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ABSTRACT

This article presents several aspects of research published over the course of the past several
years considering both problems linked to different ways of referring to song-objects in French language
and problems of referential quasi-equivalence of song genres from one language to another considered
from an interlectal perspective. The variety of terms discussed form part of a diachronic movement il-
lustrating the interpenetration of languages and song types over the course of centuries. Few problems
are analysed, among others: the borrowings between signed songs and traditional songs, the heteroge-
neity of the corpus of song-objets and how it is reflected in the dictionaries. Those familiar with my pre-
vious works published in French will recognize some elements of reflexions presented already in books
such as Vers une théorie des objets-chansons or Chanson, son histoire et sa famille dans les dictionnaires
de langues frangaise, Etude lexicale, historique et théorique. This short contribution will allow anglo-
phon readers to get used with some of my concepts in such a way that my lexical contribution to the
study of song-objet progressively enters in the practices. This will serve not only the musicologists, but
also linguists, philologist and those who are generally concerns with the problem we met in the termi-
nological description of a scientific activity diachronically.
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0z

Makalede son yillarda yaptigimiz arastirmalarin degisik goértiniimlerinin bir sunumunu
yapiyoruz ; 6rnegin bir nesne olarak sarkiya gonderme yaparak, sark: tirinin bir dilden Gtekine
turselligi bakimindan denkliklerini bir séylem bi¢iminin 6tekinden nasil yararlandigi gortingiisiinde
ele aliyoruz. Tartismaya agilan terimlerdeki ¢esitlilik artstiremsel bir devinime bagh olarak degisik
dillerin ve sarki tiirlerinin ytzyillar boyunca ig igeligi ele alinacaktir. Céziimlenen sorunlarin kimileri
sunlardir : belirtilen sarkilar yaninda geleneksel sarkilarin aralarindaki aligverisgler, sarkilar biitiinc-
esinde beliren ayrigiklik 6zelligi, s6z konusu ayrigikligin sozliklerde tanimlanma bigimleri vb. Daha
once bu konuda yapilan ¢caligsmalarla igli digh olanlar Vers une Théorie des objets-chansons ou Chanson,
son histoire et sa famille dans les dictionnaires de langue frangaise, Etude lexicale, historique et théorique
adl kitap ¢alismalarimda 6ne gikarip tartistigim konulardan haberliler. Sarkilarin birer nesne olarak
sozliksel alanina katk: yapmaya yonelik bu ¢aligma gitgide kursamsal uygulamalara dahil olacaktir.
Bu yaklagim miizikbilimle ugrasanlar diginda dilbilim, filoloji ile ugrasanlara da katk: saglayacaktir.
Ozellikle artsiiremsel bir goriingiide bilimsel aktiviteler icerinside olanlar i¢in terminolojik betimle-
melere bagh olarak ortaya ¢ikan sorunlara ilgi duyanlara da katki saglamayi amaglamaktadar.

Anahtar Kelimeler

Sarki, kilttrleraras: calismalar, muzikal terimler, sozliikbilim,siir (tarih)

*  This article is a revised version of an oral presentation given at the 41st annual International Ballad
Conference of the Kommission fiir Volksdichtung, Faro (Portugal), in June, 2011. Text translated by
Lynn Perod, University of Alberta (Canada).

** Independant researcher, Belgium. jndesurmont17@gmail.com

52 http://www.millifolklor.com



Milli Folklor, 2015, Y1l 27, Say1 108

1. Introduction

Both the lexical unit, song (chan-
son), and the objects it names have
undergone transformation over the
course of time given that both the defi-
nition of the song-object—(its literary
value recognized through examples
of legitimation—in short, its liter-
ariness), and its referent, have been
simultaneously modified according
to changing historical context. Thus
we can speak of a modification in the
very conceptualization of the referent,
in this case, of the song-object (which
will be defined in due course), or even
of the mobility of the concept despite
its denominative stability, to use the
term of the semiotician Leo Spitzer.!
This conceptual movement, this opera
in movimento (Eco: 1962) will serve as
the basis for our approach to the chan-
sonnier phenomenon, an approach
focussing on the elements of the con-
struction of meaning rather than on
the fixed description of a signified.?

2. Problems of genre eclecti-
cism and practices at the heart of
hybridity

In one chapter of my work, Vers
une théorie des objets-chansons (Edi-
tions ENS 2010), I showed that the
phenomenon of borrowings by signed
songs from songs coming from oral
tradition and vice-versa is an acknowl-
edged fact and something that occurs
fairly frequently. Borrowings of frag-
ments were analyzed as a function of
a typology that considered both the
linguistic and musical lineages of the
song-object notwithstanding the ques-
tion of song genres and contexts of
dissemination. Since the practices of
hybridity serve to modify song-objects,
we felt it useful to create a terminology
where each borrowing instance from

one of the two components to another
is referred to by a specific term. This
generic variation of song-objects leads
to modifications in the very definition
of the song, be it in dictionaries or in
theoretical works.

