a fingering.

[At the Conservatoire], in addition to our weekly
class. we also met on Fridays, which were devoted solely
to Bach and Chopin - we each had to learn a new prelude
and fugue each week38 and a new Chopin étude, plus a
transcendental étude by de Bériot himself! The Friday
classes worked all right for the first month,... [but]
gradually students stopped coming on Fridays, and he
didn't mind, since it was his last gear on the faculty
and he was pretty detached already.3°

Contrary to quite a few professors of that time, de
Bériot seems to have been concerned at least mildly with the
aesthetic aspects of performance. The inadequacy of his
teaching methods, however, made it very difficult for students
to realize the aims he posed for them:

With [de Bériot] it was always... interpretation! Slow

practice and the quality of one's sound were his main

concerns. He never suggested how we might practice in

order to play as he wanted or as he illustrated. I
remember that a student brought in Mendelssohn's
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Variations sérieuses, and de Bériot stopped him after the

first variation and played up to that point himself, to
demonstrate that the top line must be brought out, and
then he closed the book and let it be known that the
student's 20 minutes were done. For four more weeks the
scene was the same for the student!... Another student
couldn't get the right sonority for the opening of
Weber's Sonata in A flat; he never got further than that
page at a class lesson. To do him justice, though, I
must say that all [de Bériot's] students developed a
taste for good musical "diction,"™ a sense of good
pedalling, contrasting touches and clarity in fast
tempos.4
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In technical matters, the typical Conservatoire professor
of Cortot's youth tended to adhere closely to the precepts and
practices of his teacher and other authorities of the "old
school," who based their instruction on a mechanistic concept
of piano playing. For this group, writes Eigeldinger,
wr] 'apprentissage de la virtuosité' was equated with a
collection of formulas (catalogued in innumerable Méthodes) for
attaining a precise position of the hand, the fingers, the
forearm, etc."4l oOften a professor's ideas on technique were
little more than truisms taken over uncritically from the time
of Czerny and before: "finger articulation was the universal
panacea,"42 and the only way to acquire pianistic
accomplishment was through "long hours of finger exercises and
stubborn repetition of 'Etudes de mécanisme.'"43 oOne resolved
performance problems by persevering. The idea was "not merely

to play the piano, but really to work at it, to exert oneself

to the point of exhaustion."44 Real mastery was "reserved for
the privileged few endowed with exceptional instincts... [and]
naturally well-coordinated movements."45

Even the eminent pedagogue Isidor Philipp (1863-1958),46
who emphasized the need for "working more with the brain than
with the fingers, thinking and concentrating more" during
practice,47 retained much of the old school attitude in his
approach to technical training. Philipp believed firmly in the
efficacy of large doses of abstract exercises--of which his own

exercises de tenues%8 are a famous example--and études. He was
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not averse to assigning twenty or more pages of technical
studies each week to a student.49 "philipp wanted us to
articulate vigorously, with fingers curved from the tip and
with each phalange contributing to a hollowed hand position,"
recalled Loyonnet.
He had us transpose difficult passages, and of course
this gave us better facility in accurate lateral motions.
His chief merit was his guidance in choosing the right
progressive order of works that a student should study
- but not in interpreting them. His ideals were:
velocity, jeu perlé and sobriety of expression....

He was not concerned with interpretation. He felt that
students should have that already, from their previous
professors, so that his only task was to make a kind of
"final judgment." Often he was content to say, "C'est
bien," or "C'est a retravailler," or "C'est trop dur,"
or... often to me, "C'est trop lourd." If one asked him
to explain these basic criticisms, he would often respond
with something sharp, like "Mettez votre téte au bout de
vos doigts!"™ ("Put your head in charge of your
fingers!")50
The above exemplifies well the type of criticism commonly

dispensed: it was judgmental rather than elucidatory. There
was often no attempt to analyze the problem or to synthesize
the teacher's insights and experiences into general concepts
that might promote learning transfer. It is well to keep in
mind, however, that the professor of a Conservatoire class
dealt with the élite of a whole country. No one expected him
to chart out every step, to explain every why and wherefore.
Faith in the "authoritarian infallibility of the master"31l and
in the pupil's innate talent and assimilative powers were such
that it was considered perfectly natural for him to confine

himself to pointing out faults or deficiencies in a pupil's

playing and perhaps showing how the piece "should go," without




entering into specifics as to why a performance was inadequate
or how the learner should go about conquering particular
difficulties encountered in the music or overcoming chronic
shortcomings in his playing.

