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Introduction

From Saint-Germain-des-Prés to the Sorbonne:
The Emergence of Gainsbourg Studies

Olivier Julien and Olivier Bourderionnet

Nabokov… I wanted to set this poem to music … a poem of superb modernism—the last quatrain is beautiful.

“My car is limping, Dolores Haze,

And the last long lap is the hardest,

And I shall be dumped where the weed decays,

And the rest is rust and stardust.”

Some of the things I’ve done are not too shabby either, but compared to Rimbaud, neither Nabokov, nor I exist. Rimbaud was a visionary. Nabokov was not a visionary, and I’m a visionary in show business.

(Hubert-Robier 1990)

On November 14, 1990, Serge Gainsbourg received journalists François Hubert-Robier and Véronique Jacquinet at his home, Rue de Verneuil, for what was to be his last interview for French television. Emaciated, ill-looking, he took stock of his life and career, dwelling over their highlights, quoting Bernard Shaw, Nabokov, and Oscar Wilde, and interspersing references to Van Gogh, André Chénier, Brigitte Bardot, Schumann, and Delacroix with cryptic statements about his waiting for “the birds of prey that were out to get [him].”

— I’ve been waiting for them for thirty years, and I’m still here.

— Can you see those birds coming?

— Birds? I see ravens.

By then, he had already survived four heart attacks, undergone liver surgery, and begun suffering delirium tremens, vision loss, and respiratory problems (Verlant 2000: 436, 566, 659, 662, 664–5). In January of the previous year, “the doctors [had even] warned him that ‘if he didn’t stop drinking he would be blind in six months and dead in twelve’” (Simmons 2001: 118). At sixty-two, he was terribly worn.

“Are you tempted to call it quits? I mean, why another album, why … Do you feel like you still have something to prove to yourself—or to the public?” Given the crepuscular tone of the interview, Hubert-Robier’s question came as no surprise. More surprising, though, was Gainsbourg’s answer, who professed in an unusual burst of modesty:

What I really care about are my children … because they will survive me, not my “work”—what do I care about my “work” … One must not survive oneself … I’m not second-rate, OK; I’m big time, but … it would be so vainglorious to say, “I’m going to leave something behind me!”

(Hubert-Robier 1990)

A mere six years later, Lisou Gasquet and Karine Devauchelle defended the first theses in modern literature that proved him wrong—the former addressed “the lyrics of Serge Gainsbourg” over a thirty-year period (Gasquet 1996), the latter focused specifically on their metrics (Devauchelle 1996). In 1997, it was Cosima Cusson’s turn to submit a dissertation entitled “Gainsbourg, des Amours perdues à L’herbe tendre, dix années d’écriture” [“Gainsbourg, from ‘Les Amours perdues’ to ‘L’Herbe tendre,’ ten years of writing”]. By the time the book Gasquet drew from her master’s research came out (2003), pioneering essays by Chris Tinker (2002) and Edwin Hill (2003) had made their way to academic journals, Modern & Contemporary France and Volume! La revue des musiques populaires. Along with “the palimpsest of paintings and graffiti” that kept proliferating on the walls of Gainsbourg’s town house (Simmons 2001: ix), this nascent body of works continued to grow through the 2000s and 2010s. Extending to disciplines such as language studies (Luccioni 2011), history (Albert 2005; Frantz 2004), musicology (Castelbajac 2019; Jan-Muger 2016; Julien 2018), art history (Jaminais 2019), Romance philology (Lambrechts 2006; Lederer 2001; Roland 2001; Wéry 2002), comparative literature (Gassi 2017), psychology (Sablon 2009), and law (Valleteau de Moulliac 2010), it also began to spread beyond the borders of Francophone countries (Anderson 2013; Austin 2019; Burgoyne 2014; Friderichs 2015; Grenaudier-Klijn 2012; Grosse 2011; Holtmon 2021; Júlíusson 2010; Knuutinen 2016; Nováková 2017; Skibicki 2010; Sotonová 2015; 2019; Weiss 2003). Finally, in April 2018, the Sorbonne hosted the first academic conference on Serge Gainsbourg, “with more than 30 participants and a significant British and American contingent” (Lesprit 2018: 12). Bringing together a selection of twenty-six chapters by scholars originating from France, the UK, Spain, Belgium, Australia, Canada, Germany, the United States, and New Zealand, this book represents a further step toward his legitimation as a subject of research for academia.

Deconstructing the Gainsbourg Persona

The six chapters gathered in part I address the construction of Gainsbourg’s public persona, both in his lifetime and posthumously. They begin with a contribution by Jeremy Allen, who discusses the songwriter’s uneasy relationship with his own image. Drawing a parallel with what Christopher Isherwood called Mick Jagger’s “ugly beauty,” he explains how his purported ugliness shaped his beau-laid persona, how it fed his work, and even his tastes in literature and painting (unless, of course, it was the other way round). Opting for a different approach, Isabelle Marc links the recent music biopic phenomenon to the elevation of chanson artists to a popular music pantheon. Comparing Johan Sfar’s Gainsbourg (vie héroïque) with Olivier Dahan’s La Môme, she points out a gendered bias in the way Piaf and Gainsbourg are shown overcoming their ugliness and childhood wounds—the former is pictured as a victim of romantic love, utterly destroyed by the accidental death of her one great love, while the latter emerges as a cynical and consummate seducer.

The following chapter deals with another key aspect of Gainsbourg’s persona. Growing up in Paris during the Occupation, he was well aware that his Jewishness could mark him as distinct from his fellow citizens in a potentially dangerous way. Jonathyne Briggs and Nick Underwood examine how this (religious) affiliation surfaced at times in his lyrics, his music, and his public image from the 1960s through the 1980s, informing his esthetics and revealing a haphazard articulation of the French-Jewish identity. France Grenaudier-Klijn tackles that same issue from a narrower angle, focusing on one of Gainsbourg’s most little-known songs. Written in 1967 at the request of the cultural attaché at the Israeli Embassy in Paris, “Le Sable et le Soldat” was intended to boost the morale of Tsahal, the Israeli armed forces. With its solemn tone, martial composition, and earnest lyricism, this song is a far cry from Gainsbourg’s usual brand of provocation and nonconformity. Yet, at
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