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French Music

Course 1 - Chapter 1 - Why French Music? Scope & Sources

Ask someone to name French music and the answers split at once. One person thinks of a café
accordion and Edith Piaf another of Debussy's shimmering piano pieces, another of the robot
helmets of Daft Punk. All three are right, and the gap between them is the subject of this course.
French music has been shaped by royal courts, revolutions, world fairs, cabaret halls, radio
stations, state laboratories and, lately, streaming. This opening chapter explains why the subject
deserves a course, sets out what the course covers, and shows how to read the sources. A good

deal of music history is half legend, so the chapter marks what is firm and what is not.

Why French Music?

France matters to music for several reasons. Its court under Louis XIV turned music into an
instrument of royal power (Chapter 2). Its composers around 1900 changed how harmony and
colour were used in Western music (Chapter 4). Its capital drew musicians from everywhere
between the wars, including the jazz guitarist Django Reinhardt and a generation of students of
the teacher Nadia Boulanger (Chapter 5). Its song tradition, the chanson, treats the lyric as
seriously as the tune (Chapter 6). And the state has long taken an interest in music, from royal
patronage to a research institute and to rules about how much French-language song must be

played on the radio (Chapter 10).

The question for the whole course

Is French music a set of famous names, a national style or a national policy? The honest
answer is that it is all three, and the chapters follow how they were mixed: the court and
the church, the composers and the cabarets, the pop boom, the electronic experiments
and the state that stands behind some of them. The capstone in Chapter 10 returns to this

question.

Two Strands: Classical and Popular

The course follows two strands that sometimes meet and often do not.
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The classical strand The popular strand

Written, notated music for the church, court, Songs for café-concerts, music halls, radio
opera house and concert hall: from medieval and records: the chanson, the yéyé pop of
song and the Baroque court to Berlioz, the 1960s, rock, hip-hop, rai and electronic

Debussy, Ravel and the postwar avant-garde. music.

Where they meet

Satie wrote cabaret songs, Django Reinhardt
played in Paris dance halls, and Boulez built
an institute whose methods later influenced

electronic pop. The boundary is porous.

Chanson and Variéteé

Two French words come up again and again, and it helps to settle them early. A chanson is
simply a song, but la chanson frangaise usually means a tradition in which the words matter as
much as the music, associated with singer-songwriters such as Georges Brassens and Jacques
Brel (check the usage, since the term is used more or less strictly by different writers). Variété
usually means mainstream popular music made for a wide audience on radio and television. The
line between them is argued over, and some artists are claimed by both camps. The course uses

the words as the French do, and says when a use is loose.

A One-Paragraph Version

Medieval France had troubadours in the south and trouveres in the north, and in Paris a school
of church composers working around Notre-Dame (check the details). Under Louis XIV in the
seventeenth century the court composer Jean-Baptiste Lully dominated French opera and ballet.
The Revolution produced La Marseillaise and a new public for music. The nineteenth century
brought Berlioz, Offenbach and Bizet's Carmen, and around 1900 Debussy and Ravel. Between
the wars Paris was a magnet for jazz and for new composers. After 1945 the chanson flourished,
the 1960s produced a pop boom, and from the 1970s French musicians led in electronic music.
Today hip-hop and music from the wider French-speaking world have an enormous audience.

These are the basic outlines, and each is developed in later chapters.
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What the Course Covers

Chapters Theme

2-3 From the troubadours to Versailles; revolution, opera and the Romantic century
Impressionism (Debussy, Ravel, Satie); Les Six, Boulanger and the Hot Club
La chanson francaise; yéyé and the French pop boom
Concrete sound to French Touch; hip-hop, rai and the Francophone world

Music, the state and the French language

What the course leaves out

This is a cultural history, not a catalogue of every composer or a ranking of the best
albums. It does not require you to read music or to know the pieces beforehand. Lyrics are
discussed and quoted only briefly in translation, and pieces are described rather than
analysed note by note. The sibling course, French Film & Television, takes the same

approach to the screen.

Scope: France at the Centre

The course is built around France. French-language music is bigger than France: Belgium,
Switzerland, Quebec and many African countries have scenes of their own, and Jacques Brel and
Stromae, for example, are Belgian. Where a figure is inseparable from the French story the
course names them and says where they come from, and it does not give those scenes a strand
of their own. The television song contest tradition and the game show Jeux sans frontieres touch
French music only at the edges, and the game show is covered in its own course, Jeux Sans

Frontieres (It's a Knockout): Europe's Game Show 1.

Record, Legend and Memory

Music history is full of stories that are better than the evidence. Three kinds of claim need

different handling.
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Record

Dates of premieres, publications, recordings
and laws, found in archives, scores and

reliable reference works.

Legend

Stories repeated so often they feel like facts:
the riotous first night, the composer who

died of a stick, the song written in ten

minutes. They often contain some truth, but
the usual version is tidier than what

happened.

Memory

What listeners recall about a song heard
years ago. Good for mood, unreliable for the

year, the singer or the country that made it.

A note on accuracy

Dates, titles and names in this course are given from general knowledge and checked as
each chapter is written. Where a point is uncertain the text says so. Before quoting a date,
a chart position or a "first" elsewhere, check it against a reliable reference work or an

archive.

How to Listen

Listen first, read second. Play a piece or a song before reading about it, and note what
you hear before you learn what you are meant to hear.

Follow the words in translation. For chanson in particular, read a translation alongside
the French, since the lyric is half the point.

Notice the sound as well as the song. Instrumentation, studio technique and singing
style date a recording as much as the melody.

Compare versions. The same song recorded in 1950 and in 2000 tells you something
about both periods.

Keep the context in mind. Ask who the music was for, where it was heard and who paid

for it.
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Where to Listen and Read

The national library. The Bibliotheque nationale de France holds scores, recordings and
manuscripts, and much of it is available online through its digital library.

The national audiovisual archive. The Institut national de |'audiovisuel keeps French
radio and television, including performances (check what is available online).

Concert halls and festivals. Their programmes and archives are a good guide to what is
considered important now.

Streaming and libraries. Almost all the music discussed can be found on streaming
services or in library collections.

Books and documentaries. Look for histories of French music and for biographies,

treating the stories in them with the care described above.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

In three sentences, explain why French music can count as a window on French culture.