This type of teaching--strongly reliant on mimetic
learning (direct emulation of a respected model), formalist in
its technical‘views, dictatorial in tone but neither specific
nor lavish with its interpretive éounsel--was by no means
unique to the Conservatoire. On the contrary, it was more or
less the norm in European music schools up to the present
century. The pedagogy of a Chopin, a Deppe or a Leschetitzky‘
was the exception that confirmed the rule. The order of the
day at most "official" conservatories was to acquire finger
virtuosity via reams of progressively graded exercises and
études.®2 Technique was trained to a considerable degree in
isolation from musicianship and artistic sensitivity. By 1900,
however, leading elements of the teaching profession in many |
countries were moving away from mechanistic, excessively
finger-oriented technical systems as the findings of the
analytical pedagogues and the implications of the free, natural
piano playing of artists like Liszt and Rubinstein were
absorbed. A well-balanced, comprehensive technical system that
fosters effective use of the whole physical apparatus, a
rational set of study methods, technique as an integral part

of, and a means to artistic interpretation rather than a set of
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said on the subject in the didactic writings and musical
memoirs of the Belle Epoque (1870-1914). Pupils were chastised
for "poor taste," were exhorted to listen Critically (Diémer,
Philipp, Long), to develop a good piano tone (Pugno, de Bériot,
Antonin Marmontel, Long) and in a few cases (Diémer,
especially) to respect the text. Apart from some general
remarks by Philipp,35 one looks in vain in French didactic
writings of the era for allusions to the notion that musical
ends, and the specific musical requirements of the context,
dictate the appropriate technical means to be employed.
Similarly, there seems to be very little recognition of the
fact that stimulating a pupil's desire to render a specific
expressive character and sonority will often bring about the
appropriate adaptive movements at the keyboard, and
consequently will expand his technical skills.

Perhaps these ideas were deemed self-evident and unworthy
of mention. That is not the impression one gets readiné
students' recollections of their lessons, however. To put it
crudely, most French piano teaching was "product-centgred,"
i.e., aimed at making the student play the particular work
under study better, rather than "concept- or process-centered,"
i.e., aimed at sharpening the pupil's artistic sensibilities
and intellectual faculties, at chahging his way of seeing and
understanding his task. Granted, this is an invidious and
somewhat artificial distinction but one that does reflect the

gist of many teachers' comments recalled by Conservatoire
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alumni. Pupils were taught to adopt a certain technical

approach and to play a work with certain turns of phrase and

interpretive conventions because that was what "tradition"
dictated.

The Conservatoire played an important role in ensuring
the solidity and "purity" of the French tradition of piano
playing by its resistance to change and outside influences

(until quite recently, only artists trained in the école

francaise were appointed to the faculty). French composers
also helped to mould the character of the pianism. With few
exceptions--Franck being one--their music did not demand a big,
weighty tone, an emphatic rhetoric and expressive means or a
symphonic treatment of the instrument, as did the music of the
German Romantics, Liszt and the Russian late-Romantics.26

More than a few Conservatoire professors seem to have had
greater faith in the efficacy of the "system"--the prestige of
the school, the rigorous disciplines imposed, the conservatism
of its juries, the amount of work a maitre could exact, the
céncentration of musical talent (conducive to fierce rivalries,
but also to students inspiring and teaching each other)--
greater confidence, that is, in the institution's capacity to
form artists and instill traditional values than in their own
ability to teach pupils either music or technique. Deep down,
they were more than a little skeptical, perhaps justifiably, of

the grandiose claims made for education in the latter
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nineteenth century,?’ believing that in matters of art there
was precious little that could actually be taught.58
Perhaps the most fascinating aspect of the Conservatoire

