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People don't know much anymore, artists included, especially in France. Edith Piaf, for example, would not have been what she was in the eyes of the public and the press, were it not for her collaboration with Marguerite Monnot over a period of twenty years : I start from the principle – which is my own – that an aria is worth much more, as in opera, for the melody of the music than for the words of the text. But isn't Franz Lehár, to mention him only, also the victim of the uneducated who call themselves cultured ?... In short, "L'Hymne à l'amour", Piaf's worldwide success, is first and foremost Monnot's score, alongside so many of her other compositions. But the singer was far from being a grande dame in the city, this little woman in black on stage : when Marguerite Monnot had another success, but elsewhere, with "Irma La Douce" – the first French musical, despite Michel Legrand's inability to orchestrate properly himself – Edith abandoned Marguerite. Nor could she forgive the fact that a certain Colette Renard (Michel's mother-in-law), having landed the title role in this work, became famous in the process. But La Douce exorcised the unhappiness that Piaf brought around her, Colette in a way avenging Monnot for having been replaced by Georges Moustaki or Michel Rivhauche – with whom we also had the advantage of working, and which merits this new aria for Irma.
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Why did you choose the Salle Cortot in Paris for the first performance of "Classic Musicals" ?

Because there is no better place for this concert, and for more than one reason ! I don't want to talk only about the prestige of the place or the exceptional acoustics, but also about a story that echoes the thread of the recital : that of Marguerite Monnot. She was one of the young virtuosos that Alfred Cortot trained, thus experimenting with his new methods, in the service of which he founded his school ; and she had even begun an international career as a concert performer, which she abruptly ended. Jazz heard on the radio was her revelation. For years she composed many songs, including several of Edith Piaf's greatest hits. Then it was she – but not Michel Legrand, whatever one may say – who invented the French musical with "Irma La Douce" in which Colette Renard created the title role. Marguerite Monnot would have more than one lesson to give to the so-called classical concert artists, who are more or less condescending towards music that is considered light ; for there is no such thing as great or little music, there are inspiring composers for inspired performers – and there are all the others who are none of the above. The Salle Cortot is far from being only one of the great temples of the piano, it is a place which also welcomes what one could expect less – what one hears less there – while maintaining the requirement of an excellence of the musicians and their music ; moreover, this room is that of a school, the only place of European training of the best level which is still private, which is far from being done to displease me... Thus, already with Marguerite Monnot, Alfred Cortot's pedagogy made possible a masterly career in a musical field to which critics who were rigidly too purist did not give much credit. This is in any case a very good example of a successful professional integration capable of motivating new generations of students !