Use at least two points from this chapter.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Sort these into record, legend or memory: (a) the date a piece was first performed, as
shown on a printed programme; (b) the story that an audience rioted at its first

performance; (c) your recollection of a French song you heard long ago on the radio.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Choose a French song or piece you believe you know. Write down the year, the
performer or composer and one thing you remember about it, then check each against

a reliable source and note any corrections.
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— Solution

Quick Reference
Two strands: classical (church, court, concert hall) and popular (café, radio, records,
clubs)
Chanson: a tradition where the words matter as much as the music
Variété: mainstream popular music for a wide audience

Why it matters: the court of Louis XIV, impressionism, Paris between the wars, the

chanson, electronic music, state support
Scope: France-centred; Belgian and other Francophone figures only where inseparable
Handling sources: separate record, legend and memory

First stops: the national library, the audiovisual archive, streaming and libraries

Next chapter: From the Troubadours to Versailles, which looks at medieval song, the court of

Louis XIV and the Baroque masters.
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French Music

Course 1 - Chapter 2 - Troubadours to Versailles

The earliest French music that survives was sung in castles and churches, and the music that
followed was shaped by a king who understood that a court which sings and dances together is q
court that stays in order. This chapter covers roughly six centuries, from the medieval songs of
the troubadours to the keyboard pieces of the eighteenth century. The evidence thins the further
back one goes: few early songs survive with their music, and dates are often approximate.

Names, dates and attributions are given from general knowledge and flagged where they should
be checked.

Two Kinds of Medieval Singer

Medieval France had two languages and so two song traditions.

Troubadours Trouveres

Poet-composers of the south who wrote in Their counterparts in the north, writing in
Occitan, the language of the langue d'oc. the langue d'oil, an ancestor of modern
Their songs are usually about courtly love. French. Hundreds of their melodies survive
William IX, Duke of Aquitaine, is often in manuscripts (check the number).

named as the earliest whose work survives

(check the details).

What survives

The words of many songs survive without
music, and the manuscripts do not show
rhythm clearly, so modern performances

involve a good deal of reconstruction.

Notre-Dame and the Birth of Polyphony

While the troubadours sang one melodic line, church musicians in Paris were learning to

combine several. Around the building of the cathedral of Notre-Dame in the twelfth and
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thirteenth centuries, a group of musicians is associated with developing polyphony, music in
which different voices sing different notes at once. The names usually given are Léonin and
Pérotin, and a large collection of such music is known as the Magnum liber organi (check the
names, dates and the extent of each person's role, which come largely from a later English writer
and are debated). The importance is clear even if the biographies are not: Paris was one of the

places where Western music learned to be written in several parts.

Why the names are shaky

For the medieval period, much of what is known about individual composers comes from
a few sources written long after the fact. Treat statements such as "Pérotin composed this"
as scholarly attributions rather than certainties, and look for words like "usually attributed"”

in good reference works.

Guillaume de Machaut

In the fourteenth century Guillaume de Machaut was both a poet and a composer, and is often
called the most important French composer of his century (check the description). He is
associated with the style known as the ars nova ("new art"), which developed new ways of
notating rhythm. His Messe de Nostre Dame is usually described as one of the first complete
settings of the Mass by a single composer (check the claim, which depends on how "complete"

and "single" are defined).

Louis XIV and Lully

Louis XIV, who ruled France for more than seventy years in the seventeenth century, used music,
dance and theatre as instruments of royal authority. He danced himself in the court ballets of his
youth (check the details), and music marked every part of court life: the morning rising, the
chapel, the evening entertainments. The man most closely tied to this system was Jean-Baptiste
Lully, an Italian-born musician who became a French subject and gained control of French opera

and much court music (check the dates and the legal arrangements).
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Feature What it means

Tragédie en The French form of serious opera, built on classical subjects, with dance and a
musique prominent chorus (check the term's usage)

Academy of A royal institution founded in the 1660s and 1670s that Lully came to control; the

opera ancestor of the Paris Opera (check the dates)
Court dance Dances such as the minuet and the gavotte, written for court entertainments

Control Lully held a monopoly that limited what other composers could stage, which

shows the link between music and royal power

Music as policy

Under Louis X1V, a musician's career depended on royal favour, and the style of French
music was partly decided at court. This is the first appearance of a theme that returns in

Chapter 10: the French state has long treated music as a matter of public interest.

A famous legend says that Lully died after accidentally striking his foot with the staff he used to
beat time, which led to an infection (check the details). The broad outline is widely repeated and

probably has a basis in the records, but the exact sequence deserves care before it is told firmly.

Couperin and Rameau

After Lully, French music moved from the court toward a wider public. Two names stand out.

Francois Couperin Jean-Philippe Rameau

Organist at the royal chapel and a Composer and theorist (1683 to 1764,
harpsichord composer (1668 to 1733, check). check), whose book on harmony became a
His keyboard pieces often carry descriptive landmark in music theory, and whose operas
titles and are full of ornaments. He is replaced Lully's as the leading French works.
sometimes called "Couperin le Grand" to Debates between his supporters and those
distinguish him from other musicians of his of Italian opera were a feature of mid-

family. century Paris (check).
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Check the details

Dates of birth, appointments and publications for early composers are often given
differently in different sources. The legends about them are even less consistent. Treat the
dates above as a starting point and confirm them against a reference work before quoting

them.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Explain the difference between a troubadour and a trouvere, and say why modern

performances of their songs involve reconstruction.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Describe how Louis XIV used music, and explain why Lully's monopoly shows the link

between music and royal power.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Pick one claim from this chapter marked "check" (such as the Lully legend or the Notre-

Dame attributions) and say how you would test it.

— Solution

Quick Reference

e Troubadours and trouveres: poet-composers of the south (Occitan) and the north

e Notre-Dame: early polyphony; Léonin and Pérotin, attributions debated
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Machaut: fourteenth-century poet and composer, ars nova
Louis XIV and Lully: music as an instrument of royal power; a monopoly on opera
Couperin and Rameau: keyboard music and the move from court to wider public

Check: early attributions, the Lully legend, dates

Next chapter: Revolution, Opera & the Romantic Century, which covers La Marseillaise, Berlioz,

Offenbach, Bizet and Franck.
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French Music

Course 1 - Chapter 3 - Revolution and Opera

The French Revolution ended the court that had run French music for a century and created
something new: a public. Concert halls, opera houses and a national conservatoire grew up to
serve a nation of citizens rather than a king's guests, and the nineteenth century was a time of
grand spectacle, comic opera, orchestral daring and some of the best-loved tunes in the
repertoire. This chapter follows that story from a marching song to a gypsy cigarette-factory
worker on the stage. Names, dates and attributions are given from general knowledge and

flagged where they should be checked.

La Marseillaise

The song now sung as the French national anthem was written in 1792 in Strasbourg by Claude
Joseph Rouget de Lisle, an army officer, as a marching song for the army of the Rhine (check the
details). It got its name from volunteers from Marseille who sang it as they marched to Paris
(check). It was declared the national anthem in the mid-1790s, was banned or sidelined at times
under later regimes, and was restored as the anthem later in the nineteenth century (check the
dates). Its story shows how a song can be adopted, dropped and revived as political fortunes

change.

A song with a short, loud history

Few anthems have lyrics as violent as this one, and it has been the subject of recurring
debate about whether the words should be softened (check the details of such debates).
Whatever one thinks, the song is a reminder that national music is often born in conflict,

and that its meaning changes as the nation does.

