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Abstract

This thesis investigates self-consciousness in chanson. It examines, in particular,
French popular songs that question and problematise the chanson form and the
role of the chanson artist. While certain forms of self-consciousness can be traced
back to the troubadours, this thesis will argue that the specifically self-
interrogatory nature of self-consciousness found in modern French chanson can
be attributed to artists responding to the ‘art versus commerce’ debate. It 1s
precisely through their responses that a particular conception of chanson 1s
constructed. Chanson, in this self-conscious discourse, differs from both variétes
and Anglo-American pop music as well as from governmental and institutional
definitions of the genre. The thesis examines the diverse, and at times ambiguous,
effects of this self-consciousness. Moreover, it argues that reading chanson from
a self-conscious perspective suggests a redefinition of chanson’s relationship to
cultural debates. It also provides a new interpretative grille for its analysis, and
enables the researcher to find different and possibly deeper meanings than those
revealed through an examination of overriding thematic preoccupations.

The thesis 1s 1n three parts. Part 1 comprises two introductory chapters: an
Introduction and a Literature Survey and Methodology (Chapter 1). Part II
consists of a thematic investigation of the guises self-consciousness takes in
chanson. It focuses, 1n particular, on the conscious evolution of a chanson genre
(Chapter 2); the constructed role of chanson (Chapter 3); and the figure of the
chanson artist (Chapter 4). Part Il comprises three case studies: Serge
Gainsbourg, Renaud and MC Solaar. Each artist in Part 111 was chosen because,
on the one hand, his work 1s especially self-conscious in nature, and, on the other,

he makes an original contribution to the art versus commerce debate.
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Introduction

Mes disques sont un miroir
Dans lequel chacun peut me voir
Je suis partout a la fois

., : , .
Brisée en mille éclats de voix

Ca se chante et ca se danse
Et ca revient, ca se retient
Comme une chanson populaire

.
[L’amour ¢’est comme un refrain

French popular music, and indeed popular music in general, 1s often described as
a ‘mirror’. Christian Leblé, in an article for Libération marking the tenth
anniversary of the death of Georges Brassens, for example, asserts: ‘[Brassens]
ne s’appelle pas une vedette, ¢c’est un miroir’.> And Frédéric Dard, in the preface
to Renaud’s song anthology, Mistral gagnant, suggests that young people ‘se
reconnaissent en toi comme dans un miroir, Renaud, mon fils’.* Much has also
been written on French song’s mirror-like qualities, its ability to reflect the
customs of its time, and even on its communication of social and political 1ssues.
While I would not dispute French chanson’s capacity for retflecting both the
general mood of the French people or the socio-political and cultural events it
witnesses, 1n the way popular music generally does, my broad premise 1n this
thesis 1s that the mirror allusion can be opened up—or indeed brisée—turther.
There has been a trend in France particularly evident from the 1960s onwards
(and the reason for this date will be explored in the main body of the thesis) for
chanson to be a mirror both of the society in which it exists and of itself within
that society. Many chanson artists have, 1n fact, been narcissistically examining

their own role as ‘singers’ as much as—and, in some cases, more than—the

| ‘Poupée de cire, poupée de son’, written by Serge Gainsbourg and performed by France
Gall. The song won the 1965 Eurovision Song Contest; it will be explored in more detail in
Chapter 5.

2 ‘Une chanson populaire’ performed by Claude Frangois, with words and music by Jean-

Pierre Bourtayre and N. Skorsky; the song will be explored in more detail in Chapter 3.

3 Cited in Sara Poole, Brassens: chansons, Critical Guides to French Texts, 125 (London:
Grant & Cutler, 2000), p. 10.

4  Frédéric Dard (San-Antonio) in the preface to Renaud, Mistral gagnant (Paris: Editions du
Seuil, 1986).
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world around them. Through their songs, they have been raising questions about
the chanson form, its ability to communicate ideas and ‘realities’, its place in
contemporary French society; and they have been hypothesising as to the future

of this particularly French form of popular music. In this way, many French

songs can be described as self-conscious.

My overarching aim in this thesis is to examine this self-consciousness and
the different forms it takes. The broad hypothesis I shall investigate is that the
‘invasion’ in France of Anglo-American pop in the late 1950s and 1960s
prompted chanson artists to look inward as well as outward, in order to respond
to the cultural problematic spawned by this influx of ‘new’ music. Rather than,
or, sometimes, as well as, writing about chanson in the press, journals or books,
chanson artists—for the most part quite independently of each other, 1t would
seem—have explored the chanson medium in, and through, their songs. This
study, then, does not intend to apply a particular theory of self-consciousness to
chanson; rather, 1t will suggest that self-consciousness has been not only a
predominant trait of chanson since (at least) the 1960s but also a defining feature
of the genre, and i1s, therefore, worthy of further empirical investigation.
Similarly, I do not wish to suggest that ‘the self-conscious chanson’ is a school of
thought, or that the artists whose songs can be described as self-conscious were in
some sense working together collectively to revolutionise the French music
industry. Although there are many similarities to movements like the Nouvelle
Vague 1n film, there are also very real differences, and the absence of a coherent
critical body of work about song 1ssuing from the artists themselves is clearly one
of the most important of these.

A number of commentators have noted certain aspects of a self-conscious
trend 1n chanson, including self-referentiality, intertextuality and parody, though
no book-length study in either French or English has been carried out on self-
consciousness to date. Peter Hawkins, for example, highlights chanson’s
intertextual nature,,5 and Chris Tinker, in his short case study of the female

chanson artist, Zazie, notes: ‘the chanson form is a highly self-referential one,

5  Peter Hawkins, ‘How Do You Write about Chanson?’, French Cultural Studies, 4 (1993),
69—79. Hawkins’ arguments will be examined in more detail in the main body of the thesis.
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and Zazie is conscious of her role as a socially committed artist’.® Ginette
Vincendeau points to the self-referentiality that exists in the songs of temale
interpretes such as Piaf and Fréhel,” while David Looseley similarly calls for
more research to be done on ‘a self-conscious chanson discourse’.® This thesis,
then, is responding to precisely this call for further research. But what, 1n
particular, will such a study contribute to French (cultural) studies and popular
music studies? The answer lies, in part, with chanson’s embroilment in the
notions of French identity and a French ‘cultural exception’. Self-consciousness
reveals chanson artists’ ongoing desire to achieve cultural legitimacy in an
increasingly globalised world where Anglo-American popular music dominates
the airwaves in spite of governmental initiatives to preserve ‘French’ song.9 The
effects of this yearning for legitimacy, however, suggest a redefinition of the
chanson genre 1tself. Indeed, I want to argue in this thesis that self-consciousness
reveals a definition of chanson that 1s simultaneously the polar opposite of pop
and yet 1ts binary partner, sharing more common features, especially in its desire
to appeal to ‘the man on the street’, than may be initially thought. Studying the
constructions of chanson found in songs themselves thus suggests new
methodologies that are based not on arbitrary criteria or the imposition of a
particular theory, but on the values and themes suggested by chanson itself. It
consequently allows the (re-)examination of songs that hitherto may not have
been considered of sufficient ‘quality’ to lend themselves to the more
conventionally literary type of textual analysis, and suggests new criteria by
which songs can be evaluated.

The thesis comprises three parts. This Introduction and Chapter 1 (Literature
Survey and Methodology) make up Part I and are introductory and theoretical 1n
nature. The remainder of this chapter will be devoted to an exploration of the
notion of ‘self-consciousness’, and 1in Chapter 1, I examine work that has already
been undertaken on chanson and suggest reasons for the approach taken here.

6  Chns Tinker, ‘Music’, in French Popular Culture: An Introduction, ed. by Hugh Dauncey
(London: Arnold, 2003), pp. 90-103 (p. 101).

7  Ginette Vincendeau, “The Mise-en-Scene of Suffering’, New Formations, 3 (1987), 107-28.

David Looseley, Popular Music in Contemporary France: Authenticity, Politics, Debate
(Oxford: Bemn, 2003), p. 84.

0 The 1996 government imposition of a 40 per cent quota of French music on all radio
stations is one example of this, as is the introduction, in 1982, of the ‘Féte de la musique’.

Q0O



Part 1 is a thematic investigation of the guises self-consciousness takes i1n
chanson. The aim of this part of the thesis is to explore ways in which ‘chanson’
is constructed discursively, but by singer-songwriters and performers rather than
by French government bodies or institutions.'” Chapter 2 deals with the conscious
evolution of a chanson genre, examining, in particular, those songs which
explicitly make allusions to previous songs or artists. This chapter equally
explores the notion of the construction of a mythical chanson community and the
key figures who are members of this chanson club. Chapter 3 probes the
constructed role of chanson, analysing the differences suggested in songs
between chanson and varietes, as well as the ftormer’s function as both
entertainment and didacticism. Chapter 4, the final chapter in Part 1I, focuses on
the figure of the chanson artist, and how he or she (mostly he) is portrayed in
chanson; 1t explores, in particular, notions of a mask of stardom, legitimacy
versus celebrity, authenticity and the art versus commerce debate. In all ot the

chapters 1n Part 11, I use songs that are generally classified as variétés as well as
those termed chanson. As well as underlining the fluidity that exists between
such terms, this choice also illustrates how chanson is constructed as a specific
genre, and allows an analysis of the differences between self-consciousness in
French popular music in general and chanson 1n particular. Part III comprises
three case studies: Serge Gainsbourg, Renaud and MC Solaar. The work of each
of these artists 1s especially self-conscious in nature. Moreover, each artist
questions the chanson form and his role as a chanson artist in a unique way,
finding original responses to the art versus commerce debate while alluding to the
general concerns raised in chanson. The chronological structure I have adopted
here (from Gainsbourg through to the present-day work of MC Solaar) allows the
development of conceptions of the chanson form to be seen. Each artist can, in
fact, be said to be taking up the baton of the former, and responding to the
challenges he raised. In each of the chapters in Part 111, then, I look at the ways 1n
which self-consciousness manifests itself in the work of the artist in question, as

well as at how these artists respond to the problems identified in Part II. I also

10 When I say chanson discourse or rhetoric in this thesis, I mean exactly this kind of self-
conscious discourse from within the songs themselves, unless otherwise stated.
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provide a brief biographical and bibliographical study of each artist at the start of

the individual chapters for the purposes of contextualisation.

Self-Consciousness

The Origins of the Term Self-Consciousness

This part of the Introduction in no way claims to provide an exhaustive history of
selt-conscious art; its purpose is rather to provide a brief survey of how self-
consciousness has manifested itself—and has been studied—in art forms relevant
to chanson. There has been a general trend in twentieth century art and literature
1In France, especially from the 1950s onwards, towards self-consciousness. While
self-consciousness 1n chanson shares common features with that found in other
art forms, it also differs from it in important ways. My aim here, then, is to
summarise the manifestation of self-consciousness in art forms other than
chanson 1n order to better comprehend both the similanties and differences, and
to more fully understand the concept of self-consciousness itself.

Like others, Madelyn Jablon, in her study of self-consciousness in African-

American literature, credits Willlam Gass with the invention of the term

‘metafiction’, which he describes as ‘fiction which draws attention to itself as
artefact to pose questions about the relationship between fiction and reality’."
Metafiction 1s today a fairly commonplace term in literary theory to describe
literature (the novel, mainly) that is self-conscious on some level. Gass employed
the term 1n his book Fiction and the Figures of Life, published in 1970, and since
then a substantial number of scholarly texts have been published on self-
consciousness in literature. Robert Alter’s Partial Magic (1975), for example,
considers self-consciousness in the novel from the beginning of the seventeenth
century. Alter provides a definition of what he sees as a self-conscious novel

which is very close to Gass’ definition of metafiction: ‘a self-conscious novel,

briefly, is a novel that systematically flaunts its own condition of artifice and that

11 William Gass, Fiction and Figures of Life (New York: Knopf, 1970), p. 25. Cited in
Madelyn Jablon, Black Metafiction: Self-Consciousness in African American Literature
(Iowa: University of Iowa Press, 1997), p. 7.
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by so doing probes into the problematic relationship between real-seeming

artifice and reality’.'* Following this logic, then, the self-conscious novel is one

which does not seek to reflect its subject matter (society) with vraisemblance, as

a Balzac or a Zola text might be thought of as doing, striving to etface signs ot

the author in favour of a ‘scientific’ naturalness. Rather, 1t seeks to draw attention

to the um-naturalness of the text, and encourages the reader to question 1its

existence, purpose and the validity with which 1t describes its subject matter.

Alter equally contends that the novel is not the only art form which can be

considered self-conscious, arguing that:

The phenomenon of an artwork mirroring itself as 1t mirrors reality i1s of
course by no means restricted to the novel; and in literature 1t could be traced
back as far as the bard within the epic in the Odyssey and Euripides’ parody
of the conventions of Greek tragedy. Renaissance theatre, to cite a central
instance, offers many striking examples of such artistic self-consciousness:
two of the most memorable for English readers are the Induction to The
Taming of the Shrew and Ben Jonson’s stage-keeper in Bartholomew Fair.
Pirandello’s self-conscious theatre had abundant predecessors, including,
[...] the plays of [...] Denis Diderot. And it goes without saying that the
poem that explores and exposes itself as a structure of words has had a
recurrent fascination for modern poets, from Mallarme and Valéry in France,
to Wallace Stevens in America, to Osip Mandelstam in Russia.

Other scholars, such as James Mellard, Linda Hutcheon and Patricia Waugh, also

trace self-consciousness in literature as far back as the eighteenth century or

.
earlier.

4

In the case of chanson, the roots of selt-consciousness can be traced as far

back as the time of the troubadours. Although, until fairly recently, the

troubadours’ output had been considered by scholars as serious, devoid of irony

or intertextual play, and delivering both heartfelt messages of love and political

commitment with a straight face, recent work has dispelled this myth. It has read

the troubadours’ songs as being imbued with play, irony, intertextual references

and self-referentiality. Simon Gaunt and Sarah Kay, in their study, The

Troubadours: An Introduction, for example, refer to the effect on medieval

12

13

14

Robert Alter, Partial Magic: The Novel as a Self-Conscious Genre (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1975), p. x.

Alter, p. x1. The ‘Induction’ to The Taming of the Shrew is a two-scene introductory
segment.

Jablon makes this observation in Black Metafiction, p. 179.
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studies of the new approaches in the study of literature from 1969 onwards, 1n

particular structuralism:

Although the main Structualist studies of medieval vernacular lyric were 1n
fact devoted to the lyrics of Old French poets (the trouveres), their influence
upon troubadour scholarship is discernible in a number of major publications
[...] that take as given Zumthor’s notion of la circularite du chant. that 1s,
the view that medieval lyrics are self-referential formal displays dependent
on the recycling, within the closed world of the genre, of a limited repertoire
of formal constituents.

The editors go on to describe more recent scholarship from the 1980s to the

present day as being characterised by

a period of demystification: concentrating either on irony and play [...] or
subjectivity and gender [...], and armed with the findings of Structualist and
poststructualist scholarship, critics continued to turn away from taking the
ostensible subject matter (i.e. love) of the courtly canso seriously and sought
to reveal [...] the underlying aesthetic, psychic and political dynamics of the
tradition. If, until this point, troubadour lyric had often been held up as the
most refined and moving celebration of civilised heterosexual love (Lewis,
Topstield), prevailing wisdom by the late 1980s saw it as a sophisticated
game men played with each other.'®
Although a certain form of self-consciousness, then, can be detected in the work
of the troubadours, its effects differ greatly from those of the self-consciousness
in the work of post-war chanson artists, largely because the socio-political and
cultural dynamics have changed considerably since the former’s time, as [ will
1llustrate throughout the thesis. The self-consciousness that 1s such a salient
feature of chanson from the 1960s onwards 1s inextricably linked to a process of
self-questioning, and 1t 1s this self-questioning that has, as Alter contends,
characterised much of modern intellectual culture.'’ Elisabeth Biigler, for
example, provides a good general description of what she names ‘metachanson’,

which 1s closer to Gass’ definition of metafiction than to the self-consciousness of

the troubadours:

15 The Troubadours: An Introduction, ed. by Simon Gaunt and Sarah Kay (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 3.