and its stewardship of the école francaise is that while the

school was dedicated to preserving the status quo in French
piano playing and composition, the system and the instruction
were not really that constraining on the strong individualist.
The very lack of any strict method or closely reasoned pedagogy
and the limited contact pupils had with a pfofessor may explain
why.52 The Conservatoire education fostered conformity to
tradition in the majority and may have stifled the development
of lesser talents. The really original minds rebelled and
struck out on their own. 1In a curious way, the conservatism of
the faculty and the often academic tenor of their instruction
seem to have incited the potential innovators to a more radical
defiance of convention and a sharper awareness of their own
position and aims.®0 Thus, a Debussy and a Ravel, a Cortot and
a Risler, all began their musicél exploits on the hard benches
of the Conservatoire. Cortot would spend ten years on those
benches as a student, and after an interim of a decade he would
return to profess at the Conservatoire for a dozen or so more
before founding his own music school. The next chapters will
trace the path that led him from a schooling which put
technique above all to a performance style and teaching "whose
whole objective was to make one forget the technical aspects

when hearing the music."61l
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6cortot, "De 1l'enseignement du piano au Conservatoire,"
Courrier Musical, July 1920, p. 211.

7Alfredo Casella, Music in My Time, tr. and ed. Spencer
Norton (1941; reprint ed., Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1955), pp. 30-31.
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ideas and a clear, elegant manner of expression are prized.
There is a general distaste for pathos or any direct, vehement
expression of feeling. According to Blume (Classic and
Romantic Music, tr. M. D. H. Norton [New York: Norton, 1970],
p. 27), a distinctively French idiom was already recognized by
the mid-18th century and was "praised for its vivacity,...
pleasing quality and easy accessibility - though it was
censured for its dryness and schematic cast." These judgments
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century. The ideals of moderation and clarity embodied in the
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These artists introduced elements from other classical piano
schools into the French harpsichord-derived tradition. Both
Kalkbrenner and Herz studied with Clementi, and Herz also
worked with Moscheles and Hunten. Stamaty passed on
Kalkbrenner's technical ideas (he taught Saint-Saéns and Louis
Moreau Gottschalk, among others) and authored didactic
materials widely in use up to the end of the last century.
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students, though his influence can be detected in the
composition styles of Saint-Saéns and Alkan.
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Chapter IIT.

Cortot's Studies at the Conservatoire (1887-1896)

Decombes' Class

Having passed the preparatory level entrance exam on his
second try, in November 1887 Cortot was accepted as a full-
fledged member of the class of Emile Decombes (1829-1912).

Louis Fleury in his "Souvenirs d'un flatiste" wrote that during

the eighteen-nineties,

the resident dunces [in the preparatory division] were
assigned to a decent fellow named Anthiome,... [while]
the brilliant ones went to Papa Decombes.... In short,
the real - the only - preparatory class for boys was the
Decombes class. One can never speak well enough of this
admirable educator, through whose hands passed most of
the pianists or composers of my generation and the
preceeding one.

Decombes, in whose class Cortot spent five long years, is
sometimes referred to as a pupil of Chopin. According to
Cortot, he was "not a student of Chopin in the strictest sense
of the word, but [one who] had the honor of playing for him a
number of times."2 Decombes' immediate concern was always to
equip his students with a fluent finger technique and a solid
foundation of pianistic skills. In his class, Cortot recalled,

I hardly need say that there was no question of

approaching the piano from the standpoint of poetic

imagination that had enriched my early study with my
sisters. Now it was a matter of mastering the many

technical difficulties through daily confrontation with
the treacherous imbroglios of [Clementi's] Gradus ad




Parnassum, which is appealing only when it is
caricaturized by Debussy... at the beginning of the
children's Corner Suite.3 '

For Cortot the path to instrumental accomplishment was
slow and arduous. "Years went by before I could cut an

honorable figure among my peers,"4 he later stated. "I had

poor piano hands}"[they wére] recalcitrant, sluggish until

really warmed up, awkward back then."3S "I had a small stretch
[and] weak fingers.... I worked so hard... that eventually I
overcame certain of these deficiencies."® Former classmates
agree that what impressed them most in the young Cortot were
not his pianistic gifts but rather his intense nature and the
zeal with which he applied himself to his studies. "When I
think of Cortot," wrote Joseph Morpain (1873—1961),7 a fellow
member of Decombes' class from 1886-1889,
the earliest picture that comes to mind is that of a
small boy with dark eyes, black hair and a dusky
complexion, serious and reflective.... How old was he?
Ten, perhaps, and to outward appearances he gave no sign
of being a child prodigy. It was by virtue of his
intelligence and conscientiousness that he stood out from
the rest at that time. His unfailing musicality also
caught our attention.8
Morpain's recollection is essentially confirmed by that
of Jean Gallon (1878-1959), another classmate of Cortot's and
later a professor of harmony at the Conservatoire. According