The Conservatoire and the New Public

In the mid-1790s the revolutionary government set up a national conservatoire in Paris to train
musicians for the army, the festivals and the theatres (check the date). It became one of the

most influential music schools in Europe and shaped what French musicians were taught for
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generations. The Revolution also staged large open-air festivals with music for thousands of

singers, a new idea at the time.

Hector Berlioz

Hector Berlioz (1803 to 1869) was a composer who wrote for the largest orchestra he could
imagine, and who is best known for the Symphonie fantastique, first performed at the end of
1830 (check the date). It tells a story, loosely autobiographical, of an artist in love, and uses a
recurring theme (an idée fixe) that returns in different forms as the story unfolds. Berlioz also
wrote a Requiem and a large opera on the story of Troy, Les Troyens, which had to wait a long
time for a full staging (check). He had a mixed reception at home during his life, and his

reputation grew afterwards.

The Opera Houses

Type Character Examples

Grand Large-scale serious opera in five acts, with spectacle, Works by Meyerbeer and

opéra a ballet and big choruses, at the Paris Opéra Halévy (check the details)

Opéra- Opera with spoken dialogue, not necessarily comic; Many works, including

comique staged at a separate theatre in Paris Carmen in its original form

Operetta Light, witty musical theatre with spoken dialogue Works by Jacques Offenbach

and satire

Lyric opera Romantic stories on a smaller scale, with memorable Gounod's Faust (check)

melodies

Offenbach

Jacques Offenbach was born in Cologne and settled in Paris, where he became the leading
composer of operetta under the Second Empire (check the dates). His works, such as Orpheus in
the Underworld, made fun of classical myth and, by implication, of contemporary society (check
the date). The lively dance music from that work became widely known as the cancan, though

the tune's later fame owes much to how it has been used in later years.
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Bizet and Carmen

Georges Bizet's Carmen was first staged at the Opéra-Comique in Paris in 1875 and had a mixed
reception; Bizet died a few months later (check the dates). A popular legend says he died
believing the work a failure and never knew that it would become one of the most performed
operas in the world (check this carefully, since the story is tidier than the evidence). The opera's
story of a soldier, a cigarette-factory worker and a bullfighter was shocking to some audiences

of the time, and its music has since become some of the best known in the repertoire.

Not only French

Several figures in this chapter's story were born elsewhere: Offenbach in Germany, and, as
the next section shows, Franck in Belgium. Paris drew talent from across Europe, which

helped make it a musical capital. A national tradition can be built from outsiders.

César Franck

Ceésar Franck (1822 to 1890) was born in Liege, now in Belgium, and spent his working life in
Paris as an organist at the church of Sainte-Clotilde (check the details). His Symphony in D
minor, from his later years, is his best-known work, and he is often associated with a cyclic
approach, in which themes recur across movements (check). He taught a circle of pupils who
carried his ideas forward, and he marks the turn from the grand opera of the middle of the

century to the more inward, symphonic music that followed.

Check the details

Dates of premieres, the sequence of the anthem's adoption and the Bizet legend are
among the most commonly repeated and the most commonly muddled facts in French

music. Confirm them in a reliable reference before quoting them.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1
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Describe how La Marseillaise began and how its status changed over the nineteenth

century, and explain what that shows about national music.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Distinguish grand opéra, opéra-comique and operetta, and give one composer or work

for each.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

The story that Bizet died thinking Carmen a failure is a legend. Describe how you would

test it and what you would conclude if the evidence were mixed.

— Solution

Quick Reference
La Marseillaise: written in 1792 by Rouget de Lisle; became the anthem, with
interruptions
Conservatoire: founded in the 1790s in Paris
Berlioz: Symphonie fantastique, idée fixe, Requiem, Les Troyens
Opera types: grand opéra, opéra-comique, operetta, lyric opera
Offenbach: German-born master of operetta
Bizet: Carmen, 1875; the "died thinking it a failure" legend is to be checked

Franck: Belgian-born organist and composer in Paris

Next chapter: Impressionism: Debussy, Ravel & Satie, which covers the new French sound

around 1900.
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French Music

Course 1 - Chapter 4 - Impressionism

Around 1900 a small group of Paris composers changed the sound of Western music. Instead of

building long arguments out of themes and keys, as the German tradition did, they worked with

colour, atmosphere and suggestion. The result was a style that listeners associated with the
paintings of Monet and Renoir, and that is still the first thing many people think of when they
hear the words "French music". This chapter looks at Debussy, Ravel and Satie, with Fauré as
their older neighbour, and at the idea of French colour that grew up around them. Names, dates

and attributions are given from general knowledge and flagged where they should be checked.

The World's Fair of 1889

In 1889 Paris held a world's fair, the Exposition Universelle, whose centrepiece was the new iron
tower designed by Gustave Eiffel. Visitors could also hear music from other parts of the world,
and it is often said that the young Claude Debussy heard a Javanese gamelan orchestra there
and was struck by its sound (check this carefully, since the story is widely repeated and the
details are debated). Whether or not that one moment was decisive, the fair is a good symbol:

Paris was a city where new sounds from elsewhere were available, and where composers were

willing to listen.

What Was New

Harmony as colour

Chords were used for their sound rather
than for leading to the next chord. Chains of
similar chords moved in parallel, which older

rules would have forbidden.

Orchestral colour

Instruments were combined for their tone: a

flute alone, a muted trumpet, harp and

Different scales

Composers used scales from older church
music, from whole-tone patterns and from
music outside Europe, which loosened the
feeling of a fixed home key (check the

terms).

Suggestion over statement

Titles pointed to scenes (the sea, gardens,

moonlight) and the music suggested rather
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strings blended softly. The orchestra became than described them.

a palette.

Claude Debussy

Claude Debussy (1862 to 1918) is the central figure. His orchestral piece Prélude a l'apres-midi
d'un faune (first performed in 1894, check) is often named as a turning point in modern music.
His opera Pelléas et Mélisande (1902, check) set a Symbolist play almost like speech, and his
orchestral work La Mer (1905, check) evokes the sea in three movements. His piano music,
including the piece known as Clair de lune, is among the most played of the period (check the
details of its publication). Debussy himself disliked the label "impressionist”, and the term was
first used as criticism of painters before it was applied to musicians (check). Many writers use it

with caution for that reason.

Maurice Ravel

Maurice Ravel (1875 to 1937) is often paired with Debussy, but his music is more precise and
more openly rooted in older dance forms. He was a master of orchestration, and his
arrangement of Mussorgsky's piano suite Pictures at an Exhibition (1922, check) is the version
most often heard. His ballet Daphnis et Chloé and the piece Boléro (1928, check) show his range,
and Boléro is a single theme repeated while the orchestration grows. The two composers

admired each other, though their relations were sometimes cool (check the details).