16 Gaunt and Kay, p. 6.

17  Alter, p. xv.
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Il s’agit 1a de chansons qui, en priorité, mais souvent en relation avec
d’autres thémes, traitent du genre de la ‘chanson’ et de tous les aspects qui
s’y rapportent: des chansons qui parlent de la mani¢re dont on fait des
chansons, du rdle, du métier du chanteur et de la facon dont 11 se comprend;
des chansons sur le contexte médiatique du genre et sur les conditions de
production et de réception qui sont souvent examinees €galement dans une
perspective historique.'®

Although her essay takes a broadly socio-linguistic approach to chanson, and, as
such, 1s limited in both its range and breadth of songs studied as well as in its
analysis of the effects of these ‘métachansons’, the definition she provides here is
useful for this thesis. Put at its simplest, then, self-conscious chanson is song
which explores the nature of song itself, and is therefore a way for artists

themselves to redefine and question the genre in which they are working. "’

Rise of Self-Consciousness in France and Europe: Theatre, Film, Novel

In France, three key areas (other than chanson) of artistic production have been
intfluenced by a post-war trend in self-consciousness and self-questioning: the
theatre, in the form of what is sometimes called the Nouveau Théatre; the films of
the Nouvelle Vague;, and the novel, in the form of the Nouveau Roman. The

effects of self-consciousness in chanson can be compared to that of all three art
forms on some level at least, which i1s why I want briefly to introduce here the
guises that self-consciousness takes, as well as its eftects, in these three art forms.

The term Nouveau Théatre was coined, like many of the terms which
describe an art ‘movement’, not by the artists themselves, but by a critic, in this

case, Genevieve Serreau. The three main exponents of New Theatre in France

were Adamov, Beckett and Ionesco, although, as David Bradby points out, the

three did not know each other when they started writing plays, which prevents

18 Elisabeth Biigler, ‘Stars et antistars: comment le chansonnier actuel comprend-il son métier?
Conceptions et mise en pratique dans la métachanson’, in La Chanson francaise et son
histoire, ed. by Dietmar Rieger (Tubingen: Gunter Narr Verlag, 1988), pp. 363-392 (p.
363).

19 As well as the term self-conscious, I also employ the related terms (self-)reflexive and self-
referential in this thesis. By (self-)reflexive, I mean songs which specifically draw attention
to the means of their own construction. I use self-referential mainly when discussing
practitioners of chanson 1n the sense of a song that makes reference to its creator or

performer.
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their work being described as a ‘school’.?’ Bradby also suggests that a self-
critical trend in French theatre had begun during the inter-war years, and cites the
work of Pirandello, one of the most frequently performed authors at that time, as
challenging traditional notions of theatre. The characters of the New Theatre

‘almost always share the same [as Pirandello’s characters in Six Characters in
Search of an Author] inability to make sense of their own characteristics or

situations’,”' and, as such, challenge the notion of character as much as theatre’s

ability to create ‘real’ characters. Bradby suggests that the ‘salient fact about New
Theatre [...] 1s that these plays provoke reflection about the nature of theatre’,
and he argues that New Theatre was ‘aimed at Liberation, and what was to be
liberated was, in the first place, the theatre, which was to be cleansed of its
reliance on all the outworn conventions of the European cultural heritage’.”* The
work of Bertolt Brecht is also important here. In his book, Brecht and Ionesco:
Commitment in Context, Jullan Wulbern compares the work of the two
playwrights who seem, on the surface, to have little in common, given Brecht’s
‘overt commitment to communism’ on the one hand, and Ionesco’s ‘unequivocal

rejection of any form of political commitment’, on the other. Furthermore,

Wulbern argues that:

Brecht, on the one hand, saw the theatre as an instrument for the effectuation
of social change (and thus he stands firmly rooted in the German tradition
[...] of the theatre as an institution for moral education), while Ionesco
persists to this day [Wulbern was writing in 1971] in his insistence that
theatre can only be theatre (and thus he stands rooted in the French tradition
of I’art pour I'art).”

Although the two men’s objectives 1n writing a new kind of theatre are opposing,
the overall effects of their plays are similar. Wulbern contends that both ‘share a

common view of the incapacity of man to control his own destiny’ and that both

express a sense of frustration ‘with regard to the capacity of language to convey

20 David Bradby, Modern French Drama, 1940-1990 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1991), p. 56.

21 Bradby, p. 57.

22  Bradby, pp. 59-64.
23 Julian H. Wulbem, Brecht and Ionesco: Commitment in Context (Urbana: University of

[llinois Press, 1971), p. 8.



14

the condition of man in the modern world’.** Brecht, himself, in his extensive

writings on the theatre, points to a similar problem to that i1dentified by the

writers of the Nouveau Roman with the ‘naturalness’ of a work of art, and

suggests that the epic theatre is a way of challenging this uncritical acceptance ot

art as vraisemblance:

The spectator was no longer allowed [in the epic theatre] to submit to an
experience uncritically (and without practical consequences) by means of
simple empathy with the characters in a play. The production took the
subject-matter and the incidents shown and put them through a process of
alienation: the alienation that is necessary to all understanding. When
something seems ‘the most obvious thing in the world’ 1t means that any
attempt to understand the world has been given up. What 1s ‘natural’ must
have the force of what 1s startling. This is the only way to expose the laws of
cause and eftect. [...] The dramatic theatre’s spectator says: yes, I have felt
like that too—just like me—it’s only natural—it’ll never change—the
sufferings of this man appal me, because they are inescapable—that’s great
art; 1t all seems the most obvious thing in the world—I weep when they
weep, I laugh when they laugh.

The epic theatre’s spectator says: I’d never have thought 1it—that’s not the
way—that’s extraordinary, hardly believable—it’s got to stop—the
sufferings of this man appal me, because they are unnecessary—that’s great
art: nothing obvious in 1t—I laugh when they weep, I weep when they

laugh.”

The filmic ‘equivalent’ of the New Theatre in France is the Nouvelle Vague; the

term coined by the journalist Francoise Giroud. Phil Powrie and Keith Reader, 1n

their introduction to French cinema, contend that the first New Wave film was

Claude Chabrol’s Le Beau Serge in 1959.”° The films by New Wave directors

were, Powrie and Reader argue, ‘frequently self-referential [...] as though to

assert the value of film as a form of artistic expression on a par with the novel or

24
25

26

Waulbermn, pp. 6-7.
Bertolt Brecht, ‘Theatre for Pleasure or Theatre for Instruction’ (1957). This essay was
unpublished in Brecht’s lifetime and its exact date and purpose are unknown. Cited 1n

Brecht on Theatre: The Development of an Aesthetic, ed. and trans. by John Willet (London:

Eyre Methuen, 1974).

Phil Powrie and Keith Reader, French Cinema: A Student’s Guide (London: Amold, 2002),
p. 21. Richard Neupert equally reminds his reader that ‘by the time of the first New Wave
movies, the term “nouvelle vague” was already being applied to everything from juvenile
attitudes to a style of living, including wearing black leather jackets and riding noisy motor
scooters around Paris.’ (source: Richard Neupert, A History of the French New Wave
Cinema (Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2002), p. xxi.)
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the theatre’.”” Comparisons between the Nouveau Roman and the New Wave
films are also highlighted, especially in terms of Godard’s often fragmented
narration. Moreover, Diana Holmes and Robert Ingram, in their study of the New
Wave director Frangois Truffaut, point to the transition from the importance ot
the script-writer and the tackling of social issues 1n the films of the fradition de
qualitée to the importance of the director (the politique des auteurs), and the
conception of film ‘as a medium with its own specific codes of meaning’ in the
Nouvelle Vague.”® Although the glorification of the director is problematic in that
a f1lm 1s always a collaborative effort rather than the work of one sole person,

Holmes and Ingram rightly stress the progressive nature of the politique des

auteurs.

The politiqgue provided a useful corrective to dominant critical and film-
making practices in its emphasis on the specifically visual and aural
language of film as the key to a film’s meaning and its quality: the insistence
that the medium was itself the message, aligned ‘New Wave’ theory with
modernist thinking on literature and painting.”’

Indeed, the shift from meaning being found 1n the ‘content’ of a work of art
to the meaning being the work of art itself was particularly evident in the
Nouveau Roman. Stephen Heath suggests that the 1dea of the New Novel was
developed in the 1950s and that, although the first usage of the actual term 1s
uncertain—the usage by Maurice Nadeau in 1957 is considered by some to be the
first—the special edition of Esprit in 1958 confirmed the phenomenon of the
Nouveau Roman.>® Heath, in his study of the Nouveau Roman, contends that, with
the emergence of the New Novel, ‘the series of forms of realist wnting,
naturalised as writing “without thickness”, as non-formal, miming “Reality” as its

direct expression, is now deconstructed, grasped as production’.3 ' As Roland

27 Powrie and Reader, p. 21.

28 Diana Holmes and Robert Ingram, Francgois Truffaut (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1998), p. 24; based on the ideas in Truffaut’s 1954 essay ‘Une certaine tendance du
cinéma francais’, republished in Frangois Truffaut, Le Plaisir des yeux Paris (Paris: Cahiers
du cinéma, 1987).

29  Holmes and Ingram, p. 25.

30 Stephen Heath, The Nouveau Roman: 4 Study in the Practice of Writing (London: Elek,
1972), pp. 4041, the Esprit article referred to 1s: ‘Le Nouveau Roman’, Esprit, 7-8 (1958);
the Nadeau quotation appears in ‘Nouvelles formules pour le roman’, Critique, 123-124
(1957), 707-22.

31 Heath, p. 23.
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Barthes puts it: ‘le réalisme, ici, ce ne peut donc étre la copie des choses, mais la
connaissance du langage; 1’ceuvre la plus “réaliste” ne sera pas celle qui “peint”
la réalité, mais qui [...] explorera le plus profondément possible la réalite irréelle
du langage’.”* In the Nouveau Roman, there is also a shift away from the author
as ‘God’ and away from the importance of ‘man’ as the central theme of the
novel. In this sense, there is a contradiction between New Wave cinema and the
New Novel, 1n that, in the former medium, the director still holds a central, God-
like place. The writings of Barthes, Derrida and Foucault as well as the works of
the Nouveau Roman novelists themselves, such as Robbe-Grillet, Nathalie
Sarraute and Claude Simon, help to explain this radical move away from

Balzacian realism towards a more ‘reflexive consciousness’.” In describing the

Nouveau Roman, Robbe-Grillet contends:

S1 j’emploie volontiers, dans bien des pages, le terme de Nouveau Roman, ce
n’est pas pour désigner une €cole, n1 méme un groupe défin et constitue
d’écrivains qui travailleraient dans le méme sens; il n’y a la qu’une
appellation commode englobant tous ceux qui cherchent de nouvelles formes
romanesques, capable d’exprimer (ou de creéer) de nouvelles relations entre
I’homme et le monde, tous ceux qui sont décides a inventer le roman, ¢’est-
a-dire 3 inventer I’homme.>”

Possible Effects of Self-Consciousness in Art

Self-consciousness in post-war art, literature and chanson, then, is manifest in
many different ways. Those novelists, film-makers or playwrights working within
the ‘new’ forms identified above, while sharing some similar goals, produced
work that has differing, and at times, contradictory effects. Rather than
contending that self-consciousness has one unifying aim or effect, therefore, I
would suggest that there are multiple etfects, but that they are all concerned in
some way with a redefinition of the art form in question. The ideological self-
consciousness of Brecht or Godard, for example, not only questions the medium

in which they are working, but also suggests that theatre or film respectively

32 Roland Barthes, Essais critiques (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1964), p. 164.
33 The term ‘reflexive consciousness’ 1s employed by Heath.
34 Alain Robbe-Grillet, Pour un nouveau roman (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1963), p. 9. Cited

in Heath, p. 40.
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should have a political and didactic purpose. Each artist was reacting to the socio-
political and cultural conditions of his time: for Brecht, Nazi Germany, and for
Godard, the ‘threat’ of Hollywood, and each used Marxist theory to his own
ends.” Their two counterparts, Ionesco and Truffaut, can be considered apolitical
by comparison, but both, like Brecht and Godard, radically call into question the
purpose and validity of the art form in which they are working, and this, 1n itselft,
can be deemed a political act. As Heath argues 1n a response to criticisms of non-
political commitment in the Nouveau Roman: ‘criticisms of the supposed non-
commitment of the Nouveau Roman are based on the idea that commitment can
be judged at the level of content and that what i1s to be challenged, therefore, is
not the mode of writing, which 1s to be retained, but traditional realms of content
which are to be replaced, this being the area of radical literary engagement
[author’s italics]’.”® Similarly, Sartre described the Nouveau Thédtre as a ‘théatre
critique’ 1n the sense that the dramatic process i1s the subject of the plays,
suggesting that the ‘political’ 1s seen less in the content and more 1n the form and
language.”’

One of the themes present in much self-conscious art, especially in New
Wave cinema, 1s an attempt to create a nationally specific art. Holmes and

Ingram, for example, argue that Truffaut’s Les Mistons

is an attempt to define what a new French cinema should be. Put simply, 1t
should be French: it should hark back to French sources, 1t should present a
contemporary France, it should broach themes of interest to French
audiences. Though displaying awareness of and respect for the achievements
of North American cinema, it should not seek to emulate Hollywood.™

This trait can also be seen in the country that gave birth to Hollywood, in the
form of African-American self-conscious literature, as Henry Louis Gates, Jr.
contends: ‘the black tradition has inscribed within it the very principles by which

it can be read. Ours is an extraordinary self-reflexive tradition, a tradition

exceptionally conscious of its history and the simultaneity of its canonical

35 James Monaco, The New Wave: Truffaut, Godard, Chabrol, Rohmer, Rivette (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 217.

36 Heath, p. 32.
37 Cited in Bradby, p. 38.
38 Holmes and Ingram, p. 4.
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texts’.”’ (Further links between Black self-consciousness and popular music will
be explored in Chapter 7 on the ‘rap’ of MC Solaar.)

Asserting and exploring ‘Frenchness’ is also a clear concemn 1n chanson, as |
will illustrate throughout the thesis. Self-consciousness, then, i1s not only a
prominent trait of chanson but it is also one that relates to other twentieth century
art forms. Furthermore, the diverse, and at times contradictory, eftects ot seli-
consciousness in art and literature are mirrored, to a certain extent, in chanson.
Ideology 1s undeniably an outcome of the self-conscious chanson, but so too 1s
apolitical theorising. These contradictions as well as the ways in which self-
consciousness in chanson differs from that seen in other genres will be explored
in the following chapters. As already said, one of the aims of this thesis 1s to
investigate what the term chanson means for artists, but 1t is also useful to look at
commentators’ and critics’ definitions and usage of the term in order to make
comparisons with the artists’ definitions and suggest reasons why the artists
themselves may feel a redefinition is necessary. In the following chapter, then, I
will discuss the usage of the term ‘chanson’ as well as exploring broader

problems of terminology. I will also provide a survey of those studies that have
been carried out to date, including an analysis of the different approaches taken,

and I will clarify the methodological approach to be adopted in this thesis.