to Gallon, Cortot always came to class

accompanied by his two older sisters,... who dedicated
themselves to him with a sort of religious devotion....
Though just a child, he impressed us by his serious and
concentrated air. Thinking back, I recall his expressive
features..., his will (volonté) strained like a bow and
his fanatical application. When the maitre made a remark
about a piece just performed, [Cortot] would stare at him
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wide-eyed and move his lips as though reciting the advice

to himself. Later, in Diémer's class, his personality

rapidly began to assert itself. His naturally beautiful

sonority delighted us, and his tonal palette was

continually acquiring new colors, which he seemed to

invent just to amaze us. I could never listen to him

play without being moved....°

Decombes loved music, and he loved working with
youngsters. His pupils quickly sensed this and reciprocated in
kind. Like most "old school" professors, Decombes had no set
method. He focussed on the pupil's immediate performance
problems, offering practical tips drawn from his rich fund of
teaching experience and abundant illustrations at the keyboard.
in contrast to many of his contemporaries, Decombes was
patient, supportive and indulgent almost to a fault.10 w1t
would surprise me to hear that strict discipline was the means
by which he obtained his successes," wrote Fleury. "He was
indeed the most gentle and kind-hearted of souls,... [a] saint
--those who knew him well will not contradict me."1l

Decombes was not only a kindly man, he was also a keen
observer of human nature. He knew how to kindle enthusiasm and
build confidence by setting specific tasks that would challenge
the learner without overstraining his abilities. His positive
attitude and personal warmth inspired great affection and
elicited pupils' best efforts. Composer and critic Reynaldo
Hahn provided a vivid description of Decombes' teaching in his
1912 eulogy:

Cheerful, tolerant, full of paternal affection,...

[Decombes] was not only an excellent and charming man, he

was also a fine professor... [with] a natural flair for
teaching....
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No teacher was ever less talkative, gave fewer
explanations, was more averse to high-flown words and
theoretical discourses. When a new student auditioned,
(Decombes) had him play "his piece," listened good-
naturedly while observing him,... occasionally nodding
approvingly, murmuring from time to time: 'nice, nice'
(...at first he only stressed the good qualities of the
aspirant). Then if he accepted the student, he took an
enormous blue or red pencil and wrote several titles on a
note pad: "Here is what you should work on for the next
lesson... very slowly, lifting each finger, striking like
this, like this!" and on his open left hand, or even on
the pupil's chest, he placed his right hand and, lifting
his fingers and then bringing them down one after the
other, gave an admirable and very simple demonstration of
the playing mechanism. This lasted a few seconds, and it
sufficed. The pupil came away with an oversized example
of what his small hand should imitate emblazoned on his
memory, and this image was worth more to him than a mass
of confused injunctions and lengthy recommendations
concerning the position of the body, the angle of the arm
vis a vis the keyboard and the curve of the first phalanx
would have been....

The natural, effortless position of this huge white
hand implied relationships and proportions which the
pupil obeyed at first without questioning, unconsciously
assimilating these laws to his own nature and special
physical means, thus fulfilling the first aim of Decombes
- which was to not force or modify in any way the
personality of the student - when, of course, he deemed
it worthy of respect. _

Decombes was in the habit of assigning easy exercises
and difficult pieces to his new students. Why, I don't
know. Nor do I have any idea why this procedure gave
such excellent results. What is certain, is that at
first one progressed very fast, which pleased the pupil
and gave him courage and self-confidence, resulting in
further advances.

Rarely did Decombes criticize a student or really
reprove him. While one played he listened, often
approving with a word or a nod, or gently chiding: 'Watch
out! The hands aren't quite together, my friend," or
'Come on, clearly now, let's not rush...," etc., but
seldom going so far as to stop the student. [The

student] grew quite aware while he played - perhaps for

the very reason that he was not ever stopped - of the
weak or bad spots in his performance, pointed out en
passant with a barely reproachful good-naturedness, while
other passages prompted an almost continuous stream of
compliments....