Erik Satie

Erik Satie (1866 to 1925) was an eccentric and an original. His Gymnopédies for piano (1888,
check) are slow, quiet and plain, and look forward to much later ideas of minimal and ambient
music. He gave his pieces whimsical titles and instructions to the performer, and he wrote what
he called "furniture music" (musique d'ameublement), meant to be part of the background rather
than listened to closely (check the details). In 1917 he collaborated on the ballet Parade with the
writer Jean Cocteau and the painter Pablo Picasso (check), a sign of how closely Paris musicians

worked with other artists.
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Composer Known for Character

Gabriel Requiem, songs, chamber music Subtle harmony, graceful lines; also a long-

Fauré serving head of the Paris Conservatoire (check)

Claude Prélude a I'apres-midi d'un faune, Harmony as colour, suggestion

Debussy La Mer, Pelléas et Mélisande

Maurice Boléro, Daphnis et Chlog, Precision, dance forms, brilliant orchestral

Ravel orchestrations colour

Erik Satie Gymnopédies, Parade, furniture Plainness, wit, a forerunner of minimalism

music

The idea of French colour

Critics at the time, and many since, spoke of a "French" quality in this music: clarity,
restraint, a taste for colour over argument. That idea was partly a reaction against German
music, which dominated concert halls, and partly a claim about national character. It is a
useful lens but a risky one: Debussy and Ravel were very different composers, and each

borrowed from Spain, Russia and Asia as well as from French tradition.

How to listen

Listen for the absence of a strong tune to follow. Instead, notice how the sound changes:
which instruments enter, how a chord shimmers, how a quiet ending leaves the air still. If

the music feels as though it has no direction, that is part of the idea.

Check the details

The gamelan story, the label "impressionist” and the dates of first performances are all
commonly repeated, and each deserves a check against a good reference work or
biography before it is quoted. The composers' own comments about each other are often

retold with a sharper edge than the sources support.

Exercises
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EXERCISE 1

Describe two ways in which the music of Debussy and Ravel differs from the older

tradition of building music out of themes and keys.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain why Satie is described as a forerunner of later ideas, and name one piece or

idea that supports the description.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Discuss the idea of a "French" quality in this music. Give one reason it is useful and one

reason to be careful with it.

— Solution

Quick Reference

1889: the Paris world's fair; the gamelan story is to be checked

New ideas: harmony as colour, different scales, orchestral colour, suggestion
Debussy: Prélude a I'apres-midi d'un faune, La Mer, Pelléas et Mélisande
Ravel: Boléro, Daphnis et Chloé, orchestrations

Satie: Gymnopédies, furniture music, Parade

Fauré: Requiem and songs; Conservatoire director

Check: the "impressionist" label, first-performance dates, composer rivalries

Next chapter: Les Six, Boulanger & the Hot Club, which covers Paris between the wars.
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French Music

Course 1 - Chapter 5 - Paris Between the Wars

After the First World War, Paris was one of the places where musicians from everywhere wanted
to be. Composers, painters, writers and dancers shared cafés and studios, and a new generation
of French composers reacted against the hazy colour of Debussy with something brisker. At the
same time, American jazz arrived and found an eager audience, and in a few years a French jazz
tradition appeared with a guitarist who had a hand damaged in a fire and a violinist who played
beside him. This chapter follows three strands: the young composers known as Les Six, the
teacher Nadia Boulanger, and the Quintette du Hot Club de France. Names, dates and

attributions are given from general knowledge and flagged where they should be checked.

Les Six

In 1920 a critic grouped six young composers under a single name, "Les Six", partly as a
journalistic convenience (check the details). The group is usually listed as Georges Auric, Louis
Durey, Arthur Honegger, Darius Milhaud, Francis Poulenc and Germaine Tailleferre. They were
not a school with one style, and they did not stay together for long. What they shared was a
mood: a taste for wit, clarity, the music hall, the circus and everyday sounds, and a dislike of

grandeur.

Satie as example Cocteau as spokesman

Erik Satie (Chapter 4) was an older figure The writer Jean Cocteau promoted the
whom the group admired for his plainness group in essays and in stage works with

and humour. them (check the details).

Jazz and popular sound Short-lived as a group

Milhaud's ballet La création du monde (1923, Each composer went his or her own way, and
check) borrowed from jazz, and others drew the label survives mainly as a convenient

on cabaret and fairground music. shorthand (check).

One woman among six
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Germaine Tailleferre was the only woman in the group, and for many years she is less
discussed than her colleagues. Her music is now performed more often. When a historical
grouping seems to include only men, it is worth checking who is missing from the story,

and why.

Nadia Boulanger

Nadia Boulanger (1887 to 1979) was a composer, conductor and, above all, a teacher (check the
dates). She taught a remarkably long list of students from around the world, many of them
American, including Aaron Copland and, later, Quincy Jones and Philip Glass (check the names).
A good deal of her teaching took place in Paris and at a summer school at Fontainebleau (check
the details). She did not teach a single style. What she is remembered for is a demanding
method and a belief that good technique frees a composer to find a personal voice. She
stopped composing herself relatively early and devoted her life to teaching, which is a reminder

that influence in music is not only measured in compositions.

Jazz Comes to Paris

American jazz reached Paris after the First World War, partly through black American soldiers
and musicians who stayed or toured (check the details). The city's music halls and nightclubs
took to it quickly. The dancer and singer Josephine Baker arrived in the mid-1920s and became
a major star (check the date). French composers like Milhaud were interested, but so were
ordinary audiences, and French musicians began to play it themselves. Many Americans found
Paris more welcoming to black artists than their own country, though that welcome had limits

and its own stereotypes, and the picture is more complicated than it is sometimes told.

Django Reinhardt and the Hot Club

Name Role Note

Django Guitarist ~ Born in 1910 in Belgium to a Romani family and raised partly in
Reinhardt caravans near Paris (check); badly burned in a fire in 1928, after which

he played with limited use of two fingers on his left hand (check)
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Name Role

Stéphane Violinist
Grappelli

Hot Club de Society

France

Quintette du
Hot Club de

France

A French jazz sound

Note
Born in Paris; Reinhardt's long-time partner in the quintet (check)

A club of jazz enthusiasts that organised concerts and recordings in

the 1930s (check the date)

Formed in the mid-1930s with guitars, violin and double bass, with no
drums or horns (check)

The Hot Club quintet used the same kind of instruments that dance bands of the time did

not, and its sound was light, fast and rhythmic, led by Reinhardt's guitar. The style is often

called "gypsy jazz" or "jazz manouche", terms whose use is debated, with some preferring

"jazz manouche" for the Romani tradition (check the usage). It is a good example of a

music that came from the meeting of an American form and a European community, and

it is still played by many bands.