39  Cited in Jablon, p. 4.
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Chapter 1
Literature Survey and Methodology

Introduction

French popular music in general, and chanson in particular, have been studied by
scholars working in a variety of academic disciplines in France, as well as 1n
Britain, Ireland and North America. The academic output on French popular
music 1s still a relatively small body of work, however, compared to the
proliferation of books and articles devoted to the subject by journalists,
biographers, or family and friends of music ‘stars’. The predominance of non-
academic texts and the relative shortage of scholarly material can, in part, be
explained by the ‘popular’ status of music. Indeed, Anglo-American popular
music was also studied by a variety of scholars and journalists—in often
unrelated fields—in its early years and is still not completely accepted as a valid
area of academic inquiry, according to some critics. Philip Tagg, co-founder of
the IASPM,' for example, points to reactions to the first International Conference
on Popular Music Research, held in Amsterdam in June 1981, citing the headline
in The Times Diary about the conference: ‘Going Dutch—the Donnish Disciples
of Pop’ (The Times, 16 June 1981), and arguing that,

judging from the generous use of inverted commas, sics and ‘would-you-
believe-it’ turns of phrase, the Times diarist was comically baftfled by the
idea of people getting together for some serious discussions about a
phenomenon which the average Westerner’s brain probably spends around
twenty-five per cent of its lifetime registering, monitoring, and decoding.’

Similarly, Bruce Horner and Thomas Swiss, in their introduction to Putting It into
Words: Key Terms for Studying Popular Music, point to the poor treatment of
popular music by academics ‘even in fields otherwise committed to the study ot

“nopular” culture, such as cultural and media studies’, suggesting that when

1  International Association for the Study of Popular Music, founded in 1981.

2 Philip Tagg, ‘Analysing Popular Music: Theory, Method, and Practice’, in Reading Pop:
Approaches to Textual Analysis in Popular Music, ed. by Richard Middleton (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 71-103 (p. 71).
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popular music has been studied it is either from the point of view of a ‘mass
market commodity’ or as an extension of a different genre, 1.e. poetry. The study
ot popular music, Horner and Swiss contend, presently lies between ‘a number of
disciplines: musicology, literary study, communication studies, sociology, and
anthropology’, and ‘while each of these disciplines has contributed to the study of
popular music, all have operated under specific disciplinary delimitations
producing specific “constructions” of what constitutes popular music and how to
study and evaluate it’.> Hawkins makes a similar point concerning the study of
chanson specifically which, he argues, ‘positions itself uncomfortably somewhere
between literary criticism and the sociology of the mass media, between
musicological and ideological analysis’.* And Looseley, in the introduction to a

recent special edition of the journal French Cultural Studies devoted to popular

music, asserts:

Although popular-music studies is a flourishing interdiscipline worldwide,
France rarely enters 1its field of vision [...]. French studies has done little to
correct this assumption [that French popular music comprises chiefly
‘derivative’ pop or ‘the canonised chanson’]. Although it has happily
legitimated cinema [...], the discipline has failed to embrace popular music
other than as a quasi-literary form (Brassens and co.)—at least, until
recently...5

Even 1f popular music studies generally has gained academic validity, in some

quarters at least, it seems that French popular music specifically is still struggling

to be taken seriously by the academic world.

This lIiterature survey, then, will provide a brief, critical analysis of the kinds
of texts that are available on French popular music, highlighting the strengths and
weaknesses of the different approaches that have been taken. It will equally look
to more established Anglo-American models, especially modern cultural studies
and popular music studies, in order to ascertain whether the approaches taken

within these disciplines can help with the exploration of French popular music,

particularly one that focuses on self-consciousness. Before examining the

3 Key Terms in Popular Music and Culture, ed. by Bruce Horner and Thomas Swiss (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1999), p. 2.
4  Peter Hawkins, Chanson: The French Singer-Songwriter from Aristide Bruant to the

Present Day (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), p. 15.
5  David Looseley, ‘Introduction’, French Cultural Studies, 16 (2005), 115-119 (p. 115).
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different approaches that have been taken to (French) popular music, however, I
want to focus briefly on some of the linguistic problems that exist regarding the

terminology available for talking about chanson.

Problems with Terminology
Definitions of Chanson

Hawkins, 1n his book Chanson: The French Singer-Songwriter, from Aristide
Bruant to the Present Day, provides a clear and succinct definition of chanson.
He suggests: ‘the term chanson refers to a tradition of popular songs by
identifiable authors and composers which has existed since the late eighteenth
century.’® The succinctness of this definition may well be problematic, however,
as he himself later suggests, through comparisons between chanson and classical

music, poetry and theatre, as well as through the contention that chanson is a

hybrid form:

Chanson 1s not just a popular variety of poetry, not just a commercial
product of the mass media industry, not just a retlection of popular taste, nor
even a variety of folk-song. [...] Precisely because of its ambiguous, hybrid
status, and despite its apparent naturalness, chanson 1s a deceptive and

elusive phenomenon.’

Looseley similarly points to the problematic nature of the term: ‘on the surface,

chanson 1s a straightforward generic category; but 1t also connotes a web of
assumptions and expectations relating to the core notion of authenticity’ 5 And

Tinker, in his student-focused introduction to French music, makes a distinction
between French song (variété frangaise) and chanson, without providing a

specific definition of either, but suggesting that it is chanson’s lyrical importance

that sets it apart from other genres.” The editors of Cent ans de chanson

Hawkins, Chanson, p. 32.

Hawkins, Chanson, p. 4.
Looseley, Popular Music in Contemporary France, p. 65.
Tinker, ‘Music’, in French Popular Culture (see Dauncey, above), pp. 92-3. Tinker’s

introduction to French music is mtended for an undergraduate audience, which may explain
the lack of a detailed examination of chanson terminology.

O 00 ~J O
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frangaise, on the other hand, remind the reader of the importance of studying
chanson 1n a holistic manner, and the danger of privileging only the written text;
although, they too, neglect to provide a definition of the term itself.'” Sara Poole,
in her study of Brassens, points to the disparaging nature of many dictionary
definitions of chanson, including the Hachette encyclopédique’s, which defines
chanson as a ‘petite composition chantée, de caractére populaire, au rythme
simple, d’inspiration légére, semtimentale ou satirique’.!’ Poole is mostly
concerned with the differences (and similarities) between chanson and poetry,
especially Brassens’ own views on how to label his work, but her brief
examination ot the term chanson further reveals the ambiguity and contradictions
that exist in the usage of the term in the press and dictionaries, as well as
scholarly texts.

The contradictions found in these definitions are indeed mirrored by the
chanson artists themselves, and, in Chapter 4, I will explore how the artists
describe their work and use the term ‘chanson’. The ambiguity can also be
explained, in part, by the relatively small body of work on chanson in Britain and

France, compared to other ‘popular’ art forms like film. Such ambiguities also

apply to the study of popular music 1in general, and for French popular music

specifically, ‘chanson’ 1s not the only term that 1s problematic.

General Terminological Problems

Horner and Swiss highlight the importance of establishing a critical vocabulary
and discourse in order to describe and analyse popular music, arguing that ‘the
discourse used to describe popular music has material consequences for how that
music is produced, the form it takes, how it 1s experienced, and its meanings’.
Their book, then, they argue, ‘is informed by a poststructuralist view of the
relationship of language to knowledge and matenal life’.!* Following this

argument, Horner and Swiss note that the term music 1s already value-laden and

10 Chantal Brunschwig, Louis-Jean Calvet and Jean-Claude Klein, Cent ans de chanson
francaise: 1880—1980 (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1981), pp. 7-8.

11 Poole, p. 61.
12 Homer and Swiss, p. 18.
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that categories within the term music, such as rock, folk, popular, and so on are
value-laden too, based on our experience of these terms. In French popular music
specifically, terminology is, at times, even more problematic. Hawkins, for
example, explores the usage of the terms chanson and chansonnier, contending
that, although the latter may seem to suggest a practitioner of the former (and is
indeed often used as such), it is, in fact, an outmoded term, dating back originally
to the eighteenth-century tradition of the Caveau. Chansonniers would perform
songs that were often satirical or subversive and this tradition, according to
Hawkins, lasted for most of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and indeed,
continues today as a form of political satire. However, towards the end of the
nineteenth century, new genres of popular song, derived from the Chansonnier
tradition, began to flourish, such as the music hall song, and it was at this time

that chanson as a genre and the chansonnier tradition first began to separate.13

The terminology used to describe a practitioner of chanson is, in fact,
particularly problematic. The term ‘auteur-compositeur-interpréte’ (abbreviated
hencetorth as ACI), or its English equivalent singer-songwriter, is generally used
when the artist in question fulfils all the roles suggested by the term, and I will
indeed employ this term when it is appropriate. ‘Chanson artist’ also seems to me
an acceptable way of describing writers, singers or performers of chanson. But,
of course, 1t must be remembered that the term artist is itself loaded with
connotations of authenticity, especially when used as the binary opposite of (pop)
star. A further, related problem is that the singer-songwriter and the first-person
speaker 1n a song are often confused by commentators, who take anything the ‘je’
figure of the song says as evidence of the songwriter’s own opinions and beliefs.
More recent scholars of chanson have made good cases for why this is
reductionist. Tinker, for example, in his doctoral thesis examining Brassens, Brel
and Ferré, favours the term ‘implied author’, arguing that it can be usefully
borrowed from literary theory to describe the first-person narrative voice in

chanson in order to avoid such confusion. He cites the definition of ‘implied

author’ given by Katie Wales 1n 4 Dictionary of Stylistics:

13 Hawkins, Chanson, p. 31.
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[The implied author is] a textual construct, created by the real author to be
the (ideal?) image of him—or herself, and also created anew by the reader;
who may or may not intrusively address the reader directly, and whose
opinions and point of view as narrator may or may not coincide with those ot
the author. "

Undoubtedly, an appropriate term needs to be found for instances when the
grammatical first-person 1s employed in a song, but ‘implied author’ may also be
reductionist in terms of chanson, as the singer-songwriter is not only an ‘author’,
but also a performer. The term ‘persona’ therefore seems more acceptable, as it
encapsulates not only the sense of a constructed ‘textual’ image, but also of an
entire system of complex codes and signs that accompany a song text, in the form
of the look and media 1mage of a singer-songwriter; signs that cannot be
dissociated from the projection of the lyrical voice heard in the first-person
narrative. When, in a song, it 1s clear that the speaker 1s a character, or that there
1s more than one voice speaking, I shall borrow standard literary terminology
such as protagonist, characters, and so on as well as, occasionally, the more
general ‘first-person speaker’ when the ‘je’ does not seem concerned with the

projection of a particular image or persona.

Approaches to the Study of French Popular Music
Non-Academic Writing

At the time of writing, the majority of works about French popular music are by
non-academics. Numerous biographies of individual chanson artists and
performers exist, as well as general histories of French chanson from different
periods. Often, the tone taken in these books and articles 1s informal, the implied
audience being fans or those with a general interest in the subject area. The
writers will often, therefore, implicitly include the reader in the story being told
by using, in French, the informal plural form, ‘nous’. Thierry Séchan, Renaud’s

brother and co-author of the biographical and contextual Renaud: [’album, for

14 Katie Wales, A Dictionary of Stylistics (London: Longman, 1989), p. 239; cited in Chris
Tinker, ‘The Songs of Léo Ferré, Georges Brassens and Jacques Brel: A Study of Personal
and Social Narratives’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Birmingham, 1999), p. 2.
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instance, describes the beginning of the Vietnam war in the following terms:
‘puis la guerre arriva. La notre. Celle du Viét-nam. Nous la gagnames, mais ce fut
une amére victoire’.'> And Pierre Saka contends that ‘ces chansons-1a [‘Ca ira...’
and ‘Temps des cerises’] sont a tout jamais gravées dans notre meémoire et notre
cceur’. ' Similarly, the ‘histories’ of individual periods, written by journalists,
while lively and readable, tend to treat popular music in a simplistic and
unproblematic manner, and fail to explore concepts or the construction of
personas, images or terms. Clearly, the quality of these non-academic texts
varies, and there are books which provide analysis as well as description of the
subject 1n question. The rock journalist, Sylvie Simmon’s biography of
Gainsbourg, 4 Fistful of Gitanes, for example, explores his art as well as his life,
and includes, at times quite detailed musical analysis. Claude Duneton’s sizeable
two-volume history of French chanson 1s similarly detailed and provides usetul
information about song texts and the practitioners of the form from its ‘origins’ to
1860."" While impressive in its length and breadth of the subject, however, it
tends to treat song unproblematically as a sentimental and emotional reflection of
society or as a way for the “populations laborieuses’ to use ‘un laﬁgage élaboré’.'®
While Duneton does acknowledge that the music and lyrics of a song cannot be
separated for the purposes of deriving meaning, he does so on the basis of the
music bringing the emotions in the song to life, suggesting that having any
musical accompaniment will suffice, not necessarily the one originally chosen for
the lyrics. Clearly, chanson up to 1860 is significantly different from the songs ot
today that this thesis is concerned with, and, up to a point, Duneton’s assumptions
are understandable. However, the work, partly because it 1s not an academic text

and therefore does not have to be as rigorously accountable, does not provide

very much enlightenment as to how to study more modern chanson.

15 Thierry Séchan and Dominique Sanchez, Renaud: [’album (Pans: Messidor, 1987), p. 10.

16 Pierre Saka, La Chanson frangaise a travers ses succes (Pans: Larousse, 1995), p. 9.

17 Claude Duneton, Histoire de la chanson frangaise, 2 vols (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1998).
Duneton is himself a fairly prolific writer, and is known for his books on chanson as well as
the French language. He is also a regular contributor to the Figaro litteraire, and describes
himself as a writer, historian, and (ex-)teacher.

18 Duneton, I, p. 22.
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Academic Writing

Academic writing about chanson has emanated, as Hawkins suggests above, from
departments such as sociology, linguistics, literature and, more recently, French
studies. Traditional approaches have tended to apply standard subject-specific
methods to the study of chanson, without fully accounting for its complex
hybridity. Projects such as Linda Hantrais’ two volume study, Le Vocabulaire de
Georges Brassens, for example, while exceptionally detailed, applies a statistical
linguistic approach to his song lyrics, thus focusing on only one aspect of his
work. Hantrais does, in her introduction, discuss the differences between poetry

and chanson, and argues that:

Plusieurs collections des chansons de Brassens ont été publiés, et son ceuvre
a bien supporté cette épreuve malgré les réserves qu’on peut exprimer a ce
sujet, a savoir qu’on ne devrait pas séparer les paroles de la musique et
s’attendre a ce %u’un poeme ecrit pour €tre chanté soit encore de la poésie
lorsqu’on le lit.'

However, the aim of her project, she asserts, is to ‘examiner le vocabulaire de
Brassens afin d’en déterminer les caractéristiques, et comment, vu les limitations
imposees sur le genre par les besoins de la brieveté et d’un effet immédiat, il
I’exploite pour exprimer des sentiments et des attitudes’.*” Hantrais’ vocabulary
analysis 1s limited, then, in the sense that it finds meaning in only one area, and is
concerned only with the expression of emotions and attitudes.

More recent studies ot chanson, however, are evidence of the need for an
interdisciplinary and more diverse approach. Hugh Dauncey and Steve Cannon’s
edited volume, Popular Music in France: From Chanson to Techno, for example,
combines a variety of approaches based on the premise that ‘music 1s irreducibly
%

social’.”” Their book, they argue,

tries to demonstrate how the French understand and approach popular music,
how popular music in France has retlected and helped shape French society

19 Linda Hantrais, Le Vocabulaire de Georges Brassens, 2 vols (Paris: Editions Klincksieck,

1976), 1, p. 7.