But how can one give an idea in precise, descriptive
terms of a system that was not properly speaking a system

64




at all, and which consisted entirely of a personal
influence as powerful as it was gentle? I am sure that
if one asked the innumerable students of Decombes how...
[he] made talent grow and blossom within them, how they
took from him a taste for elegance and expression, by
what means he developed in them a love for music,
instilled in them an equal aversion to the narrow, dry
formalism of some pianists and the empty grandiloquence
of others..., they would be very hard put to answer.l12

Decombes seems to have arrived intuitively at insights
into the psychology of learning that eluded most professors of
his day. He understood that many times the performance
difficulties experienced by a gifted child are not physical
(muscular, coordinational) but "mental" in origin (that is,
arising from faulty learning habits, poor concentration,
emotional insecurities or anxiety-related tension) and that
these problems can be alleviated or overcome by psychological
tactics and wise guidance. The cleverness with which Decombes
combined criticism with ample positive reinforcement, the way
he inculcated self-discipline and critical listening skills
while keeping to a minimal-intervention "coaching" that
accustomed the pupil to actual performance conditions--all this
is a refreshing céntrast to the harsh, dictatorial tactics
employed by many nineteenth-century‘teachers.

Since the Conservatoire made little provision for public
performances by students other than the annual competition for
prizes,13 Decombes organized private class recitals to give his
pupils incentive to perfect their pieces and valuable
performance experience. Usually a professor from one of the

advanced piano classes at the Conservatoire would be invited to
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attend and offer comments and criticism. According to Cortot,
a frequent guest of honor at the recitals was Georges Mathias,
"an authentic student of Chopin,... which fostered in us the
proud and naive illusion that under this double aegis [of
Decombes and Mathias] we were carrying on the tradition of an
incomparable pianistic style!"l4 1In those years Decombes'
class had no dearth of promising talents, as can be seen from a

program for a student recital held the second of June, 1889:15

Moscheles Concerto No. 3 [Op. 58] - Maurice Ravel
Hummel Sonata in AP major - Jean Gallon
Ries Concerto No. 3 [Op. 55] - Raoul Laparral®
Weber Sonata in AP major - Georges Haas
Hummel Concerto in AP major [Op. 113] - Lucien Wurmserl8
Herz Concerto No. 5, Op. 180 - cCamille Decreusl?®
Chopin Concerto No. 2 [Op. 21] - Joseph Morpain
Chopin Concerto No. 1 [Op. 11] - Reynaldo Hahn
Herz Concerto No. 3 [Op. 37] - Alfred Cortot
Lavignac Galop-marche [1 piano, 8 hands] - MM. Decreus,

Wurmser, Haas and Cortot

"The study of a repertoire which consisted largely of
works of Hummel, Field, Moscheles and other composer-pianists
of the early nineteenth century," Cortot noted,

taught [us]... the qualities of this bel-canto style [of
writing] which, though making ample use of conventional
figuration - arpeggios, trills, brilliant scales and
similar outmoded artifices (called back then "tours
d'adresse"20) - retained nonetheless the basic principles
of a sensitive lyrical declamation.... Decombes, for his
part, showered us with musical examples of these
[principles], played with a delightfully graceful and
elegant touch....

He often recounted his impressions of [Chopin's]...
playing, stressing its amazing rhythmic equilibrium -
quite the opposite of the erroneous notion of an
effeminate rubato which [partisans of] a maudlin
sentimentality (I refuse to dignify it with the word
"sensitivity") today assume to be the genuine one.
[Chopin] gave the left hand the role, in the Polish




master's own words, of "maitre de chapelle": it was
always supposed to keep the basic rhythmic pulse, though
without hindering the free vocal delivery of the melody
line in the right hand.21

Despite intensive study, Cortot failed the preparatory

piano and solfége final examinations in both 1888 and 1889.

"In 1890," wrote Gavoty, "a third place medal (dernier nommé)22

enabled him to just barely escape the axe of automatic

expulsion."23 After this shaky beginning he gradually found
his stride and began to justify Decombes' high opinion of his
abilities. A transcript of his grades, assembled from records
in the Conservatoire archives,?4 attests to his perseverance
and steady, hard-won gains:

Report of Emile Decombes

Examination of 18 January 1888 10 years 3 months, 1lst year
(Hummel: Sonata in Eb, 1st movement). Very well
organized child, musically and pianistically; superb
hands,25 beautiful tone; a worker.