The Occupation

After Germany occupied France in 1940, jazz was officially discouraged but continued in

practice, and in Paris young people known as zazous adopted swing music and an extravagant

style of dress as a quiet form of defiance (check the details). Reinhardt continued to play during

the war (check). These are subjects that are easy to simplify, and good histories separate what is

documented from the stories told afterwards.

Check the details

Dates for Les Six, Boulanger's students and the Hot Club are repeated in many places with

small differences. The Reinhardt fire story is well documented in outline but is often

embroidered. Confirm names, dates and quotations against a biography or reference work

before using them.
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Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Name the members of Les Six and describe two things they had in common, noting

why the label is better understood as shorthand than as a school.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Explain why Nadia Boulanger's influence is measured in students rather than in

compositions, and name two of her students.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Describe the Quintette du Hot Club de France and say what made its line-up and sound

distinctive.

— Solution

Quick Reference

Les Six: Auric, Durey, Honegger, Milhaud, Poulenc, Tailleferre; named by a critic in 1920
Their mood: wit, clarity, music hall, anti-grandeur; Satie and Cocteau as allies
Boulanger: teacher of Copland, Quincy Jones, Glass and many more

Jazz in Paris: Josephine Baker, black American musicians, French imitators

Django Reinhardt: guitarist with a damaged hand; the Hot Club quintet with Grappelli
Occupation: jazz discouraged but continued; the zazous

Check: dates, student lists, the labels used for Reinhardt's style
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Next chapter: La Chanson Frangaise, which covers the café-concert, Piaf and the great singer-

songwriters.
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French Music

Course 1 - Chapter 6 - La Chanson Francaise

If one kind of French music is known around the world, it is the chanson: a song in which the
voice, the words and the mood are everything. It grew out of the café-concerts and music halls o
the nineteenth century, reached its peak in the middle of the twentieth, and remains the
standard against which French pop s still often measured. This chapter follows the tradition
through six artists who defined it. As the first chapter said, the course quotes lyrics only briefly
and in translation, and it names songs rather than reproducing them. Names, dates and

attributions are given from general knowledge and flagged where they should be checked.

From Café-Concert to Music Hall

In the nineteenth century Paris had a thriving trade in places where people could eat, drink and
watch performers: the cafe-concert, and later the larger music hall. Singers, comedians and
dancers performed in an informal setting, and songs were short, topical and easy to remember
(check the details). Famous venues of the era include the Moulin Rouge and, later, the Olympia,
which became the Paris hall where a singer's reputation could be made or broken (check). The

recording industry and the radio came next, and carried these songs well beyond the capital.

Six Voices

Artist Known for Character

Edith Piaf (1915 to "La Vie en rose", "Non, Intense, dramatic voice; the great symbol of

1963) je ne regrette rien” French song abroad (check the dates of the songs)

Charles Trenet "La Mer", "Y'a d'la joie" Light, jazz-influenced, cheerful; wrote his own
(1913 to 2001) songs (check)

Georges Brassens Songs with guitar and Poetic, witty, anti-authoritarian; set his own words

(1921 to 1981) double bass and some classic poems to music (check)

Jacques Brel (1929 "Ne me quitte pas" Belgian-born; theatrical and emotional

to 1978) performances
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Artist

Charles Aznavour
(1924 to 2018)

Serge Gainsbourg
(1928 to 1991)

Known for

Hundreds of songs,

many he wrote himself

Provocative songs and

concept albums

The performer's voice

Piaf did not write most of her own songs,

but her way of singing them made them

hers. In chanson the interpreter can be as

important as the author.

The Left Bank scene

Character

Of Armenian descent; a very long career and
international following (check)

Moved from jazz-flavoured chanson through pop

to experiments; his work was often controversial
(check)

The poet with a guitar

Brassens and Brel are the models for the
auteur-compositeur-interprete, the artist who

writes the words, the music and sings them.

The long career

After the Second World War, small cabarets
and clubs in Saint-Germain-des-Prés in Paris

gathered singers, poets and philosophers

Many of these artists performed for decades,
which let French audiences follow a singer's

development as they might a novelist's.

(check the details).

Why the words matter

In English-language pop, the tune and the beat often come first. In the chanson tradition,
the text is treated as literature, and critics discuss the lyrics of Brassens or Brel as poetry.
That does not mean the music is secondary, but it does mean that a listener who does not
follow the French is missing something essential. This is why the first chapter advised

listening with a translation at hand.

Piaf

Edith Piaf was born in Paris in 1915 (check) and became famous in the 1930s after being

discovered singing in the street by a nightclub owner, who gave her the nickname "la mome

Piaf" (roughly "the little sparrow", check the details). Her songs about love, loss and defiance
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became the sound that foreigners think of as French. As with many performers of her era, her
biography is surrounded by legend, including stories of her childhood that cannot all be
confirmed (check). The safest approach is to separate what is documented from what has been

told and retold.

Brassens, Brel and the Poet-Singers

Brassens, from the southern port of Sete, accompanied himself on guitar with a double bass and
was known for songs that mocked authority and hypocrisy with great skill (check the details).
Brel, born in Belgium and working in Paris, gave performances of great intensity (check).
Together with figures such as Léo Ferré, they set a standard for the song as literature. Their
influence reached beyond France; Brel's songs, for example, were widely translated into English

and covered by many other artists.

Aznavour and Gainsbourg

Charles Aznavour began in the 1940s and continued performing for more than seventy years
(check). He is often named as one of the great all-round figures of French song. Serge
Gainsbourg started as a jazz-influenced songwriter and moved through pop to records that
mixed rock, funk and spoken word, including the concept aloum Histoire de Melody Nelson
(1971, check). His work often provoked controversy, and critics are still divided on parts of it. He

wrote for many singers, and his influence on later French and international musicians is large.
Check the details
Biographical legends are especially common in this field: stories of Piaf's childhood, of
Brassens's habits, of Gainsbourg's provocations. Dates of recordings and first

performances are also muddled in many popular accounts. Confirm anything you plan to

repeat against a reliable biography or archive.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1
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Explain how the café-concert and music hall led to the chanson tradition, and name two

venues or institutions connected with it.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

Distinguish an interpreter such as Piaf from an auteur-compositeur-interprete such as

Brassens or Brel, and say why both count as chanson.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Choose one chanson artist from this chapter, read a translation of one of their songs,

and write three sentences on what the words add to the music.