20 Hantrais, I, p. 10.
71 Richard Middleton, ‘Music, Modernization and Popular Identity’, in Popular Music in

France: From Chanson fo Techno, ed. by Hugh Dauncey and Steve Cannon (Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2003), pp. 1-6 (p. 1).
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and culture since the Second World War, and how French popular music and
culture have engaged culturally, cinematographically and commercially with

the dominance of ‘Anglo-Saxon’ music in an increasingly globalised
world.*>

The diversity of approaches in this book, from the cultural politics of pop music
in France (Looseley’s contribution) to writings about popular music found 1in the
music press (Mat Pires’ chapter), reflect the current trend to study French popular
music as part of a wider social and cultural dynamic, and one that 1s often
constructed by discourse—be it governmental, fan or press-based.” Such
diversity 1s also echoed in recent single-author studies. Looseley’s Popular Music
in Contemporary France, for example, explores the ‘naturalisation’ of Anglo-
American styles of pop music in France and the ‘musical, industrial, social and
political ramifications’ of this process, as well as the ‘discourses and debates it
has generated’.”* While Looseley concentrates mainly on popular-musical forms
other than chanson, Hawkins’ Chanson: The French Singer-Songwriter
thoroughly examines the chanson form itself, as well as what he sees as the
principal exponents of the form: the singer-songwriters. Hawkins devotes the first
part of his book to an investigation of theoretical approaches to chanson, while
later chapters concentrate on those individual singer-songwriters who have, in his
eyes, made an ‘original’ contribution to the genre.”> Tinker’s book, Georges
Brassens and Jacques Brel: Personal and Social Narratives in Post-War
Chanson, similarly focuses on singer-songwriters firmly placed within the
chanson tradition, exploring their work through song texts, as well as examining
the wider social and political impact of their songs.”® Tinker has also produced a
number of academic articles, looking principally at Brassens, Brel and Ferre, and
exploring their work from a variety of different angles (from the political

commitment found in song texts by Brassens and Ferré to television

22 Hugh Dauncey and Steve Cannon, ‘French Popular Music, Cultural Exception and

Globalisation’, in Popular Music in France (see Dauncey and Cannon, above), pp. 243-256
. 243).

23 ](f)pavid %,ooseley, ‘In from the Margins: Chanson, Pop and Cultural Legitimacy’, in Popular
Music in France (see Dauncey and Cannon, above), pp. 27-39; Mat Pires, ‘The Popular
Music Press’, in Popular Music in France (see Dauncey and Cannon, above), pp. 77-96.

24  Looseley, Popular Music in Contemporary France, pp. 1-2.

25 Hawkins, Chanson.
76 Chris Tinker, Georges Brassens and Jacques Brel: Personal and Social Narratives in Post-

War Chanson (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2005).
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representation of all three ACIs).”’ Barbara Lebrun’s work, on the other hand,
moves away from chanson and investigates French rock music, analysing ways 1n
which contemporary French rock musicians create and articulate alternative

identities to those found in mainstream rock.?®

Chanson: The Relationship between Words and Music

While such recent approaches to French popular music in general, then, suggest
the need for a theoretical approach that takes into consideration not only the song
texts themselves, but their mediation and wider processes of articulation, it must
also be remembered that chanson, specifically, is a predominantly text-based
form of popular music. Indeed, one of the central concerns of chanson artists
themselves, as I will show throughout the thesis, is the relationship between
chanson and poetry. Given this preoccupation, and the fact that I will be closely
analysing song texts, including printed lyrics, in this project, it 1s important to
spend some time exploring the similarities and differences between chanson and
poetry, and investigating how these can influence methodology.

Hawkins gives a good sketch of the origins of poetry and highlights the
similarities and differences between chanson and verse. He suggests that ‘the
chanson tradition can [...] be seen to be a re-emergence in a modern urban milieu
of the original oral form of poetry, with many of the same charactenistics: rhyme,
rhythm, dramatic presentation, stylised narration, and so on.”” He similarly

suggests that both chanson and verse share the tradition of French prosody, and

that song lyrics still tend to be based on traditional verse metres (alexandrine or

27 See, for example, Chris Tinker, ‘Chanson Engagée and Political Activism 1n the 1950s and
1960s: Léo Ferré and Georges Brassens’, in Popular Music in France (see Dauncey and
Cannon, above), pp. 139-152; Chris Tinker, ‘Léo Ferre, Georges Brassens and Jacques Brel:
Television Representations, Past and Present’, The Web Journal of French Media Studies, 1
(1998) <http://wjfms.ncl.ac.uk/tinkerWJ.htm> [accessed June 2003]. See the Bibliography

for further detatils.
28 See, for example, Barbara Lebrun, ““Mind over Matter”: The under-Performance of the

Body and Gender in French Rock Music of the 1990s°, French Cultural Studies, 16 (2005),
205-221; Barbara Lebrun, ‘A Case Study of Zebda: Republicanism, Metissage and
Authenticity in Contemporary France’, Volume!, 1 (2002), 59-69; Barbara Lebrun, “The
Construction of an “Alternative” Music Culture in French Rock Music, 1981-2001°

(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Southampton, 2003).
29  Hawkins, Chanson, p. 24.
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octosyllable, for example).”® However, he also notes that the modern milieu
provides means of communication which enable chanson to be distributed and
heard nationally and internationally, and that it 1s, therefore, mediated in a way
poetry 1s (or was) not.

While similarities between the two forms do exist, so too do important
differences. ‘Song texts are not written to be interpreted when read from the page;
the written text 1s merely an adjunct to the complete performance of the song’,
Hawkins argues, insisting that melody, orchestration and voice are ‘equally as
much the critenia for aesthetic judgements about the merits or otherwise of a
song. It makes little sense to hive off the printed words and privilege them as the
repository of “poetry” by applying in a mechanical way the criteria of another
very different art form, that of verse.””’ Simon Frith’s writing on song words in
popular music in general similarly acknowledges their importance, while drawing

attention to the fact that they cannot be analysed in isolation to the other elements

of the song as a whole:

In songs, words are the sign of a voice. As song is always a performance and

song words are always spoken out, heard in someone’s accent. Songs are

more like plays than poems; song words work as speech and speech acts,
bearing meaning not just semantically, but also as structures of sound that
are direct signs of emotion and marks of character.’”

Certain forms of textual analysis, especially those taking a cultural studies
approach, can, in fact, be limited. Richard Middleton, for example, argues that 1n
the past those scholars trained in the social sciences tended to use content
analysis of lyrics, as this was the easiest approach to textual interpretation in the
early days of cultural studies. This, he (and, he argues, most scholars today)
describe(s) as simplistic. Due to the limitations of this kind of approach, many
writers abandoned the textual as such, although some recognised that ‘a more

adequate approach to pop lyrics required the development of an awareness that

they function not as verbal texts but as song words, linguistically marked vocal

30 Hawkins, Chanson, p. 23.

31 Hawkins, Chanson, pp. 26—7.
32  Simon Frith, Music for Pleasure: Essays in the Sociology of Pop (Cambridge: Polity Press,

1989), p. 120.
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sound-sequences mediated by musical conventions, and this’, he argues, is the
principle that governs the collection of essays in his 2000 book, Reading Pop.3 :
The application of traditional poetic study methods to popular song can be
compared to the early application of musicology to the study of popular music,
which many commentators have also critiqued. Middleton, in his 1990 book,
Studying Popular Music, for instance, suggested that the terminology employed
by musicologists, which emerged in the late nineteenth century in Germany and
Austria and was initially used to analyse European concert music, leads to a
devaluation of popular music simply because it was never intended to describe it.
His argument 1s that if the same criteria and terminology are applied when
studying popular music, ‘the results will be problematical. In many kinds of
popular music, for example, harmony may not be the most important parameter;
rhythm, pitch gradation, timbre and the whole ensemble of performance
articulation techniques are often more important’.”* David Brackett similarly
points to the ‘specific historical and geographical circumstances’ of the
emergence of musicology, the fact that it ‘developed in tandem with a whole
panoply of beliefs about what the musical experience should provide, and about
the relationship between performers, audiences, and composers. Audiences and
scholars developed an aesthetic of distanced appreciation and a belief in the
autonomous art work’. Brackett argues that these beliefs have encouraged the
development of a canon, and have consequently cast aspersions on music that
does not fit the requirements of the canon. Popular music, he suggests, has fared
particularly badly since it is intrinsically linked to commercial enterprise, which
‘makes claims for its autonomy seem ludicrous to those attached to the idea of a
canon of masterpieces that transcend commerce’.”> Lucy Green also points to the
canon of masterworks, arguing that they are all ‘notated, they have all been

published in printed form, they are thought to be innovative in relation to the era

in which they were composed, and they have all been composed by an individual,

33  Middleton, in the Introduction to Reading Pop (see Middleton, above), p. 7.
34 Richard Middleton, Studying Popular Music (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1990),

p. 104.
35 David Brackett, ‘Music’, in Key Terms in Popular Music and Culture (see Horner and

Swiss, above), pp. 124-140 (p. 125).



31

Western male’.”® Middleton, writing ten years after his first criticisms of the

application of traditional musicology to popular music, suggests that musicology

has adapted and evolved in order to study popular music:

The best ‘new musicology’ of pop has grasped the need to hear harmony 1n
new ways, to develop new models for rhythmic analysis, to pay attention to
nuances of timbre and pitch inflection, to grasp textures and forms in ways

that relate to generic and social function, [and] to escape from ‘notational

centricity’.”’

If new musicology has responded to the specific needs of popular music, so
too have recent studies in textual analysis. John Shepherd, in an attempt to
understand how the term text can be used in relation to music, looks in the first
instance at Barthes, and in particular his writings on textuality. Barthes’
importance, argues Shepherd, lies in extending textuality to ‘include, in principle,
any cultural process or artefact that could give rise to meaning’.”® Shepherd also
comments on the centrality of song lyrics to popular music and argues that it is
accurate ‘to think of popular music’s texts as being comprised not just of sounds
but of musical sounds in conjunction with words, images and movement’.””

Approaches which favour one aspect of popular music at the expense of all
other aspects, then, do not seem to have much credibility for scholars of both
chanson and popular music in general today. For Middleton, for example, the
popular music ‘text’ can well be the music, and a new musicology can, in his
view, go a long way in analysing that text, but only when there 1s an
acknowledgment that the music is one part of a multifaceted phenomenon that 1s
the whole song. In this sense, lyrics are important, as they form part of that
whole. Obviously, for chanson the equation becomes even more complex due to
the dominance of the lyrics and the chanson a texte tradition. However, Louis-

Jean Calvet, in his book Chanson et societe (1981), which aims to establish a

critical framework in order to talk about chanson in the same academic way as

36 Lucy Green, ‘Ideology’, in Key Terms in Popular Music and Culture (see Horner and Swiss,

above), pp. 5-17 (p. 9).
37  Middleton, in the Introduction to Reading Pop (see Middleton, above), p. 4.

38 John Shepherd, ‘Text’, in Key Terms in Popular Music and Culture (see Horner and Swiss,

above), pp. 156177 (p. 158).
390  Shepherd, ‘Text’, in Key Ierms in Popular Music and Culture (see Homer and Swiss,

above), p. 171.
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literature or film, also contends that words and music cannot be separated. He
argues: ‘la rencontre entre les mots et les notes, [n’est] pas une simple
juxtaposition mais, au contraire, faisait du sens. Un sens que la langue seule ne
pouvait pas transmettre, ni la musique bien str’,* And, throughout the book, he
advances the theory that chanson cannot be studied by focusing on only one
aspect, but its meaning 1s to be found in, among other things, the geographical
context (the street, music hall, television, and so on) and the socio-political
context of the time.

Clearly, then, more recent approaches to the study of popular music are
exploring the subject holistically rather than applying strict criteria originally
meant for other disciplines. In chanson, such a holistic approach is also favoured
by many scholars today. The recent special edition of French Cultural Studies
referred to above 1s particularly useful here, as it allows an overview of some of
the most recent approaches to French popular music by scholars working in the
UK, France and America. As Looseley says in his editorial introduction, ‘the
seven essays collected here have been chosen not in order to provide panoramic
coverage of musical style [...] but primarily to convey something of the range of
approaches currently being adopted within French cultural studies, and the new
directions they open up for research’.*' The diversity of the approaches in this
journal, and the different focuses they take, from the audience to the means of
communication of song texts, underlines the need for diversity when studying
chanson. Given the current predominance of a holistic view 1n popular music
studies, the converse danger must also be avoided though, especially where
French chanson is concermed. That 1s, the attention paid to music and
performance should not be to the detriment of the lyrics. As Peter Winkler, for
example, in his study of Randy Newman’s songs, suggests: ‘most studies of
Randy Newman’s songs tend to focus on his brilhant, ironic lyrics and the

meaning of the stories they tell. But though 1t 1s a mistake to assume that the

40 Louis-Jean Calvet, Chanson et societe (Paris: Payot, 1981), p. 33.
41 Looseley, ‘Introduction’, French Cultural Studies, 16 (2005), 115-119 (pp. 115-6).
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meaning of his songs lies entirely in the lyrics, it would equally be a mistake to

ignore them’.*

An Inductive Approach

Clearly, then, a holistic approach to chanson is called for in a French studies
thesis such as this. What this means in practical terms is that I will define the
song text as the lyrics, music, performance elements and cultural capital attached
to i1t, and will strive to take account of all these when finding meaning. Obvious
limitations will apply, however, as I am not a musicologist, and will not,
therefore, be able to discuss the effects of music in as much depth as a
musicologist would. A holistic approach also means that I will be looking to a
wide range of theorists in order to make sense of the meanings found in the songs
[ deal with. As I made clear in the Introduction, though, this thesis 1s not
concerned with the imposition of theory onto chanson, but, rather, with the
empirical 1dentification of concerns raised in French popular song in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries, which have connections to particular theories
or schools of thought. I am therefore taking an inductive approach to chanson,
allowing the texts themselves to suggest my theoretical framework. Such an
approach implies an exploration of the questions contained in the songs
themselves about the role and function of chanson, about how meanings are
produced and understood in French popular music, and about the reasons for
newer generations of singer-songwriters moving away from a traditional chanson
poétique model and looking for recognition of their songs on their own terms, as
an aspect of popular culture. In this sense, cultural studies has an important role
to play in this project, in that the very trends identified by the artists themselves
through their self-consciousness can be compared to the evolution of cultural
studies, with its emphasis on studying all types of cultural texts as being imbued
with meaning, rather than comparing popular culture to high culture in some form

of hierarchical relationship. In the final part of this Literature Survey, then, I will

47 Peter Winkler, ‘Randy Newman’s Americana’, in Reading Pop (see Middleton, above), pp.
27-57 (p. 28).
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briefly examine the evolution of cultural studies in order to more fully explain the

parallel between this school of thought and the evolution of a self-conscious

chanson.

Cultural Studies

Hawkins suggests that ‘the most promising avenue for the student and researcher
[of chanson] would seem to be to adapt the approach of the Anglo-American
school of cultural studies’.*> Cultural studies was indeed one of the first academic
interdisciplines to concern itself with popular music, especially as an area of
study 1n 1ts own right. The work of Theodor Adorno is possibly the best known of
the early theornists of popular music. In his essay, On Popular Music (1941),
Adorno argues that all popular music 1s standardised, whereas serious music
‘derives 1ts musical sense from the concrete totality of the piece”‘.‘t'4 The

importance of details does not exist in popular music, he argues, asserting:

[In popular music,] it would not affect the musical sense if any detail were
taken out of the context; the listener can supply the ‘framework’
automatically, since it 1s a mere musical automatism itself. The beginning of
the chorus is replaceable by the beginning of innumerable other choruses.
The interrelationship among the elements or the relationship of the elements
to the whole would be unaffected. In Beethoven, position i1s important only
in a living relation between a concrete totality and its concrete parts. In
popular music, position is absolute. Every detail 1s substitutable; 1t serves its
function only as a cogin a machine.®

Adomo, then, is clearly making a close correlation between standardisation and
the music industry. His rhetoric when describing how popular music 1is
standardised is interesting in this respect. He describes the details in popular
music as functioning only ‘as a cog in a machine’, thus implicitly comparing

music making to car making or the manufacture of any other product of an

43 Hawkins, Chanson, p. 15.
44 Theodor Adomo, ‘On Popular Music’, Studies in Philosophy and Social Science, 9 (1941),

17—45; repr. Theodor W. Adomo, ‘On Popular Music’, in On Record: Rock, Pop, and the
Written Word, ed. by Simon Frith and Andrew Goodwin (London: Routledge, 1990), pp.