While preparing the program of "Classic Musicals", I watched on the website of the Institut National de l'Audiovisuel – the one that is not for the general public – a program, from 1959, of carte blanche to Colette Renard, creator of the title role of the first French musical, "Irma La Douce" – music by Marguerite Monnot – ; an exceptional document because we can see the composer, who had been for a long time Piaf's one for some of her greatest successes, playing the waltz called "pure" by Chopin : closing one's eyes, one could hear Cortot playing, the nonchalance in less, and yet it is forty years earlier that Monnot was his young pupil, while performing from then on abroad as a virtuoso concert performer – until those days when Nadia Boulanger wanted to present her to a Roman competition, and Marguerite discovered on the radio jazz, for her salvation. In this recording, just before playing, she tells Colette nothing about that past either...
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These "Notes on interpretation" ended with the resumption of the "Histories of a production" included in the "collector's" version of a CD, that of Colette Renard's "Ceux qui s'aiment" ; these notes did not speak only of the singer : it was that I had participated in a dinner of practitioners of the so-called "concrete" music, and what was remarkable was the absence of art of reception in the middle of a dirt of piled up files containing their research. But, at Colette's, the table was good and the air good : tell me what you create and I'll tell you how you know how to live, you seem to interpret your own life – another good rule (I am suspicious of those who do not know how to receive... whether they are artists or religious) !... I made the official hermit to learn to tame the solitude : I do not want to evoke any more a moron of frontist priest or a vicar of archbishop comtois, shameful gay clown, because this is vain so much their case ignores the exception ; now, I make fun of their guarantee to gain a campaign, a withdrawal of silence, an economy of the world, of its excesses and those of the church which they falsified to maintain their immondo privileges ; to their contact of false tokens, I learned that I could not copy them... There are indeed fragments, yes ! candid, foreign to this question, which could finally form a new whole : on Noëlla Pontois, prima ballerina, Georges Wilson, actor, Éric Vu-An, dancer ; voice-overs for the ballerina had been recorded by the actor for the show at the Opéra Comique, and it was the dancer who had somehow suggested writing about these two. But that was years earlier, before I left everything for this apprenticeship : "to master the terrifying vertigo" of the call of the divine. And it is because there was at least that departure, that other old texts are revisited without regrets, but with reservations, like the one on the organist Jean Guillou, while my hope – which did not lack faith – lacked love. My departure was perfectly misunderstood, even if one wondered what could happen after a show written and produced so young ! Continuing to navigate by sight, I would have been superbly unaware, if it had been foreseen, that all this would lead to this today... Before dealing more specifically with the art of the stage, I had had the illusion of finding clues for my interrogations by making sufficient philosophical material out of isolation, out of a negative solitude as suffering, whereas trying to find answers by depriving oneself of the spiritual forbids any practical wisdom. It is thus, for the form, that it was necessary to begin, before meetings clearly direct towards the question of the interpretation ; the review, the one which had to be called "Singuliers" – with an "s" ! – is the first approach to the profession. At this point, years later, there is the trouble of realizing that most of the pieces of the puzzle, without being in place, were already there... Other fragments, sometimes perfectly inappropriate, that I would like to present (here or in another letter), are those of stories that still give pride of place to a concern about the body : it is true that I discovered what a sexual majority could mean, while participating in voluntary work in the fight against AIDS, at a time when it hardly seemed fashionable... Yes ! it is indeed her, my dear Irma La Douce, Colette Renard, who is first thanked – a strange thank you still, this text as an addition to the news I give ! We knew that an old monk had begun to watch over us. I was wondering how to finish one of my fragments to – which could have been inflicted here and which claimed then to be "aesthetics of the isolation" – , when our benedictine father died ; and his death was a conclusion written with haste, to leave the gloomy isolation where ideas of character had been stuffed. We understood it : there must have been some provocation in these pieces given to read in order to explain the choice, being so young, of a lay retreat... We remembered, Colette as much as I did : the thanksgiving mass for our saint had just ended, and I saluted, asking for news ; I was in my usual place facing one side of the altar, turning my back to the choir organ that at the beginnings of the foundation Colette had helped to offer. No ! she wasn't really going to make it, because a millionaire, who wanted to become a producer – in order to fill the address book of his wife – had already lost a year for the big comeback. I proposed to talk about it : at Colette's, and shortly before Christmas ; it took the Epiphany for me to confirm my acceptance of finding myself, once again, in the middle of the stage : fearing for a moment not to understand the properly spiritual meaning of a return, I held back. And then, before the Ashes, the new album could have been recorded, if one of the musicians had not been in Hong Kong ; we waited for the Holy Week... Of course I settle, here and there, accounts of disappointment and disenchanted observation, but first of all on the churches : is it possible to trust an ecclesiastical institution whose law, which is suspicious of beauty, condemns love out of wedlock but says nothing about the rape of its children ? Yes ! the ordinary modes of government are hypocrisy, lies and denunciation – all qualities that are certainly not reserved for the churches, but that one would expect to find less there than elsewhere. This former parish priest in the center of Paris, for example, who became the boss of a congregation to decorate, considered his ministry as a profession in order to better blow up his official morality... and the press let itself be fooled by speaking of an angel placed on the "Halles" : it is true that to make the economy of morality, when one pretends to speak of spirituality, participates in the air of the time ! Even a number of religious do not escape the common rule, the scoundrels of the cloister exercising their wickedness in Paris as well as in the provinces and abroad, the "privilégiature" of the coules abusing the good grandfather Benedict or Bernard !... I had the envy, finally assumed, of other unseemly and disenchanted fictions !... It took as well all the "Ingredients of a vocation" until this thanks included, to allow this angelic time of "the part of the things" – it is so I believe that it is necessary to say –, and to continue ; and it was for this thank you, to my dear Irma La Douce because under her presidency, with the angels and for rare judges, was supported the ultimate part of my thesis... And before ? it was naivety, the happiness of believing to be wise by marveling at everything but to explain everything, then the fear finally of quicksand ; the "Wanderings" which absorb them, often presented backwards to help to understand them, are protean, of course ! since it was necessary to give an account of so many variations, of so many gaps. And it is true that the whole of the "First fragments" which had prepared what ended there, had been constituted by successive publications according to the uncertainties, slowly raised, in front of what was observed, with amazement... But now, after the homage and after all ? To live. Sometimes a few encounters are enough to make you want to heal. Irma La Douce will never know enough how she was able to save me.
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Planted in the small apartment of an old and pretty village house which was at first only a practical idea of a weekend hotel room, in the courtyard of an oven in the very center of an old Chevreuse valley village, one sometimes observed the officials of thought passing in front of the three windows, and their shadows through the opaque glass of the door. With a view of a rather blue sky, and the faint wooded ridge of the southern flank, I resisted in this place as long as the proximity was necessary with one of the last great French artists of the music-hall, for our common work. It took almost nine years between the Opéra Comique and the Déjazet to affirm a destiny, as much time or almost as much religious retreats to learn that only beauty can be the rampart of our solitude. The artist knew that an old monk presided over all this : she loved him as we admire him. One had wanted to move away from a show business universe while a creation for a star dancer was being piloted ; and here is this return to the world of show business but for a singer.

In between, there were those times of discovery of the faith of God : having believed that it was enough to write the thesis of one's
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