— Solution

Quick Reference

¢ Roots: the café-concert and the music hall; the Olympia
Piaf: the great interpreter; "La Vie en rose"
Trenet: light, jazz-flavoured, wrote his own songs
Brassens and Brel: poet-singers; Brel was Belgian
Aznavour: a very long career; Armenian descent
Gainsbourg: jazz to pop to concept albums; controversial
Key idea: the lyric is treated as literature

Check: song dates, biographical legends

Next chapter: Yéyé & the French Pop Boom, which covers the teen pop of the 1960s and the

rise of radio and Eurovision.
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French Music

Course 1 - Chapter 7 - Yéyé and the Pop Boom

In the early 1960s a new audience appeared in France: teenagers with their own money, their

own radio programmes and their own idols. The music they liked came from across the Channel

and the Atlantic, but they wanted it in French, and a generation of young singers obliged. The

result was a pop boom known as yeéye, which had a short life but changed the French music

business for good. This chapter follows that moment: how it was built, who the stars were, and

how it connected to the Eurovision Song Contest. Names, dates and attributions are given from

general knowledge and flagged where they should be checked.

Where the Name Comes From

The word yéyé is a French spelling of the "yeah, yeah" in English-language pop songs, and in

particular in Beatles songs (check). It is usually said to have been popularised by a sociologist

writing in a national newspaper in 1963, who used it to describe a generation of young people

(check the details). The word was first used somewhat sceptically, and it stuck.

Building a Youth Market

Radio from outside

For much of the postwar period the state
controlled broadcasting, but stations such as
Europe 1 and RTL broadcast from just across
the border, so that they could carry
advertising and a more modern tone (check
the details). They reached a young audience
that state radio did not.

A big public concert

A free concert at the Place de la Nation in
Paris in June 1963, organised around the

magazine, drew a very large crowd and is

A radio show and a magazine

A programme called Salut les copains began
in 1959 and a magazine of the same name
followed in 1962, created by Daniel Filipacchi
and Frank Ténot (check). They gave
teenagers a place to hear and read about

the music.

The record and the jukebox

The 45 rpm single, the portable record
player and the jukebox put music in

teenagers' own hands (check).
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often described as a landmark of the pop
boom (check the date and the numbers,

which are disputed).

The Stars

Artist Known for Note

Johnny Hallyday (1943 Rock and roll in French Often called the French Elvis; had a career
to 2017) lasting more than fifty years (check)

Francoise Hardy (1944 "Tous les garcons et les Wrote many of her own songs; quiet,
to 2024) filles" (1962, check) melancholy style set her apart

France Gall (1947 to "Poupée de cire, poupée Won Eurovision in 1965 with a song by Serge
2018) de son" Gainsbourg (check)

Sylvie Vartan (born Pop and rock singles Born in Bulgaria; married Hallyday in the
1944) 1960s (check)

Sheila, Richard Hit singles A crowded field, many of whom had short

Anthony and others careers (check)

Covers and the French language

A great many yéyé hits were French-language versions of English or American songs,
sometimes adapted closely and sometimes with new words entirely. This raised a question
that returns in Chapter 10: should French pop be a version of an international style, or
something with its own identity? The yéyé generation did both, and its best songs are not

mere copies.

Eurovision

The Eurovision Song Contest, an annual television competition between European broadcasters

begun in 1956 (check), was an important showcase for French song. France has won several

times over the decades (check the years), and one of its best-known moments is France Gall's
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1965 win, singing for Luxembourg, with a song written by Gainsbourg (check). For the French,
Eurovision has been both a source of pride and, more recently, a point of anxiety, as other
countries and styles have taken the lead. The contest also links to the wider European television

culture covered in another course, Jeux Sans Frontieres (It's a Knockout): Europe's Game Show 1.

Judge it by the best, not the average

Pop history is usually remembered through its most durable songs, but any period

produced a lot of forgettable ones, and yéyé is no exception. A fair listener compares the

best yéyé songs with the best of other eras, and treats the average as background.

What Came After

By the end of the 1960s the pop boom had changed shape. Some stars moved on to more
serious songwriting, some to cabaret and some faded. The events of 1968 and the new rock and
folk styles took the music in new directions. The business, however, was permanent: radio,
magazines, television appearances and record sales had become a normal part of French

popular culture.

Check the details

Dates, chart positions and crowd figures in pop history are repeated with great confidence
and often wrongly. The origin of the word "yéyé", the figures for the 1963 concert and the
list of Eurovision results are all worth checking against reliable sources before they are

quoted.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Explain where the word yéyé comes from and name three ingredients that built the

French youth music market of the early 1960s.

— Solution
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EXERCISE 2

Describe two of the stars of yéyé and say what each contributed.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Many yéyé hits were French versions of foreign songs. Give one argument that this was

a weakness and one that it was a strength.

— Solution

Quick Reference

Name: from the "yeah, yeah" of English-language pop

Market: Europe 1 and RTL, Salut les copains, the Nation concert, the 45 single
Stars: Hallyday, Hardy, Gall, Vartan

Eurovision: France Gall's 1965 win, with a Gainsbourg song

Key tension: international style versus French identity

Check: the origin of the word, concert figures, contest results

Next chapter: Concrete Sound to French Touch, which covers experimental and electronic musid

from Schaeffer to Daft Punk.
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French Music

Course 1 - Chapter 8 - Concrete Sound to French Touch

In 1948 a radio engineer in Paris recorded the sound of trains and cut the tape into pieces. Fifty
ears later, two young Parisians in robot helmets sold millions of records made with synthesisers
and samplers. The two events look unrelated, but they sit on one line: a French habit of treating
the studio and the machine as musical instruments, supported by state institutions that paid for
the experiments. This chapter follows that line from the first experiments in recorded sound
through the research institute of Pierre Boulez to the French Touch of the 1990s. Names, dates

and attributions are given from general knowledge and flagged where they should be checked.

Musique Concrete

Pierre Schaeffer (1910 to 1995) was an engineer at French national radio who, in the late 1940s,
began to compose with recorded sounds rather than written notes (check the dates). He
recorded everyday noises, such as trains, and changed them by cutting, looping, slowing and
reversing the tape. He called the result musique concrete, "concrete music", because the
composer works directly with sound as material and not with abstract notation. His early studies
were first broadcast in 1948 (check). With the composer Pierre Henry he made the Symphonie
pour un homme seul in about 1950 (check). Schaeffer's studio grew into the Groupe de

Recherches Musicales, an institution still active today (check the dates).

Why it matters for pop

Cutting, looping and reversing recorded sound is the ancestor of sampling. The French
state paid for this research through its national radio, and the techniques passed, over
decades, into electronic dance music and hip-hop. The line from a radio studio in 1948 to

a dance floor in 1998 is real, even if it is not a straight one.

Boulez and IRCAM

Pierre Boulez (1925 to 2016) was a composer and conductor and one of the leading figures of
the postwar avant-garde (check the dates). In the 1970s he led the creation of IRCAM, the

Institute for Research and Coordination in Acoustics and Music, in Paris, attached to the Centre
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Pompidou and opened in the late 1970s (check). IRCAM brought composers together with
scientists and engineers to study sound and develop computer tools for music. Its work has
been admired and criticised in roughly equal measure: admired for its technical advances,
criticised by some for producing music that audiences found difficult. Many of the software tools

developed there have since been widely used.