Exam. 8 June 1888 (Moscheles: Concerto No. 3). Good
organization, good hands; very studious pupil, very
promising; has progressed enormously since the start of
the school year; is strong enough to compete.26

Exam. 16 January 1889 (competed [unsucessfully] in 1888)

(Ch. Mayer: 2nd Allegro de concert). Very studious
and courageous pupil, who is an absolutely tireless
worker; in time will gain in lightness; has [good] sound
and feeling.

Exam. 13 June 1889 (Herz: Concerto No. 3). Progressing well,
practices a lot; still a little heavy; will do just
fine. A promising student, very intelligent.

Exam. 27 January 1890 (Ferd. Hiller: Sarabande). This young
student has made amazing progress since last year. He

has everything going for him: power, tone, feeling; and
on top of it, he's a hard worker.
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In June of 1892 Cortot at last won his premiére médaille
~in piano. On November 7 of that same year he passed the second
and final round of the advanced division entrance competition
and was accepted into Louis Diémer's class. Looking back on
this first phase of his apprenticeship, he said: "Although I
earned the diplomas with which I could hope to enter the
advanced division only after attaining a rather dubious
seniority,... I in no way regret this slow, character-building
formation."29 cCortot, in Morpain's words, had "progressed by
leaps and bounds... in the supportive atmosphere [of the
preparatory class]."3° Decombes' guidance and Cortot's hard
work no doubt brought about mﬁch of that improvement--but
Cortot was also reqeiving help from another quarter. It is
from ca. 1890 that one can date his association with an artist
who profoundly influenced his musical development and aesthetic
views: Edouard Risler (1873-1929).31

in order to make best use of the meager time allotted
each pupil in the class, professors in both the preparatory and
advanced divisions often relied on répétiteurs, i.e., assisting
teacher-coaches who prepared pupils for class lessons, drilled
them in sight-reading and frequently oversaw much of the
technical training. Those of Decombes' pupils who needed eitra
instruction--and most were told they did--took a private
tutoring session with a répétiteur once a week in addition to
their ciass lessons.32 In some classes, especially the girls'

classes, the répétitrices were seasoned teachers, many of whom
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took this humble post in the hope that it would give them an
inside track for an eventual full appointment to the faculty.
Decombes, however, preferred to draw his assistants from among
the recent graduates or senior members of Louis Diémer's class,
to the great good fortune of Cortot, who was sent to Edouard
Risler. In Risler, he found not only a conscientious coach but
an inspiring role model who in time became his dearest friend.

Risler, a protégé of Diémer, had won his premier prix in
piano in 1889 and was considered one of the brightest young
talents of the day. From his graduation until about 1897, when
his career took off, he spent much of each year in Paris. He
practiced furiously, coached pupils of Decombes and Diémer,
studied harmony and accompaniment at the Conservatoire and
performed frequently in the fashionable music salons. During
those years he also frequented Bayreuth during the summer33 and
made numerous trips to Berlin and Dresden to pursue further
piano study with three noted Liszt~discip1es,’Eugéne d'Albert,
Karl Klindworth and Bernard Stavenhagen.34

Risler worked with the young Cortot fairly regularly
until at least 1895. He was more than just a répétiteur to
Cortot; in effect, he made Cortot his protégé.‘ He supervised
Cortot's piano study, counselled him on artistic and personal
matters, explored the symphonic and operatic literature with
him and helped him make social and professional contacts. By
the example of his modesty and perfectionism, Risler instilled

in Cortot a profound reverence for the masterworks of his art
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Mama is much better; she and my sisters send you their
kindest regards.

I'll say goodbye now, dear Risler, thanking you once
again for your charming letter and sending you a hearty
handshake.

Your devoted A. Cortot

Villars (par Tournus) Sadne et Loire38

It was Risler who prepared Cortot for the advanced level
entrance examinations, as a letter from Léa Cortot written
Shortly before the 1892 concours reveals:

Paris, October 29 [1892] 32, rue des Marais
My dear Risler,

I can't tell you how happy your little note made us
and I thank you from the bottom of my heart for having
thought of us at the crucial moment. M. Diémer, whom we
have just been to see, told us how warmly you recommended
my brother to him. We've also just learned from him that
you are going to play for [Anton] Rubinstein. Try hard
to be a little more amiable with him than you are with us
ordinary mortals, because you have a way of receiving
compliments that is hardly encouraging, let me tell you,
and you've managed thus far to deter me from expressing
my admiration. Also, could you give us all the details
of the audition which show you in a good light, without
worrying about appearing immodest? 1I'd very much like to
know what you are going to play, and to be present
invisibly at your triumph.