301-314 (p. 303).
45 Adomo, ‘On Popular Music’, in On Record (see Frith and Goodwin, above), p. 303.
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industrialised consumer society. This concept is made more explicit and complex
In Adorno’s argument when he asserts that ‘though all industrial mass production
necessarily eventuates in standardisation, the production of popular music can be
called “industrial” only in its promotion and distribution, whereas the act of
producing a song-hit still remains in a handicraft st:.a.ge’..46 By this, Adorno
implies that the structure of the song is not per se part of the mass industnal
society, only the means to take the song to the general public. He theretore goes
on to question why the song form itself should be standardised 1if it 1s not
industrial and concludes that, on one level at least, imitation 1s the key: ‘the
musical standards of popular music were originally developed by a competitive
process. As one particular song scored a great success, hundreds of others sprang
up imitating the successful one. The most successful hit types and “ratios”
between elements were imitated, and the process culminated in the crystallisation
of standards’.*” Adorno also identifies pseudo-individualisation as the process by

which popular music is made to appear to be different and original. He explains

the concept thus:

The necessary correlate of musical standardisation i1s pseudo-
individualisation. By pseudo-individualisation we mean endowing cultural
mass production with the halo of free choice or open market on the basis ot
standardisation itself. Standardisation of song hits keeps the customers in
line by doing their listening for them, as it were. Pseudo-individualisation,
for its part, keeps them in line by making them forget that what they listen to
is already listened to for them, or ‘pre-di gested’.*®
While Adorno’s work has certainly had an important impact on the academic
study of popular music and on cultural studies generally, many cultural studies
scholars following him have critiqued him for judging popular music by
standards created for the study of classical music, and therefore not accounting
for the genre specificities of popular music. Adomno also made implicit value
judgements about what he considered to be good or bad music: standardised

(popular) music was bad whereas non-standardised (classical) music was good.

Given Adomo’s criteria, it would be difficult for popular music to be judged as

46 Adomo, ‘On Popular Music’, m On Record (see Frith and Goodwin, above), p. 306.
47 Adomo, ‘On Popular Music’, in On Record (see Frith and Goodwin, above), p. 306.
48 Adomo, ‘On Popular Music’, in On Record (see Frith and Goodwin, above), p. 308.
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good, regardless of its melodic complexity or its cultural impact. In this sense
then, Adorno’s theories are reductionist and limiting.

Although similar critiques of mass culture have been made by cultural
studies pioneers such as Richard Hoggart, later scholars such as Raymond
Williams, John Berger, or Roland Barthes, have tended to take mass culture as
their object of study, concentrating on the exposition of meaning in contemporary
cultural signs and artefacts, such as advertising, magazines, activities and events.
This change 1n focus from the classification of cultural products as either good or
bad, to the study of the products themselves in order to find meaning, has
important consequences for popular music. It implies that popular cultural forms
need to be judged on their own specific criteria, rather than by standards meant
for more classical forms (cf. the criticisms of traditional musicology). It also
implies that meaning 1n popular cultural texts is inextricably linked to the texts’
cultural function as well as their content and form. The work of both Barthes and

Dick Hebdige 1s important here. Hebdige, referring to Barthes, asserts:

Barthes’ application of a method rooted in linguistics [semiology] to other
systems of discourse outside language (fashion, film, food, etc.) opened up
completely new possibilities for contemporary cultural studies. [...] Under
Barthes’ direction, semiotics promised nothing less than the reconciliation of
the two contlicting definitions of culture upon which cultural studies was
ambiguously posited—a marriage of moral conviction (in this case, Barthes’
Marxist beliets) and popular themes: the study of a society’s total way of

life.*”
Hebdige’s Subculture: The Meaning of Style 1s itself a key text in terms of the
progression of cultural studies as it explores, also through a semiological
analysis, ‘the decorations, styles and adornments ot subgroups as “signs” to be
decoded—in the examination of counter-hegemonic resistance and subversion’.>
Both Hebdige and Barthes, then, study aspects of popular culture without
comparing those aspects to a higher culture, or ‘art’. Their contributions, and the

work of scholars using similar approaches, have ensured the evolution of cultural

studies as a medium where popular culture can be examined on its own terms.

Although cultural studies is not, as John Storey points out, ‘a monolithic body of

49 Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (London: Methuen, 1979), p. 10.
50 Will Brooker, Teach Yourself Cultural Studies (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1998), p. 65.



37

theories and methods™" but is constantly changing to meet the needs of the
subjects studied, it is important for the study of French popular music because
chanson reproduces the very distinction traced in the evolution of cultural studies,
from Adorno’s high-culturalist position to Barthes and Hebdige: that 1s, between
chanson as ‘serious art’ and as ‘worthless popular entertainment’. Chanson artists
themselves in fact question whether their work can be turned into ‘art’, and pose
questions about the nature and worth of their genre. However, interestingly, more
recent artists do not always appear to want their work ‘legitimated’ as ‘art’, but
want 1t appreciated and interpreted as an aspect of popular culture, as both
entertainment and intelligent musings. In the next chapter, I will examine the
conscious evolution of a chanson genre, exploring how the artists distinguish

their work from both poetry and Anglo-American pop.

51 John Storey, Cultural Studies and the Study of Popular Culture: Theories and Methods
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996), p. 1.
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Part 11: Manifestations of Self-Consciousness

Quand j’€coute beat un solo de batterie

Y’la la java qui rile au nom de la patrie

Mais quand je crie bravo a I’accord€oniste

C’est le jazz qui m’engueule me traitant de raciste

(Claude Nougaro, ‘Le Jazz et la java’)
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Chapter 2

The Conscious Evolution of a Chanson Genre

In this chapter, the first in Part 1, I focus on distinctive features of self-
consciousness from the inter-war period to the present day. My contention here is
that one ot the most striking examples of self-consciousness in French song is the
allusions to past or contemporaneous musical styles and/or musical (and literary)
figures. In this way, French song, I would argue, has evolved in two distinct,
though overlapping, channels. First, there are artists who adapt the work of others
and who copy previous or current styles, often with a distinct awareness of the
genre 1n which they are working. These artists also often attempt to translate
(both literally and metaphorically) non-French—mainly Anglo-American—song
for a French audience. Second, there are artists who take this self-conscious
reterencing further, subverting musical styles rather than mimicking them, and
also alluding to key musical and literary figures. The artists in this second
category, I would argue, are constructing a sense of a chanson tradition, and are
placing themselves within it. Moreover, they are deciding which artists have
played a crucial role in the development of chanson through consistent and
continual allusions to central figures.

Section 1 of this chapter, then, will explore self-consciousness in the songs
of artists from the 1950s and 1960s, looking in particular at the adaptations of
rock and roll and pop music. Section 2 will identify conscious allusions to a
chanson tradition, first investigating musical allusions—songs which may well
adapt non-French sounds and music but still reter to chanson in some way. It will
then explore allusions to chanson found in performance styles (the creation of an
‘auteur’ figure and the use of ‘audience asides’), and in the allusions to literary
texts and figures. Section 3 will argue that chanson artists themselves create a
mythical chanson community and lineage through references to themselves and
other chanson artists. Here I will focus on three of the key figures most often

referred to in French songs: Boris Vian, Charles Trenet and Georges Brassens.
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1: Song-Family Extensions

David Hatch and Stephen Millward, in their analytical history of pop music,
suggest that ‘pop music self-consciously combines continuity with change’, and
that in the evolution of pop music there are at least ‘three possible stages
available to new generations of pop musicians in the development of their

musical competence’:

A recognisable first stage is that of song/performance reproduction (or
copying) of examples taken from selected musical types. A second stage
requires the competence to improvise on given patterns (usually manifested
as song-family extensions). A third involves the writing of new songs
composed of elements derived from the material in ‘stage one’, which thus
can be described as musical family extensions. This appears to be a generally
applicable model in pop song development, as stages one to three are
constantly repeated [author’s italics].’
In this section, I will argue that the songs of Eddy Mitchell and Johnny Hallyday,
among others, while often self-conscious, adapt new music in a way that follows
the pattern of song-family extensions as identified by Hatch and Millward above.
In this sense, Mitchell’s and Hallyday’s work can be seen as following a
‘generally applicable’ model, and also has much in common with the adaptations
made by Anglo-American bands. The ways in which chanson distinguishes itself

from this model will, however, be explored from Section 2 onwards.

la: Rock and Roll

Cover versions and adaptations of rock and roll songs 1n France appeared as early

as the 1950s, not long after the rise—and distribution—of rock and roll itself. Bill
Haley and Elvis Presley both released key singles in 1954, Haley ‘Rock around
the Clock’ and Presley ‘That’s All Right Mama’, as well as ‘Blue Moon of

Kentucky’. Just two years later, Boris Vian and Michel Legrand wrote rock and

roll parodies for Henry Cording (Henr Salvador) and his Oniginal Rock and Roll

] David Hatch and Stephen Millward, From Blues to Rock: An Analytical History of Pop
Music (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1990), p. 4-7.
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Boys. In 1957 Pierre Delanoé released his first adaptations of Elvis into French
followed in 1958-9 by attempts by Richard Anthony, Claude Spiron and others,
to create French rock music.” Two singers are of particular interest here: Eddy
Mitchell and Johnny Hallyday. In 1960 Eddy Mitchell (born Claude Moine) and
his band Les Chaussettes noires became an instant rock and roll success,
releasing six singles and selling two million records the following year (1961). In
1963, after his military service, Mitchell started to pursue a solo career, recording
an album 1n London of cover versions of songs by Eddie Cochrane, Elvis Presley,
Gene Vincent and Bill Haley, entitled, rather appropriately, Eddy in London. It
included the songs ‘Peggy Sue’, originally by Buddy Holly, ‘Te voict’, a cover ot
‘Mean Woman Blues’ by Roy Orbison, ‘Blue Jean Bop’, originally by Gene
Vincent and ‘Jolie Miss Molly’, originally ‘Good Golly Miss Molly’ by Little
Richard.

Self-consciousness in Mitchell’s work manifests itself in two ways. First, in
the manner 1dentified by Hatch and Millward as a general trend in the evolution
of pop music (although, of course, Mitchell’s work 1s not pop). That is, in its
continuity coupled with change: Mitchell adapted American rock and roll songs
into French, copying the music and the rock and roll image, but changing the
lyrics. Second, Mitchell’s songs self-referentially place himself—his persona—
within the lyrics, suggesting and reinforcing his own rock and roll label
throughout his career. In 1961, for example, his group Les Chaussettes noires
released ‘Eddie sois bon’, an adaptation of Chuck Berry’s 1958 hit ‘Johnny B.
Goode’, and then, in 1974, Mitchell released ‘Bye Bye Johnny B. Goode’,
referring to the Chuck Berry original as well as implicitly his own earlier work.’
In both songs Mitchell portrays himself as a rock and roll musician, using much
the same imagery as found in the original American songs. In ‘Eddie sois bon’,
the youthfully rebellious ‘Eddie’ spends his time sleeping in, drinking whisky and
playing guitar instead of finding work and getting married. In this way, he is

shunning traditional French values and 1s asserting the ‘new’ values of youth

2 I ooseley, Popular Music in Contemporary France, pp. 216-7.

Mitchell wrote the lyrics to ‘Eddie sois bon’ which appeared on the 1961 album, /00%
Rock. The quasi-autobiographical ‘Johnny B. Goode’ was written by Chuck Berry and
produced by Leonard and Phil Chess in 1958. ‘Bye Bye Johnny B. Goode’ is from
Mitchell’s solo album, Rocking in Nashville, recorded with Nashville musicians.

W
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culture.* This image was also reinforced in the music press at the time. One of
Mitchell’s colleagues at the Crédit Lyonnais branch where he worked 1in the late
1950s, for example, describes Mitchell’s ‘real-life’ rock and roll lifestyle thus:

La journ€e ¢€tait supposée commencer a huit heures, mais nous n’arrivions
gen€ralement que vers dix heures. On portait quelques paquets, puis on
jouait au flipper. Et 1’apreés-midi se passait surtout en face, au Golt Drouot.
La, il y avait plein de copains dont Johnny Hallyday.’

In Mitchell’s songs, associating himself with other rock and roll musicians is
also an important concern. In ‘Bye Bye Johnny B. Goode’, for example, he refers
to Chuck Berry as ‘mon ami’, thus creating an intimate connection between
himselt and Berry, as well as implicitly suggesting he is part of the same rock and
roll fraternity. This kind of self-consciousness, where a singer confidently
confirms his or her own place within a particular genre, i1s a common trait of rock
and roll, as Berry’s own ‘Johnny B. Goode’ illustrates. In Mitchell’s case
though—and in Hallyday’s—the self-consciousness also produces nostalgia for
the rock and roll genre in France. The endurance of his rock and roll image, for
example, 1s suggested 1n ‘C’est un rocker’ (1974), in which he self-referentially

describes his ‘rocker’ label in a nostalgic assertion:

Tu sais, parfois, la vie me réserve des choses droles.
Les gens oublient, puis redécouvrent le rock and roll
Et s1 je chante I’amour ou bien n’1mporte quoi,
Qu’importe le sujet, les gens disent de moi:

‘C’est un rocker, c’est un roller.’®

Johnny Hallyday’s work also contains similar examples of selt-
consciousness as those identified in Mitchell’s, as well as 1n nostalgia for his own
rock and roll persona. Hallyday, like Mitchell, started his career by singing rock
and roll adaptations, such as ‘T’aimer follement’ (1960), a French version of

‘Makin’ Love’, adapted by André Salvet and Jacques Plait.” As well as his rock

4 These ‘new’ values of youth culture had also been digpersed in France via films such as
Laszlo Benedek’s The Wild One (1953, known as L’Equipee sauvage 1n France) starring

Marlon Brando.
5 Jean-Pierre Orfino, member of the Pirates, cited 1n Frangois Jouffa, Jacques Barsamian and

Jean-Louis Rancurel, Idoles Story (Neuilly: Alain Mathieu, 1978), p. 12.
Written by Mitchell in collaboration with P. Papadianmandis.

Music by Floyd Robinson.
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and roll style songs he co-wrote himself such as ‘Je cherche une fille’ (co-written
with Jil & Jan), he also released rock and roll songs in English, such as ‘Be Bop a
Lula’, ‘Hello Mary Lou’ and ‘Maybellene’ (1962). Although he has changed his
image copious times throughout his career, his rock and roll persona 1s one which
he self-referentially refers to at various points.” The 1981 single, ‘Excusez-moi de
chanter encore du rock’n’roll’, 1s an example of this.” Through a supposed
apology for continuing to sing rock and roll songs, an affirmation of his desire to
continue in this tradition is in fact made, underlined by standard rock and roll
arrangements. The song also highlights the perceived supremacy of Anglo-
American rock while asserting Hallyday’s Frenchness and ability to succeed in

this musical genre:

Excusez-mo1 de ne pas €tre americain
Anglais de Liverpool et méme pas canadien
Pardonnez-moi1 d’encore chanter toujours du rock’n’roll

Y a pas que I’Amérique qui fait de la musique

At the time of this song’s release French music was again (as i1t had in the late
1950s and 1960s) undergoing changes in style due to Anglo-American
influences. Although rock and roll itself was originally seen as a foreign import,
this song posits 1it—and Hallyday’s image—as still being authentically French,

thus nostalgically flattering both Hallyday and his fanbase:

J’suis un rocker maudit

QOuais, c’est la haine d’étre a Paris
Quand Jerry Lee Lewis et Elvis
Faisaient les beaux jours de Memphis

Tant pis si I’écho frangais de mon ramage
Quelques fois fait palir un peu leur plumage

8 I am using the term self-referentially here although Hallyday did not generally write his own
songs, and purists may, therefore, dispute my usage. I am referring to Hallyday’s self-
conscious image and persona, constructed through a combination of lyrics, music, stage
clothes and delivery, and am, therefore, using the term self-referential in a wide sense. This
usage is consistent with my argument that the speaker 1n a song 1s a constructed persona
however autobiographical the lyrics may appear (see the Introduction).