Concrete sound The research institute

Composing with recorded sound on tape: IRCAM and the GRM: state-funded places

the studio as an instrument. where music and technology meet.

Synthesiser pop Dance music

Artists who took electronic sound to a mass The house and techno scenes of the 1990s,

audience. where the French Touch emerged.

Jean-Michel Jarre

Jean-Michel Jarre studied with Schaeffer's group early in his career (check) and became one of
the first musicians to take electronic music to a very large public. His alboum Oxygéne (1976,
check) sold in great numbers around the world, and he later staged enormous open-air concerts
with lights and projections, starting with a free concert in Paris in 1979 (check the date and the
numbers). His music is sometimes dismissed by critics and loved by audiences, which is a

recurring pattern in this chapter.

The French Touch

In the 1990s a number of French dance and pop acts reached international audiences, and critics
began to call the trend the "French Touch" (check the origin of the term). It was not one sound.
It combined the filtered, disco-influenced style often called French house, dreamy electronic pop

and a taste for humour and style. The best-known names are listed here.

French Music - Page 35




Act Known for Note

Daft Punk Homework (1997), A duo of Thomas Bangalter and Guy-Manuel de
Discovery (2001) Homem-Christo; known for robot helmets; announced
their split in 2021 (check)

Air Moon Safari (1998) Dreamy, retro-futuristic pop from Versailles (check)

Cassius, Etienne French house Part of a wider dance scene (check the names)
de Crécy and

others

Laurent Garnier A leading DJ and producer whose career is often linked

to the French scene (check)

Hearing the links

Listen to a short piece of early musique concréte, then to a track by Air or Daft Punk.
Notice what they share: attention to texture, a love of repetition and the sense that the

studio itself is the instrument. The styles differ greatly, but the attitude is related.

Check the details

Claims that one movement "invented" sampling or "created" house music are common
and should be treated with care. The dates of the early studies, the founding of IRCAM
and the origin of the label "French Touch" are all worth confirming against reliable sources

before they are quoted.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Explain what musique concréete is and why it is described as an ancestor of sampling.

— Solution
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EXERCISE 2

Describe the role of the French state in the experiments of this chapter, naming two

institutions.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Choose Daft Punk, Air or Jean-Michel Jarre and describe, in four sentences, what makes

the act typical of French electronic music and what makes it distinctive.

— Solution

Quick Reference

Musique concrete: Pierre Schaeffer, late 1940s; composing with recorded sound
GRM: Schaeffer's research group, still active

IRCAM: Boulez's institute in Paris, late 1970s

Jarre: Oxygene (1976) and giant open-air concerts

French Touch: 1990s acts including Daft Punk, Air and French house

Theme: the studio as an instrument, supported by the state

Check: founding dates, "first" claims, the origin of the label

Next chapter: Hip-Hop, Rai & the Francophone World, which covers rap, North African music

and African influences on French popular music.
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French Music

Course 1 - Chapter 9 - Hip-Hop, Rai and Francophone Sound

France has one of the largest hip-hop scenes in the world outside the United States, and much of
the music most listened to by young French people today draws on African, Caribbean and
North African traditions brought to the country by immigration and by the legacy of empire. This
chapter looks at that music: French rap, the Algerian pop style called rai, and the West African
and Caribbean sounds that found a home in Paris. It also raises a question that the earlier
chapters mostly avoided: who decides what counts as "French music"? The chapter reports the
music and the arguments about it without taking sides in them. Names, dates and attributions

are given from general knowledge and flagged where they should be checked.

French Hip-Hop

Hip-hop reached France from the United States in the early 1980s, through records, radio and
television (check the details; one television programme devoted to the culture is often named,
and its date should be checked). It took root first in the suburbs of Paris and in other cities such
as Marseille, where it gave young people a way to describe their own lives in their own

language. By the 1990s French rap was a major commercial force.

Artist or Known for

group

IAM Marseille Complex, historically minded rap; the album L'école du micro

d'argent (1997, check) was a major success

Supréme Saint-Denis, Hard-edged social commentary; involved in a prominent legal

NTM near Paris case over a 1995 concert (check the details)

MC Solaar Paris suburbs Born in Senegal and raised in France (check); admired for

wordplay and a smooth, literary style from the early 1990s

Aya Paris suburbs Born in Mali and raised in France (check); pop and R&B star

Nakamura whose songs are streamed around the world

A language of its own
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French rap and pop use slang, including verlan, a form of backslang in which syllables are
reversed, and words borrowed from Arabic and African languages (check the details). Part
of the appeal for listeners is that the language sounds like the street, not the classroom.
This has made some of the music hard for outsiders to follow, and has also made it a
source of tension with institutions that defend a standard French, a subject Chapter 10

addresses.

Rai and the North African Influence

Rai is a popular music from western Algeria, with roots in the city of Oran (check). It began as a
rural and cabaret style, with sung poetry about love, drink, hardship and freedom, and in the
1980s it took on electronic instruments and a pop sound. Many of its stars lived or recorded in
France, and Paris became a second home to the genre (check the details). Khaled, whose song
"Didi" was a hit in the early 1990s (check), became the best-known figure, and the style reached
mainstream French audiences as a result. Rachid Taha, who was born in Algeria and grew up in

France, blended Arabic song with rock and electronic music (check the details).

West Africa and the Caribbean

West African stars in Paris Afro-pop in French

For decades Paris was a recording and Some African artists performed in French
touring base for artists from Senegal, Mali, and some in local languages, and the
Cameroon and elsewhere, among them industry in Paris helped shape which styles
Youssou N'Dour and Salif Keita (check). Their were heard abroad, for better and for worse
audiences ranged from their home countries (check).

to European clubs.

Zouk Belgian and Swiss voices

A dance music from the French Caribbean Francophone music also includes artists such
islands, popularised by the band Kassav' as the Belgian singer Stromae, whose song

from the late 1970s and early 1980s, with the "Alors on danse" was a European hit around
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group's early base in Paris (check the 2009 (check). They are part of the French-

details). language scene without being French.

Who Counts as French Music?

All of this music is made in French, in Paris and in French cities, by people who are French
citizens or who live and work in France. Yet it is often discussed as "world music" or "urban
music”, labels that set it apart from a supposed mainstream. Some argue that these labels are a
way of keeping it outside the national story, and others that distinct traditions deserve distinct
names. The course uses a broad meaning: music made in France and in French, whatever its

roots, belongs to French music, while noting that artists and critics disagree about the terms.

Notice the labels

When a record shop, a streaming service or a newspaper puts an artist in a category, ask
what the category assumes. A label can describe a sound, an audience, a place of origin or
a market, and these are not the same thing. The labels used for the artists in this chapter

are a good practice ground.