In compensation, we are going to hear M. Diémer
tomorrow at the Lamoureux concerts, and we're very happy
about that since it's the first time we'll hear him play
solo.

I don't dare think that Fate will cross us. .The exam
will take place the 7th of November; still another week
of doubt and anguish, for it seems that the drawing of
lots is settled.392 I don't know what else I can do to
bolster our chances. I think, however, that we have
every reason to make a good showing, since you have
looked after my brother until now. He is going to
audition with the Chopin finale that you coached him on.
I'm sure he would work incredibly hard if he was admitted
to M. Diémer's class, especially if he kept studying with
you, whom he reveres. Well, let's wait and see what
happens, and hope that God is merciful. If all goes
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well, we'll let you know right away; if not, I don't know
if I'll have the nerve to break the news to you.

See you soon, and once again, a thousand times thanks
my dear Risler, for the affectionate concern you never
cease to show us.

L. Cortot40

Diémer's Class

In November of 1892 Cortot was admitted, along with only
seven other boys, to the advanced piano division. Louis Diémer
(1843-1919), in whose class he was placed, was one of the
reigning stars of the Paris pianistic world. A pupil of
Marmontel, Diémer had been a remarkable prodigy, winning first
prizes in piano (at age thirteen), harmony, accompaniment,
counterpoint and fugue. While stillbin his 'teens he had begun
touring, to considerable success.4l Diémer was a wizard of
the keyboard "blessed with a despairingly, inexorably
irreproachable technique. His mechanical skill was such that
one waited--almost hoped--for a wrong note, a human, reassuring
slip. But one never escaped the pitiless perfection."42 while
Diémer was widely ranked with Planté as one of the greatest

virtuosi of the école francaise,43 critical opinion concerning

his artistic merits was divided.44 "He was applauded
everywhere!" wrote René Dumesnil. "It is less certain that he
was always understood. His playing was often accused of
dryness and inexpressivity. Against this, one should weigh...
the clarity and fluidity of his jeu perlé... and [his] perfect

knowledge of classical traditions."45
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During his long career Diémer premiered many works of
contemporaries, including Franck's Variations §ympgggiggg§ and
Saint-Saéns' Rhapsodie d'Auvergne. He was instrumental in |
reviving interest in the music of the early keyboard masters
(Daquin, Dandrieu, Couperin, Rameau, Scarlatti) through his
historic harpsichord concerts at the Paris Exposition
Universelle of 1889.46 He was appointed Marmontel's successor
in 1888. Over the next three decades his class turned out a
long list of distinguished performers and teachers.47

Louis Fleury has left a colorful pen portrait of
professors Diémer and de Bériot and of their pupils as seen
through the eyes of a Conservatoire student of ca. 1895:

Furtive, reserved,...walking quickly and brushing the
walls, a thin little man with the air of a retired scout
master made a quick entry beneath the porch, rushed up
the left stairway and exited two hours later, vanishing
like a shadow in the direction of the boulevards. It was
M. [Charles] de Bériot, professor of one of the two
classes of piano hommes, another member of the
illustrious family of Garcia, Viardot and tutti gquanti.48
He lived alone and a little morose amid his objets d'art
in the then deserted regions of the boulevard Berthier,
near the fortifications. He was said to be a teacher of
some merit; Vifies,49 poor Malats,®9 Morpain and Decreus
are the proof. But he couldn't approach in prestige his
colleague Diémer, whose stature was immense, rivalled
only perhaps by that of Massenet.

Diémer's arrival was always an event of sorts. His
coupé let him off on the rue du Conservatoire. Always a
bit late, he came through the door at the end of the
court while his ten [sic] students, pacing back and forth
beneath the windows of the secretary's office, waited to
catch a glimpse of him. He seemed slight, already bent
over, his handsome musketeer's head flattened under an
enormous top hat, his neck carefully wrapped in a white
silk scarf....

With an engaging smile [Diémer] greeted his young
disciples, who showered him with attentions, one taking
charge of his briefcase, another making off with his
umbrella, the rest fighting over the right to relieve him
























































































































































































































































