9 Words by Michael Mallory, music by Mort Shuman, first released on the 1981 album En

piéces détachées and re-realised i 2000 by Mercury.
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The song’s assertion of Hallyday as a French rocker is in keeping with, what
Looseley describes as, a ‘certain revisionism’ in his status as an inauthentic
American ‘wannabe’.'’ Looseley points to 1980 as the beginning of a turnaround
in critical representations of Hallyday, arguing that a new wave of ‘“le rock
francais”, outcome of an increase in amateur or semi-professional bands, the rise

of punk and the birth of a new independent record sector’ allowed ‘Hallyday’s

rock of some 20 years before to be interpreted less pe) oratively’."

In the early 1960s, however, Hallyday’s rock and roll image was not seen in

such a positive light by critics or record companies alike, as Looseley argues:

French record companies were keen to clean up their protégés and avoid
alienating parents. As had already happened in the USA and the UK, 1t was
time for rock’n’roll to be brought to heel. [...] Like Hallyday and Mitchell,
the first French rock’n’roll fans were mainly boys aged between fifteen and
twenty with conscription into the Algerian War hanging over them. Danyel
G¢érard, Hallyday and Mitchell were all called up just as Elvis had been,
creating much the same photo opportunities for a new look of clean-cut
solemnity before the flag. [...] Adolescent girls were attracted to the music
and female singers were duly launched, helping retrieve rock’n’roll from its
associations with male delinquency. [...] This 1n turn produced a wave of
equally 1nnocuous-looking boy singers, like Claude Franc¢ois, Adamo or
Frank Alamo. Thus eviscerated, rock’n’roll could be safely transmitted to a
wider youth constituency as a consumer style. French pop was born, known

4 ’ 1
as le yeye. :

Ib: Pop

With the transformation of rock and roll into yéyé, and the ‘copinisation’ of
music, French song looked to new (although still Anglo-American, for the main)
music to adapt and assimilate.”” Indeed, the yéyé period saw a large number of
cover versions and adaptations, including much of Frangoise Hardy’s repertoire
at that time; for example, ‘L’ Amour d’un gar¢on’ (1963), originally released by
Timi Yuro as ‘The Love of a Boy’ in 1962, written by Burt Bacharach and Hal

10 David Looseley, ‘Fabricating Johnny: French Popular Music and National Culture’, French

Cultural Studies, 16 (2005), 191-203 (p. 195).
11 Looseley, ‘Fabricating Johnny’, p. 193.
12  Looseley, Popular Music in Contemporary France, p. 27.
13 The sociologist Edgar Morin employs the term ‘copinisation’ in his article ‘Salut les

copains’, Le Monde, 7-8 July, 1963, p. 12.
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David and ‘Avant de t’en aller’ (1963) originally written and performed by Paul
Anka with the title, ‘Think about It’, also in 1963. Although the Anglo-American
influence on yéyé stars was clear, many were deliberately marketed as more
‘French’, and therefore more authentic, than the rock and roll stars of the 1950s
and early 1960s. Christian Victor and Julien Regoli, in their history ot French
rock, for example, point to Claude Francois’ (self-)presentation as ‘French’ in
spite of the fact that most of the songs on his first album were cover versions: ‘un
jeune chanteur se preésente ainsi sur la pochette de son premier disque: “Il n’a pas
cherché a s’inventer une biographie made in U.S.A.: Il n’est pas le fils du shénf
de Kansas City. . . Il s’appelle Claude Francois tout simplement’™.'* Although
dismissed by the majority of critics and academics, the terms ‘originality’ and
‘innovation’ are often used in the French press or music ‘fanzines’ to describe
Frangois’ contribution to French popular music, and indeed, Dario Salvatori,
writing a short biography of Francois for an Italian publisher in the rather kitsch

series ‘Disparus trop jeunes’ claims:

Claude, I’1dole du ye€y¢€, réussit a mettre au point un spectacle en direct, tout
a fait original pour un artiste francais. Excellent danseur, présentateur et
animateur, 1l fut le premier a présenter un genre de spectacle complet,
intéressant, original et riche en coups de théatre. [...] Claude était un
novateur, le premier qui avait introduit en France le spectacle dit ‘a
I’américaine’, avec des ‘gimmicks’ et des jeux de scéne.”

Francois’ songs and performance style certainly brought change to French music.
Through self-consciousness he can also be argued to have brought, like Mitchell
and Hallyday before him, a nostalgic assertion of his own place in French musical
history. In ‘Cette année-1a’ (1976), for example, a cover, in translation, of Frankie
Valli & The Four Seasons’ disco hit, ‘December, 1963 (Oh What a Night)’,
Francois changes the year in question to 1962 and replaces the lyrical romantic
nostalgia with a self-referential allusion to his first night on stage, as an unknown

figure.'® The image created here is of a singer consciously choosing a different

path to rock and roll and consequently pleasing his French public. There is also a

14 Christian Victor and Julien Regoli, Vingt ans de rock frangais (Paris: Albin Michel, 1978),

p. 61.
15 Dario Salvatori, Le Mythe de Claude Frangois, trans. by Frangoise Ghin (Rome: Gremese,

1998), pp. 24-5.
16 ‘December, 1963 (Oh What a Night)’ was written by Bob Gaudio and Judy Parker in 1975.
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thinly veiled criticism of rock and roll in the form of a contention that being
‘'1dole des jeunes’ is certainly pleasing for a fanbase who °‘cassaient les

fauteuils’ (Johnny Hallyday was, of course, referred to as ‘I’idole des jeunes’ in

the early 1960s):

Cette ann¢e-la

Je chantais pour la premicre fois
Le public ne me connaissait pas
Oh quelle année cette année-1a !

Cette année-la
[Le rock’n’roll venait d’ouvrir ses ailes

Et dans mon coin je chantais belles belles belles
Et le public aimait ¢a

De¢ja les Beatles €taient quatre garcons dans le vent

Et mo1 ma chanson disait marche tout droit

Cette annee-1a

Quelle joie d’étre 1’1dole des jeunes

Pour des fans qui cassaient les fauteuils

Plus j’y pense et moins j’oublie
The 1ntertextual references in the song—‘Marche tout droit’ (1963) was the title
of one of Francois’ songs, an adaptation of Gus Cannon and Hosea Woods’
‘Walk Right In’ and ‘Quatre gargons dans le vent’ is the French title of the
Beatles film Hard Day’s Night (1964)—add contextual detail to the year in
question and also firmly place Frangois in a pop tradition, rather than rock and
roll or, indeed, chanson. Self-consciousness in the above songs, then, serves to

reinforce a rock and roll or yéyé label. It also allows artists to nostalgically

highlight their own contribution to, and place in, French musical history.

2: Allusions to a Chanson Tradition

The songs I will examine in this section have similarities to the rock and roll and
yéyé adaptations discussed in the previous section in the sense that many refer to
non-French music and thus contribute to the evolution of French song. These
songs, however, go beyond adaptation and inscribe themselves in chanson

history. Indeed, Hatch and Millward’s theory of song-family extensions cannot be
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easily applied to the evolution of chanson as a specific genre because, in chanson
history, artists frequently look back to their predecessors with an awe that is
without irony, something which is rarely seen in Anglo-American music. The
Guardian’s Rupert Smith points to this feature of chanson, and cites the dance
band Cassius (Hubert Blanc-Francard and Phillipe Zdar) who extol praise for
Gainsbourg, Brel and Brassens. He argues: ‘this 1s not ironic appreciation; this is
genuine worship’, and also suggests that it 1s ‘hard to imagine a British dance act
having the same filial relationship with artists of earlier generations [...] all
French musicians have to make their peace with their predecessors, either by
reinterpreting them or rejecting them’.'’ By highlighting specifically chanson
features, I would argue that artists are not only genre aware, but, through various
forms of self-consciousness, make the audience aware of their chanson lineage
and ‘filial relationship’ with their predecessors.

The term ‘genre’ is itself a complex one, both as used in this thesis and in
popular music studies generally. Dominic Strinati, for instance, in his discussion
of the Frankfurt School and of criticisms of it by later theorists, explores, through
a comparison with film, the different approaches to the notion of musical genre

taken by Adorno, and later, by Bernard Gendron, finding:

Genres help audiences sort out what they want to see or hear from what they
do not. Individual genres, and these include such forms as art-house films,
are popular with their audiences to the extent to which standard themes and
iconography are combined with vanations and surprises within a
recognisable narrative. [...] Genres are more prone to change than Adorno
implies since they arise out of, and deal with, specific historical conditions. '

To stay with the film comparison for a moment, Barry Keith Grant, in the
introduction to his book Film Genre Reader II, expands on the 1deas concerning
genre referred to in the above quotation, first making the point that: ‘stated

simply, genre movies are those commercial feature films which, through

repetition and variation, tell familiar stories with familiar characters in familiar

17 Rupert Smith, ‘Les Misérables’, Guardian (4 November 2002)
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/arts/features/ story/0,11710,825474,00.html> [accessed 4

November 2002], para. 10-12 of 12.
18 Dominic Strinati, An Introduction to the Theories of Popular Culture (London: Routledge,

1997), p. 78.
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situations’.” He then goes on, via a discussion of the first critical writings that
appeared on film genre, to suggest, ‘[genre is] a system of conventions structured
according to cultural values, an idea not dissimilar to what structuralists would
more recently call the “deep structure” of myth’. Genre, then, is a construct, and I
would argue that self-consciousness allows artists to reinforce the myth of
chanson as a specific genre of French song, through allusions to values
traditionally associated with it (chanson a texte tradition, the accordion of the

chanson réaliste, and so on).

2a: Musical Allusions

In the previous section, the introduction of rock and roll and Anglo-American
pop music to French song was explored. Here, I will start by focusing on the
introduction of similarly new and exotic music into French song that nonetheless
retains features of chanson. 1 will then brietly examine the revival of the
accordion as a self-conscious chanson motif.

Charles Trenet’s, and later Claude Nougaro’s, work makes extensive use of
traditionally non-French music. Many of Trenet’s songs borrow American jazz
and swing orchestration, yet he is, unlike Mitchell, generally referred to by critics
and ACIs alike as a chanson artist. While there are, of course, many reasons for
this, one of the most salient is his way of combining the newer orchestration with
traditional chanson elements rather than simply ‘copying’ it. The most noticeable
of these elements is the importance of the lyrics in Trenet’s work. Many singer-
songwriters point to lyrical quality as distinguishing French chanson from other
forms of music, even when French artists are strongly influenced by outside
musical sources. Recently, Zazie, for example, has argued that ‘en France, on a
une vraie culture du texte, des artistes qui font toujours attention a leurs textes,

qui ont le souci de I’écriture’.?’ The lyrics, 1n Trenet’s songs, generally take

precedence over the music, although, in many instances, the music plays a vital

19  Film Genre Reader II, ed. by Barry Keith Grant (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995),

p. XV.
»0 Cited in ‘Le Grand Forum de 1’an 2000, Chorus, 30, 1999/2000, p. 95.
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role in reinforcing the sentiments expressed in the lyrics. Boris Vian, writing for
Henry Cording, and Nougaro similarly inscribed themselves within a chanson
tradition through emphasising the importance of lyrics while introducing non-
French music. Nougaro’s ‘Le Jazz et 1a java’ (1962), for example, suggests that,
ultimately, both styles of music referred to in the title can have a place in

France—and 1n Nougaro’s work specifically—in spite of the apparent

contradictions in the values they represent:

Chaque jour un peu plus y a le jazz qui s’installe
Alors la rage au cceur la java fait 1a malle

[...]

Quand j’€coute béat un solo de batterie

Y’la la java qui rile au nom de la patrie

Mais quand je crie bravo a I’accordéoniste

C’est le jazz qui m’engueule me traitant de raciste

..

Jazz et java copains ¢a doit pouvoir se faire

Pour qu’il en soit ainsi, tiens je partage en frére

Je donne au jazz mes pieds pour marquer son tempo

Ft je donne a la java mes mains pour le bas de son dos®’
Nougaro 1s thus contemplating the arrival of jazz and its relationship to more
traditional musical styles in France, in this case, the popular waltz (known in
France as la java), while simultaneously combining jazz orchestration with the
French language in his work. This song, for example, 1s written in traditional
waltz % time, yet also uses electric and acoustic pianos in addition to a double
bass in the style of a small jazz combo. Nougaro’s vocal style is equally
evocative of non-French singers; but the choice and distinctive sound of the
French language ensures the song makes reterence to French chanson.

Self-reflection (either explicitly, like Nougaro’s song above, or implicitly
like Vian’s rock and roll parodies) coupled with the introduction of new musical
styles may go some of the way to explaining how Vian’s and Nougaro’s work is
interpreted as chanson even when it 1s heavily experimental. Other artists,

though, use more explicit musical allusions, in order to place their work squarely

within a chanson tradition. Two musical instruments are particularly associated

21 Lyrics by Nougaro, music by Jacques Datin, based on a theme by Joseph Hadyn. Music
performed by Michel Legrand and his orchestra.
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with chanson: the accordion and the guitar. The accordion 1s traditionally
associated with the chanson réaliste, as well as popular dance music like /a java,

and is often cited by Anglo-American journalists as the quintessential chanson
marker. Renaud, from the 1970s onwards, makes extensive use of the accordion,
and groups like Pigalle, Tétes raides and Paris combo later employ 1t in their
songs. Renaud’s musical allusions will be explored in Chapter 7, but here I want
to briefly examine the use of the accordion by groups such as Pigalle and Tétes
raides. Bruno Lesprit, writing in Le Monde, describes Pigalle as the precursors of
the néoréaliste movement in France, largely because of the reintroduction of the
accordion at a time when, according to Pigalle’s creator Frangois Hadji-Lazaro,
‘il était considéré comme de la sous-merde’.”* Similarly, Christian Olivier, the
lead singer of Té€tes raides, points to the accordion (as well as the written text) as
symbolic of French chanson: ‘I started out doing Clash and Stones covers, 1n
English, and then I started to write songs in French, and the importance of the
poetry of the text drew me into the traditions of French song. The accordion came
later’.”> “Je chante’ (2000), by Tétes raides, features both the accordion and guitar
and thus, along with other songs on the album Gratte poil, inscribes itself within
the chanson tradition. The song begins with Christian Olivier’s strong vocals
accompanied by a single acoustic guitar, later joined by an accordion. Similarly,
‘Les Poupées’, from the same album, features a complex and fast-paced

accordion and piano rhythm as well as a flute melody to accompany equally fast-

: : 4
paced, comic lyncs.2

22  Bruno Lesprit, ‘Frangois Hadji-Lazaro, gargon douch¢’, Le Monde, 19 November 2002, p.
33. The term néoréaliste was first applied to the songs of Brel and Brassens in the 1960s,

but was used again to describe bands who, in the 1980s, following in the footsteps of
Renaud, referenced a French tradition through the use of the accordion as well as covers of
chanson réaliste songs. In her research on (the role of) French popular music as a lieu de
mémoire, Mairéad Seery, a PhD candidate at National University of Ireland, Galway, will
address questions such as the use of the accordion by groups such as Paris combo,

Sanseverino and Tétes raides.
73  Cited in an interview with Philip Sweeney, ‘Vive la chanson!’, The Independent Review, |

November 2002, p. 16.