Check the details

This chapter touches debates about immigration, race and national identity. It reports that
the debates exist and does not settle them. Dates of albums, details of court cases and
artists' places of birth are all worth confirming against reliable sources, and descriptions of

controversies are best checked against more than one outlet.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Describe how hip-hop came to France and name two French rap acts from different

cities, saying what each is known for.

— Solution
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EXERCISE 2

Explain what rai is, where it comes from, and why Paris became important to its

development.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Discuss whether the labels "world music" and "urban music" are helpful for the artists

in this chapter. Give one argument on each side.

— Solution

Quick Reference

Hip-hop: arrived in the early 1980s; IAM, Supréme NTM, MC Solaar, Aya Nakamura
Language: slang and verlan; words from Arabic and African languages

Rai: from western Algeria; Khaled and Rachid Taha; Paris as a second home

West Africa and the Caribbean: Paris as a base; zouk and Kassav'

Belgian voices: Stromae is Belgian

Key question: who decides what counts as French music?

Check: album dates, court cases, places of birth

Next chapter: Capstone: Music, the State & the French Language, which traces the state's role

from Louis XIV to the radio quotas.
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French Music

Course 1 - Chapter 10 - Music, the State and the Language

One thread has run through every chapter of this course: in France, the state has never been a
bystander in music. A king granted a monopoly on opera, a revolutionary government founded a
conservatoire, a national radio paid for tape experiments, a minister funded a research institute,
and in the 1990s a law told radio stations how much of their output had to be in French. This
final chapter pulls that thread together and asks the question the first chapter set: is French
music a set of famous names, a national style or a national policy? It presents the arguments
over the radio quotas and the language without taking a side. Names, dates and attributions are

given from general knowledge and flagged where they should be checked.

Four Centuries of State Interest

Period What the state did Chapter

Seventeenth Louis XIV used music as an instrument of royal power; Lully held a

century monopoly on opera

1790s The revolutionary government set up a national conservatoire and

staged mass festivals

Mid-twentieth National radio funded Schaeffer's tape experiments; the postwar

century state backed the arts (check the details)
1970s The state funded IRCAM, led by Boulez, at the Centre Pompidou

1980s A culture ministry under Jack Lang supported popular music, and this

the Féte de la Musique was created (check) chapter

Laws on the French language and a quota for French-language this

songs on the radio (check) chapter

Looking at the table, one can see a long continuity: successive French governments, of very
different kinds, have treated music as a matter of public interest. That continuity is itself a French

characteristic, and it is part of what the English-speaking reader may find unfamiliar.

French Music - Page 42




The Ministry of Culture and the Féte de la Musique

France created a ministry devoted to culture at the end of the 1950s, with the writer André
Malraux as its first minister (check the details). Over the following decades the ministry funded
theatres, orchestras, museums and festivals. In the early 1980s the minister Jack Lang extended
this support to popular music, and in 1982 the first Féte de la Musique was held on 21 June, a
day on which anyone can play in the streets and squares and concerts are free (check the date
and the founders). The festival has since spread to many other countries, and it is perhaps the

most popular result of state interest in music.

Funding Regulation

Public money for orchestras, opera houses, Rules on broadcasting, authors' rights and,
research institutes and festivals. from the 1990s, the proportion of French-

language songs on the radio.

Celebration Education

Events such as the Féte de la Musique, which The Conservatoire and the music schools,

present music as a shared civic good. which train performers and composers.

The Radio Quotas

In the mid-1990s French law required radio stations to play a minimum proportion of French-
language songs, a rule commonly described as 40 per cent, with a share reserved for new artists
(check the figure and the details, which have been adjusted since). The aim was to protect
French-language song and new French artists from being crowded out by international, mostly
English-language, pop. It belongs to a wider French policy sometimes called the cultural
exception, which holds that cultural goods should not be treated like other commodities in trade
agreements (check). It also sits beside a law on the use of the French language passed in the

same decade (check the details).

Two views of the same rule

Supporters say the rule keeps French-language song visible, gives new artists a chance to

be heard, and sustains an industry that would otherwise be dominated by larger foreign
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markets. Critics say that it forces stations to play music listeners may not want, that it can
reward quantity over quality, that it does not fit the streaming era in which listeners
choose their own music, and that defining what counts as "French" is awkward (check the
specifics of each argument). Thoughtful people hold both views, and the chapter does not

settle the matter.

Language, Rap and the Francophone World

The rules about the French language raise a question that Chapter 9 introduced. French rap and
pop use slang, verlan and borrowed words, and many artists come from families with roots
outside France. A policy that protects "the French language" has to decide which French it
means. Some see the current music as a vigorous living language, and others see the policy as a

way to defend a standard against change. The question is open, and it is likely to remain so.

Back to the Question

Chapter 1 asked whether French music is a set of famous names, a national style or a national
policy. The chapters since suggest that it is all three, and that each shaped the others. The
names (Lully, Debussy, Piaf, Daft Punk) are known because institutions trained, funded or
broadcast them. The style, such as the French colour of Chapter 4 or the French Touch of
Chapter 8, is a claim made by critics and artists about their own tradition. And the policy, from

the royal monopoly to the radio quota, is the frame that has made the other two possible.

A habit to take away

Whenever you hear a piece of French music, ask three questions. Who paid for it, or who
allowed it to be heard? What does it claim about being French, or about not being? And
what would a listener from another time or place hear in it? These questions work for any

music in any country, and they are the real subject of the course.

Check the details

The radio quota and the language law are the most contested subjects in this course. The

proportions, the dates of changes and the details of how they apply to streaming should
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be confirmed against official sources before they are quoted, and arguments for and

against should be read in the words of those who make them.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1

Choose three points on the state-interest table and describe, for each, what the state

did and why it mattered to the music of the time.

— Solution

EXERCISE 2

State one argument for and one argument against the radio quota for French-language

songs, and say which claim in each argument you would need to check.

— Solution

EXERCISE 3

Using at least three chapters of the course, argue whether French music is best

understood as names, a style or a policy, or as a mixture, and give your reasons.

— Solution

Quick Reference

Thread: the state has long treated music as a public matter

Stages: royal monopoly, Conservatoire, national radio, IRCAM, culture ministry, quotas
Féte de la Musique: from 1982, on 21 June

Radio quota: mid-1990s, a minimum share of French-language songs

Arguments: supporters and critics both have a case; report both
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file:///C:/resources/frmusic1/frmusic1-10_exercise1.txt
file:///C:/resources/frmusic1/frmusic1-10_exercise2.txt
file:///C:/resources/frmusic1/frmusic1-10_exercise3.txt

* Question: names, style or policy? All three

e Check: the quota figures, the language law, the dates of changes

Course complete. For related subjects, see French Film & Television, which follows a similar

path of state support and cultural argument on the screen.
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