24 Both song titles, it can be argued, make reference to previous songs. ‘Je chante’ is, of
course, one of Trenet’s most famous titles, and Gainsbourg, among others, uses the image of
the poupée in many of his songs (and song titles). Gamsbourg’s usage of the term poupée
will be explored in more detail in Chapter 3.
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The guitar became associated with the chanson tradition largely because of
the physical constraints imposed on chanson artists by their performance space.”
Chanson artists, as opposed to music hall performers, tended to occupy small
cabaret stages where only a limited musical accompaniment was possible. The
cuitar was the ideal, compact, portable instrument, and a favourite, of course, of
Brassens. The guitar, especially when used by those artists in the rive gauche
cabarets, also reinforced the lyrical tradition of chanson as it was not loud enough
to muffle the performer’s voice, and was used, generally speaking, as an
accompaniment to the written text.”® Calvet suggests that ‘good’ chanson has,
since the rive gauche tradition, been associated with lyrical predominance and
competence, and that France had to wait for singers such as Alain Souchon and
Bernard Lavilliers for the music to be used in more of an Anglo-American sense,
that 1s, for the lyrics to work with the music and harmonies, rather than simply
being propped up by them.”’ In this sense, then, whenever contemporary singer-
songwriters and performers favour the guitar (or the accordion) as their musical
accompaniment, especially at the expense of other instruments, they are
referencing, either explicitly or implicitly the chanson (rive gauche), and are thus

distancing their work from Anglo-American traditions, and securing a stamp of

Frenchness.

2b: Performance Allusions: Auteur and Audience

As well as musical allusions, performance allusions can also help to construct
chanson as a specific genre, and 1n this section I will begin by briefly examining
how self-consciousness allows singer-songwriters to construct themselves as
auteurs, in a similar vein to nouvelle vague directors, and how auteurism
consequently becomes a specific feature of chanson. I will also look at the
relationship between the chanson auteur and the audience, arguing that audience

complicity can reinforce a chanson label.

25 Calvet, p. 72.
26 The importance of performance space will also be explored in relation to Gainsbourg’s work

in Chapter 3J.
27 Calvet, p. 72.
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One of the ways in which the construction of an auteur is manifest 1s through
the self-conscious (and often comic) ‘sequels’ made by singer-songwriters. There
are many instances of a singer-songwriter picking up in one song a theme or
character s/he has already introduced in another, ranging from Renaud’s briet
allusions to his physical appearance from song to song (see Chapter 6), to the
invention and repetition of Gainsbourg’s alter-ego ‘Gainsbarre’ (see Chapter 5).
If a chanson artist’s regular audience has a good knowledge of the artist’s work,
further layers of meaning are created through the audience’s informed responses
to the singer’s use of characters or themes already presented. On a simple level, a
comfortable familiarity is bred when the audience’s expectations are met and
reinforced. At the same time, complicit humour can be created when those same
expectations are undermined or challenged in some way by the singer’s alteration
of either a character or a theme. An example of this can be found in the two
versions of the Brel song ‘Les Bonbons’ (the first released in 1964, which I shall
refer to henceforth as ‘Les Bonbons 64’, and the second in 1967, which I shall
call ‘Les Bonbons 67’). Both songs are comic portrayals of a maladroit
protagonist waiting for a romantic date, presented in a circular plot construction:
the end of ‘Les Bonbons 64’ refers to its own beginning as well as pre-empting
the opening of ‘Les Bonbons 67’ by finishing the song (‘Les Bonbons 64°) with
the same scenario it opened with, and repeating the first four lines ot the song.
The story is continued in ‘Les Bonbons 67°, when the protagonist comes back to

pick up the sweets he gave to Germaine, the object of his aftections:

Je vous ai apporté des bonbons

Parce que les fleurs c’est perissable

Puis les bonbons c¢’est tellement bon

Bien que les fleurs soient plus présentable. ..

(Opening and closing lines of ‘Les Bonbons 64°)

Je viens rechercher mes bonbons
Vois-tu, Germaine, j’ai eu trop mal
Quand tu m’as fait cette reflexion
Au sujet de mes cheveux longs
C’est la rupture béte et brutale
(Opening lines of ‘Les Bonbons 67°)
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The latter song’s ending equally refers to its own opening, as well as to the
opening and closing of the previous song, through a repetition ot the line ‘je vous
a1 apporté des bonbons...’. There is a comic development of the main character 1n
the second song—through whose eyes we see the action untold but who 1s never
named—when he becomes a heavily pastiched version of his former self. Hongre
and Lidsky argue that ‘comme dans le théatre de boulevard, le personnage a
change de statut social: indifférencié dans la premicre, il appartient ici a une
famille aisé€e, parle de son pere et de sa mere. La charge se fait lourde, le trait
féroce: Brel pointe l’oreille, de facon cabotine’.”® The male character’s
superficiality i1s also emphasised in both versions through the music and Brel’s
performance. The character’s platitudes are delivered to a xylophone backing
with mockingly dramatic breath pauses and culminating in a pantomime
grotesque gleetul giggle when the protagonist spots Germaine’s younger brother
to whom he decides to give the sweets he has brought. There is thus a knowing
continuity between these two versions and also a self-conscious humour in the
tradition of the ‘audience aside’. In the pastiche of 1967, Brel 1s writing for an
audience familiar with the characters in ‘Les Bonbons 64’. This kind of self-
conscious 1nteraction with the audience 1s reminiscent of the music hall tradition,
and the earlier café concerts. Pascal Sevran points to the intimacy of the caf conc,
for example, and to how the generally small space allowed interaction between
the performer and the audience.” Jacques Damase similarly remarks on the
number of theatrical ‘character’ singers in the music hall, arguing that ‘there were
no “straight” singers, in the modern sense, relying mainly on charm’.” Brel, then,
is working within this same theatrical music hall tradition, but 1s also subverting
it through self-consciousness.

On the one hand, the use of sequels and audience asides gives the impression
that a chanson artist or performer is in control of the stage, the audience and his

or her own body of work, and that as such, he/she is both aware of the genre in

28 Bruno Hongre and Paul Lidsky, Chansons: Jacques Brel, Profil d’une ceuvre, 52 (Paris:

Hatier, 1976), p. 72.
70 Pascal Sevran, Le Music hall frangais: de Mayol a Julien Clerc (Paris: Olivier Orban,

1978), p. 13.
30 Jacques Damase, Les Folies du music-hall: A History of the Music Hall in Paris from 1914
to the Present Day (London: Spring Books, 1970), p. 61.
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which he or she is working and is keen for the audience to know that too. On the
other hand, the ways in which meaning is created through the asides and sequels
are a reminder of the importance of the audience or listeners in the meaning-
making process of chanson. When the sequels and asides are seen in the context
of an ongoing process of demonstrating an awareness of the genre in which they
are working, these traits can also be seen as giving the singer-songwriters a
certain auteurist legitimacy, which in turn helps to posit chanson as an art form.
Hawkins, for example, describes Brel’s songs as ‘the pieces of a jigsaw which fit
together to form a coherent Brelian universe, unified in the same way as the
works of certain great literary figures. [...] In this respect they are comparable to
those of Brassens and Ferré’.”' And as Hongre and Lidsky point out in their study

of Brel, many of his later songs are pastiches of earlier dramatic songs by him,

like “Vesoul’ or ‘Les Bonbons’.>?

Brassens, whose collected songs Hawkins describes as an aeuvre, also used
and played with the audience’s expectations, resulting in both humour and a self-
conscious awareness of his own chanson style. In ‘Le Pornographe’ (1958), for

example, the Brassens persona explains his particular lyrical style to the

audience, 1n an ironic way, telling them that:

Autrefois, quand j’étais marmot
J’avais la phobie des gros mots
Et si j’pensais ‘merde’ tout bas
Je ne le disais pas

Mais

Aujourd’hui que mon gagne-pain
C’est d’parler comme un turlupin
Je n’pense plus ‘merde’, pardi
Mais je le dis

The implication here is that the Brassens persona has built a reputation (and has
achieved financial stability as a result) on his vulgar style of storytelling, and it 1s
for that reason that he continues in the same vein. It is his job to be the farcical

joker and therefore he continues to carry out that job. The complicit nod to the

audience suggests that Brassens 1s aware that they expect a certain style from him

31 Hawkins, Chanson, p. 144.
32  Hongre and Lidsky, p. 72.
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and are familiar with the content of his euvre, and he is, in this way, letting them
in on the joke. In the chorus to this song, he is overtly stating his position within
the chanson fraternity, and again making it clear that he 1s aware of the musical

styles associated with him, in a humorous way. The image of him as a roguish

child 1s also significant here as it suggests a juvenile sense of humour but also a

cheeky 1nnocence which contrasts importantly with the explicit vulganty,

suggesting a playful ambiguity:

J’suis le pornographe
Du phonographe

Le polisson

De la chanson

Being self-aware and letting the audience know that the singer-songwriter 1s seli-

aware 1S an important preoccupation in chanson discourse. Drawing attention to
the chanson artist’s role as a writer and creator of a text and performance, within
a chanson tradition, is equally important in the construction of chanson as a

legitimate art form. Another way in which chanson has evolved as a specific

genre 1s through the proliferation of literary allusions, and it is to these that I will

now turnm.

2c: Literary and Artistic Allusions

Many examples of singer-songwriters setting poems to music are present

throughout chanson history. The songs of Yvette Guilbert include musical

settings of poems by Baudelaire, Fagus, Jammes, Richepin, Verlaine and others.

In 1957 Ferré produced an album of versions of poems from Baudelaire’s Les
Fleurs du mal, entitled Les Fleurs du mal chantées par Léo Ferré, and in the
1960s, brought out a series of albums comprising poems in a popular music
setting, including works of Aragon, Verlaine and Rimbaud. Similarly, Brassens
included poetic texts set to music on most of his albums including Aragon’s

wartime poem ‘Il n’y a pas d’amour heureux’, Francis Jammes’ ‘La Priere’,
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Victor Hugo’s ‘Gastibelza’ and Villon’s ‘La Ballade des dames du temps jza.dis".3 3

Jean Ferrat 1s probably the most well-known singer to put Aragon’s poems to
music, releasing Ferrat chante Aragon (Barclay, 1974) and a two-volume
compilation of poems set to music, volume one in 1992 and volume two 1n 1995,
as well as releasing many singles of Aragon poems. In addition to Aragon,
Baudelaire’s poetry has been a popular choice for musical settings, with
Gainsbourg producing a version of ‘Le Serpent qui danse’ and later, Lavilliers
setting ‘Promesses d’un visage’ to music.

Setting poetry to music places an emphasis on the written text and therefore
reinforces the chanson a texte tradition. As music, generally speaking, takes
precedence over lyrics in Anglo-American rock and pop, it i1s also a way for
singer-songwriters to distinguish French chanson tfrom both outside sources and
varietes. Chanson, as a genre, thus becomes imbued with a literary stature, and
each subsequent poem set to music both refers to this stature and perpetuates it.

This culture écrite 1s further reinforced through chanson artists borrowing
literary and artistic styles in their songs (rather than, say, rock and roll tropes).
Jean Ferrat’s ‘Complainte de Pablo Neruda’ and ‘Federico Garcia Lorca’, for
example, both refer to the literary figures in the titles. Similarly, Ferrat uses
Aragon’s verse to allude to the artist Marc Chagall in one of his songs through
both the title, ‘Chagall’ (1994), and the lyrical and musical style, which

transposes Chagall’s painting technique into song form:

Tous les animaux et les cand¢€labres
Le violon-coq et le bouc-bouquet
Sont du mariage

[’ange a la fenétre ou seche le linge

Derriére la vitre installe un pays

Dans le paysage
Both the dream-like quality and the unexpected placement of objects with people
or animals, found in many of Chagall’s paintings, are captured here, through the

melange of objects and the consistent alliteration. The music, and in particular,

the 3% dance time signature and the combination of brass, woodwind, guitar and

33 Hawkins, Chanson, p. 128.
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percussion in a major Key, also create the carnivalesque mood so reminiscent of
many of Chagall’s paintings.™

Many other literary and artistic figures are referred to in modern chanson.
Gainsbourg, for example, alludes to Prévert in ‘La Chanson de Prévert’ (1960);
Renaud cites Robert Doisneau in ‘Rouge gorge’ (1988) and in ‘Mon bistrot
prefere’ (2002); and Zazie refers to both Verlaine and Rimbaud in ‘Adam et
Yves’ (2001).>> As well as references to literary and artistic figures, the chanson

label 1s also reinforced through allusions to other singer-songwriters.

3: The Creation of a Mythical Chanson Lineage

Hawkins makes use of the term ‘intertextual’ to describe the kinds of lyrical,
musical and performance-based references to other singer-songwriters that appear
in French songs, arguing that, ‘the persona of an artist can often have clear
intertextual references, such as Renaud’s allusion to role models such as

Gavroche and Arnstide Bruant. The opportunities for scholarly footnotes are

endless’.”® The term ‘intertextuality’ was coined by Julia Kristeva in the 1960s

but 1s now common currency in literary theory.3 " Worton and Still describe

intertextuality as follows:

The theory of intertextuality insists that a text cannot exist as a hermetic or
self-sufficient whole, and so does not function as a closed system. [...] The
writer is a reader of texts (in the broadest sense) before s/he 1s a creator of
texts, and therefore the work of art is inevitably shot through with reterences,
quotations and influences of every kind. [...] This repetition of past or of
contemporary texts can range from the most conscious and sophisticated
elaboration of other poets’ work, to a scholarly use of sources, or the
quotation (with or without the use of quotation marks) of snatches of

34 The lyrics are from Aragon’s ‘Marc Chagall: celu1 qui dit les choses sans rien dire’,
available in the collection, Louis Aragon, Les Adieux et autres poemes (Paris:
Messidor/Temps Actuels, 1982). The music was composed by Ferrat, with orchestration by
Alain Goraguer.

35 The specific allusion in Gainsbourg’s ‘La Chanson de Prévert’ is to the song ‘Les Feuilles
mortes’, written by Prévert and set to music by Joseph Kosma; it has been performed by,
among others, Yves Montand. The lyrics to ‘Adam et Yves’ were written by Joé€lle Kopf,
and the music by Zazie. It appears on the album, La Zizanie.

36 Hawkins, ‘How Do You Write about Chanson?’, p. 78.

37  See Julia Kristeva, The Kristeva Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986).
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conversation typical of a certain social milieu at a certain historical
moment.”®

In this sense, the theory of intertextuality owes a great deal to Bakhtin’s theory of

‘dialogism’. Bakhtin understands dialogue as having two, connected meanings,

and it 1s the first of those meanings that is useful to this thesis. Gary Morson

defines Bakhtin’s theory of dialogue thus:

‘Dialogue’ is a description of all language—in effect, a redefinition of
language. Bakhtin understands discourse to be not an individual writer’s or
speaker’s instantiating of a code but, instead, the product of a complex social
situation 1n which real or potential audiences, earlier and possible later
utterances, habits and ‘genres’ of speech and writing, and a variety of other
complex social factors shape all utterances from the outset. Utterances
address an ‘already-spoken-about’ world and arise out of a socially
constituted ‘field of answerability’. The only way in which the individual
speaker can be sole author of an utterance, according to Bakhtin, 1s in the
purely physiological sense.”

The implication here is that discourse—or any text—automatically enters into a

dialogue with past, present and future speech and ideas. This implies ‘dialogue’ 1s

a natural, unconscious phenomenon and, indeed, much of the theory and

application of intertextuality looks at the text(s) as un-self-consciously containing

references to other works, as part of a natural process of reading and writing.

Worton and Still though, when discussing intertextuality in the written text, make

the important point that:

38

39

40

While all authors rewrite the work of predecessors, many post-Renaissance
writers consciously imitate, quote and/or plagiarise extensively (as somewhat
arbitrary examples we would propose Hazlitt, Lautréamont, Joyce, the
French Surrealists, T.S. Eliot, Borges, D.M. Thomas, Michel Tournier, A.S.
Byatt). In various ways these writers are thereby inscribing themselves in
Tradition and making public a loving gratitude to ancestors—but their works
are equally witnesses to an agnostic impulse to demarcate and proclaim their
own creative spacc=:.'40

Intertextuality: Theories and Practices, ed. by Michael Worton and Judith Still

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), pp. 1-2.

Gary Saul Morson, ‘Dialogue, Monologue, and the Social: A Reply to Ken Hirschkop’, in
Bakhtin: Essays and Dialogues on his Work, ed. by Gary Saul Morson (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1986), pp. 81-88 (p. 83).

Worton and Still, pp. 12-13.
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Arguably, French ACIs similarly both ‘inscribe themselves in Tradition’ and
‘proclaim their own creative space’ by referencing poets, authors and artists.
However, the tradition 1s also one they themselves are constructing both
consciously and unconsciously, through the copious references to past and
present French chanson artists. While there is some variety in the references to
chanson figures, certain names do seem to dominate. The following sub-sections

will explore the allusions to three of these key figures: Boris Vian, Charles Trenet
and Georges Brassens, focusing, in particular, on the way(s) in which, through

song texts, a certain myth of each artist is constructed.

3a: Key Figures: Boris Vian

Boris Vian 1s a chanson artist that many ACIs coming after refer back to.
Allusions to Vian take two principal forms. First, implicitly, through cover
versions, tribute albums or re-makes of his songs, and second, through lyrics
within songs talking to him or about him.

Various cover versions of Vian’s songs exist. Jacques Higelin and Bernard
Lavilliers, for example, have released cover versions of ‘Huit jours en Italie’ and
‘J’voudrais pas crever’ respectively, and Serge Reggiani and Henri Salvador have
released albums of his songs, Serge Reggiani chante Boris Vian, and Salvador
Chante Vian.*' These cover versions and tribute albums are a way for singer-
songwriters and performers to show their gratitude for Vian’s artistic output, and
to ensure Vian’s work continues to be heard. Cover versions are also though,

according to Middleton, ‘the most striking example ot a widespread “practical

41 Other cover versions and tributes include an 11-track tribute album, entitled Rendez-vous a
Saint Germain des Pres/ Hommage a Boris Vian, released in 1990 and recorded at the
Studio de la Grande Armée at the Palais des Congres, Paris (45 July 1990) by Christiane
Legrande, Annette Banneville, and Maurice Vander, among others. A performance, Et Vian!
En avant la Zique! written by Agathe Mélinand and Laurent Pelly, based on Vian’s songs
and writings and produced by the Centre Dramatique National des Alpes with the Parc de la
Villette in Paris has also been staged. Vian’s book, En avant la zizique... et par ici les gros
sous (first published, 1958), is a discussion of the music industry in France and makes some
rather disparaging conclusions about the state of events in the late 1950s, while highlighting
the role of education in the advancement of ‘quality’ song. Vian places importance on the
lyrics and cites ACIs like Trenet and Brassens as producing songs with lyrical complexity.
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criticism” pursued through musicians’ exploitation of stylistic intertextuality’.*

Such criticism, then, implies not only an urge to pay tribute to Vian (or other
singers), but also a desire, on the part of newer musicians, to construct their own
work as an original—and analytical—continuation of previous styles.

Renaud’s version of ‘Le Déserteur’, for example, uses Vian’s original text
(inspired by the start of the Indochina conflict) as the basis to make a political
commentary on contemporary issues. Similarly, Ferrat’s ‘Pauvre Boris’ (1960)
speaks directly to (the deceased) Vian in the familiar second-person, referring, in
particular, to ‘Le Déserteur’. Ferrat uses the references to question the state of
chanson 1n France and also to draw attention to political issues: ‘il parait que “Le
Deserteur”/ est un des grands succes de 1’heure/ quand c’est chanté par Anthony/
Pauvre Boris/ voild quinze ans qu’en Indochine/ la France se déshonorait’.*’
Towards the end of the song, Ferrat connects himselt with Vian by using the
‘nous’ form, thus projecting himself in a similarly anti-establishment—and

iconoclastic—Ilight:

On va quitter ces pauvres mecs
Pour faire une java d’enter
Manger la cervelle d’un evéque
Avec le foie d’un militaire
Faire sauter a la dynamite

La bourse avec le Panth€on
Pour voir si ¢a tuera les mythes
Qui nous devorent tout au long
Pauvre Boris

The image of Vian created in this song, then, 1s one of a chanteur engage who
correctly identified injustices perpetrated by France, but who was not appreciated
during his lifetime: ‘voila quinze ans qu’en Indochine/ la France se déshonorait/
et 1’on te traitait de vermine’. Both songs (Ferrat’s and Renaud’s) are also in

keeping with the style of Vian’s original texts which were often parodic, ironic,

or anti-establishment in nature. Referencing Vian thus allows newer singer-

songwriters to acknowledge their inspiration while also carving their own

42 Middleton, Reading Pop, p. 11.
43 ‘Anthony’ here refers to the watered-down version of ‘Le Déserteur’ performed by Richard

Anthony, which was not banned because many of the words were changed to avoid anti-
establishment sentiment.
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creative space: in both songs, Vian is the inspiration, but the composition and
particular take on the subject in question is distinctly Renaud’s or Ferrat’s own.
Other songs that allude to Vian in some way also echo his inspirational
eftect on younger singer-songwriters. Such allusions also, however, stress certain
traits that help to construct chanson as a specific—and specifically French—
genre. Vian’s close connection to Paris and his literary leanings are often referred
to, for example. George Chelon’s ‘Montmartre’ (1979), for instance, places Vian
in the ‘real’ Montmartre, a ‘village’ distanced from the rest of Paris as it was

before the Thiers fortifications and its transformation into the eighteenth

arrondissement:

On croise Boris Vian venu nous dire un petit bonjour en passant,
On echangerait bien, si ¢a pouvait se faire,

Un bout du Sacre-Ceeur contre Ménilmontant.

Tiens, tiens, un Parisien se promene,

Avec I’accent de la Seine,

Que vient-1l faire dans nos murs?

[...]
Et s1 I’on dit partout que Paris ¢’est Montmartre,

Nous on dit que Montmartre n’est pas vraiment Paris.*

Vian here, then, is seen to be as authentic as the Montmartre that is still on the
outskirts of Paris, distanced from the pollution and unfriendliness of the city:
‘| Montmartre] c’est tout simplement 1’air pur/ tant pis pour vous s1 les gamins
chez vous ne courent plus dans les rues/ si, malgré les années, la dame du caté
vous reste une inconnue’. Similarly, Philippe Clay’s ‘Place Blanche’ (1982)
places Vian in the company of Prévert, both of whom are projected as
intellectuals living in Montmartre: ‘Place Blanche c’est 1a aussi que Prévert et
Boris/ demeuraient tous deux la haut a I’ombre du Moulin/ Place Blanche quel
dréle d’endroit pour dire un De Profundis’.* And Yves Simon’s ‘Les Gauloises
bleues’ equally focuses on Vian’s music, while again connecting him to a

nostalgic vision of Paris: ‘Boris inventait le jazz/ tous les soirs au bal des Laze/

les beaux jours’.

44 Words and music by Chelon; the song appeared in the television film Le Crime des

innocents by Roger Dallier (1979).
45 Words and music by Jean-Luc Morel and Domimque Pankratoft.
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The general image of Vian from these songs is of a man of the people yet
also an intellectual, a great literary and musical figure, as well as an ant-
establishment chanteur engagé, whose authenticity stems from his distance to
central Paris and its values. Henri Salvador also affirms many of these myths in
an interview for L’ ’Express. Describing Vian as one of ‘les grands auteur’ (Trenet,
Brassens and Ferré are his other examples), he suggests that although Vian uses
‘popular’ language in his songs, they are nevertheless of a high quality: “Le
Blues du dentiste”, de Vian, ¢’est du langage parle [...] ce sont bien des mots de
tous les jours, mais la chanson a fiere allure. “Populaire” ne signifie pas rabaisser
le niveau’. Salvador equally portrays Vian as a workaholic, who worked ‘tres tres
vite. Mais 1l n’était pas finisseur. Je lui répétais: “au music-hall 1l faut une chute.”
Vian travaillait tout le temps, 1l ne voulait pas dormir car 1l savait qu’il était
condamné. A 4 heures du matin, lorsque je m’écroulais, il partait doucement et
s’en allait réveiller un autre pianiste’.*® The combination of the popular and the
intellectual, attributed to Vian, then, is also emblematic of chanson as a distinct

art form, and similar traits are consistently evoked in allusions to Trenet.

3b: Charles Trenet

Trenet’s ‘popular’ style is, like Vian’s, referred to by singer-songwriters, who cite
him as being influential. Vian himself, writing in 1954, points to Trenet’s ability
to combine quality chanson with commercial popularity: ‘I’arriveée sur scene de
Charles Trenet confirmait avec €clat ce que 1’on savait déja: 1l etait possible, avec
des chansons intelligentes de remporter un succes populaire massit’ *!"and Henri
Salvador, in an interview with Gilles Médioni, comments that Trenet ‘a apporté la
poésie du quotidien"..'48 Many artists have highlighted Trenet’s influence by
devoting both albums and performances to his songs. Jacques Higelin, for

example, undertook a live performance tour in 2004/5 devoted to Trenet’s songs,

46 Henri Salvador in an interview with Gilles Médioni, ‘Il faut donner des ailes aux mots’,
L ’Express (12 April 2001) <http://lexpress.fr> [accessed 12 June 2002] (para. 18 of 32).

47 Boris Vian, ‘Charles Trenet a la rose rouge’, L’'Humanite (20 February 2001)
<http://www.humanite.fr> [accessed 11 January 2005] (para. 3 of 7); first published in A4rts,

June 1954, 469.
48 Meédioni, ‘Il faut donner des ailes aux mots’.
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entitled Higelin enchante Trenet, and the gypsy jazz band, Les Pommes de ma

douche, released a tribute album, J’ai connu de vous ... Monsieur Trenet (2004),
in which they interpret fifteen of Trenet’s songs in their own manner.” Individual
songs which capture Trenet’s lyrical style include ‘Chocoréves’ by Les Wampas
and Gainsbourg’s ‘A Charles Trenet’, both of which evoke Trenet’s surreal use of
language.

At the time of his death, French journalists, politicians, as well as singers,
paid homage to Trenet, (re-)affirming his popularity and his Frenchness. In
Britain, Patrick O’Conner described Trenet as ‘the most influential popular
French songwriter of the mid-twentieth century. [...] He created [...] a style

veering between wistful nostalgia and exuberant bravado that withstood the
bombardment of American pop music for more than 30 years’.”’ Wistful
nostalgia, exuberant bravado and ‘Frenchness’ are also qualities alluded to by
many singer-songwriters and performers, both in interviews and through song
texts. Moreover, Trenet’s ‘eternal’ presence 1s highlighted: his name or the name
of his songs are often used in song texts as if they are common knowledge and a
general point of reference for French people. In ‘Un clair de lune a Maubeuge’
(1962) pertormed by Bourvil, for example, Trenet’s ‘La Mer’ is used as a comic
point of reference: ‘je connais toutes les Mers, la Mer Rouge, 1a Mer Noire/ la
Mer-diterranée, la Mer de Charles Trenet’.”>' As well as being a humorous pun,
this allusion also underlines the importance of Trenet’s work. Gérard Lenorfnan,
in ‘Vive les vacances’ (1983), also uses ‘La Mer’ as a shared point of reference:

‘la mer est bleue on croirait une chanson de Trenet’. Jean Ferrat, speaking at the

time of Trenet’s death, similarly points to his comforting presence: ‘j’a1 connu

49 Other chanson artists whose style has been connected to Trenet’s include Thomas Fersen, ‘a
modern-day fabulist’, and M (Mathieu Boogaerts, son of Louis Chédid) whose style of
music has been termed ‘chanson buissonniére’ and described as an example of ‘a lighter,
playful chanson, whose post-modern bias 1s 1n keeping with a form of fantasy barely
cultivated since Charles Trenet. A welcome mischievous tone in an industry where
seriousness is often de rigueur’. (source: Anne-Marie Paquotte, ‘A Pleaid of Authors’ Label
France, 36 (July 1999) <http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/label_france/ENGLISH/ DOSSIER/
musique/09pleiade.html> [accessed 11 January 2005].)

50 Patrick O’Conner, ‘France’s Favourite Chanson Serenader’, Guardian (20 February 2001)
<http://www. guardian.co.uk/obituaries/story/0,,440232,00.html> [accessed 14 March 2001].

51 Words and music by Pierre Perrin and Claude Blondy.
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ses chansons a 1’age de cing, six ans. On vivait avec a la maison. J’ai été élevé au

Trenet, comme d’autres sont €leves au lait de vache ou au lait de leur maman’.>”

Trenet is also closely associated with Paris and the music hall tradition; and
his enthusiasm and exuberance are also often referred to in songs. In Pierre
Perret’s ‘C’est ainsi qu’on vit a Paris’, for example, Trenet 1s remembered when
the speaker in the song i1s arriving in Panis after a long flight. The pleasure he
feels on his return to the capital inspires him to think of Trenet: ‘comme 1’a dit
monsieur Trenet que c’est bon de revoir Paris’. Robert Charlebois also, selt-
referentially, compares his love of the music hall to that of Trenet’s: ‘mo1 aussi
j’aime le music-hall/ comme Chevalier et Charles Trenet’.

One of the characteristics most frequently associated with Trenet 1s
freedom—ireedom from the strains of daily life and the ‘freeing up’ of French
chanson. Michel Sardou’s ‘La Maison des vacances’ (1990), for example, alludes
to Trenet’s work, and his music in particular, in order to create a similar sense of

freedom and pleasure as found in Trenet’s own songs:

On vient quand on y pense
Depuis qu’on est tout p’tit
On vient pour les vacances
En tamille entre amis

[...]

J’espere qu’le vieux Trenet
Ne me t’ra pas d’ennuis
Cette musique, 1l est vrai
Ressemble a ce qu’il fit
S’1l exige un proces

Je le perdrais: tant pis

La maison s’en irait

J’n’a1 pas paye crédit>

The whimsical music and whistling are certainly reminiscent of Trenet’s own
songs, but here a rock and roll style ballad and chorus is heard interspersed with

Sardou’s distinctive vocals. Thus, in a similar way to the songs of Ferrat and

Renaud above alluding to Vian, here, Sardou 1s acknowledging Trenet’s musical

527 ‘L’Ame du poéte s’est envolée: hommage unanime, hier, des politiques et des artistes’,

Libération, 20 February 2001, p. 12.
53 Words by Sardou and Didier Barbelivien; music by Barbelivien. From the album, Le

Privilege.
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inspiration while exploring his own umque musical style. Alain Souchon also
refers to freedom in Trenet’s work. Quoted at the time of Trenet’s death, he
asserts ‘quand 1l est arriveé, dans les annees 30, 11 a donné envie aux pieds de
bouger. Il a réinventé la musique, réinvente la langue frangaise. Gainsbourg a fait
pareil dans les années 60. Ces deux-la ont créé quelque chose d’unique’.”* And in
the song ‘Nouveau’ (1978) he also connects Trenet with Gainsbourg, and cites

them both as having invented a new style of chanson:

Dans le sac de la belle dame

Y a un nouveau carnet de bal
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