These forms of eclecticism and hy-
bridity carry consequences with them
and are related as well to ethnomusi-
cological method, as Laurent Aubert
discusses in his “Entre les deux pdles
que représentent [ethnomusicologie
d’urgence” found in the proceedings of
the colloquium “Migrants: craintes et
espoirs,” 18¢ Carrefour de la pensée,
14-17 March 2008, discussed as well
by Gilbert Rouget.? This trend, the
ethnomusicology of change, is focused
on the study of recent phenomena,
including those arising from different
forms of syncretism and hybridity that
are the result of the “meeting of cul-
tures.” Today it has become a matter
of rethinking the discipline’s object in
terms of the parameters and new is-
sues it is subject to.*

3. Traductology and interlec-
tal variation

Tackling the question of song-
objects allows us to observe different
objects named by multiple and vari-
ous lexemes. Lexical variation at the
heart of the song’s word family was the
subject of another work of mine pub-
lished in 2010 as Chanson, son histoire
et sa famille dans les dictionnaires de
langue francaise [Song: Its History
and Its Family in French-language
Dictionaries]. We have verified, for ex-
ample, chansonnier (noun and adjec-
tive), chansonner and chansonnette as
being the most frequent as well as an
entire series of more or less idiolexical
usages where the frequency has var-
ied over time. In this way, dictionary-
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type reading lends itself to a kind of
thematic reading style, organized in
a lexical and semantic field that in-
cludes an attempt at historicization,
one that retraces the path of words
and ideas.’ Unlike other kinds of lexi-
cal units, such as connectors, the study
of the sign song must be linked to the
evolution of the study of the genre,
considered both in terms of the sociol-
ogy of literature and culture, as well as
in terms of interpretive semantics and
as a “literary fact.”

The major French-language dic-
tionaries retain two significant vocal
practices that have defined French
chansonniere culture: (1) the modern
contemporary song, often character-
ized as satirical,® and (2) the medieval
lyric, which generally assumes the ex-
istence of troubadours and trouvéres.
We should mention in particular the
borrowing in some German works of
numerous terms from the lexical field
of chanson: chanson (at the beginning
of the 20" century), variétés, couplet,
etc.” and inversely the presence of the
word lied in French, which is very fre-
quent, as is the word songs in English
to refer to what are not actually songs
but rather lieder.

It should not be thought, however,
that the fate of the lexicon of chanson-
niére culture has left more marks in
French culture than in the cultures it
has influenced. A glance at the Diccio-
nari de la llengua Catalana published
by the Institut d’Estudis Catalans
(1995) provides us with an example of
the productive adaptability of words in
the cang¢é family in current usage in
Catalan (cang¢d, cangonaire, cangoner,
cangonerament, cangoneria, cangoneta,
cangonetista). This can be explained by
the fact that some of these have been

translated by using words from the
chanteur family as is the case in Ital-
ian. Note that in Italian one also finds
canzonettistico, which is the same as
the French adjective chansonnier and
which can be explained because the
word is both from the same grammati-
cal category and presents as well an
eloquent context in which one substi-
tutes for chansonnier the partitive ar-
ticle de la and the word chanson: “le
festival de la chanson.” Despite some
difficulties encountered in the com-
parison of chanson derivatives in oth-
er languages, it remains the case that
since the beginning of the 20 century
the lexicon has filtered out some de-
rived words that occasionally appear
in foreign language dictionaries as we
have seen above.

4. Types of variation

In terms of methodology, we have
noted the problem of the limitations of
a corpus; the problem of the homoge-
neity of the corpus (metalinguistic as
well as linguistic) is also obvious. The
problem of the heterogeneity of any
corpus is similar to that which one
finds in all survey work, particularly
when using an historical method that
attempts to retrace the collective mem-
ory of a specific time period and when
one is thus subject to the difficult task
of evaluating sources. There are three
types of heterogeneity to consider: (1)
stylistic heterogeneity (level of lan-
guage, literary type); (2) geographic
heterogeneity; and (3) diachronic het-
erogeneity. These are the three prin-
cipal variations (we will consider the
question of duration later on) that one
observes in the framework of chanson-
niére activity in the analysis of its dual
lineage, linguistic and musical. In this
area, the choice of an idiolect is always
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an imperfect response to the criterion
of homogeneity “since the language
or the writing of the speaker is neces-
sarily inscribed within duration: from
which all variations this idiolectal
diachrony derives.”® This observation
leads me to mention the problems re-
lated to the study of vocabulary of a
lost idiom. Geographic variation of vo-
cal practices has already given rise to
an entire group of works dating from
Romanticism until the present time, at
least in terms of what comes from the
oral tradition corpus. This has elicited
numerous hypotheses based on the
collective or individual origin of songs
from oral tradition. Obviously the site
of the inquiry is also a critical variable
to consider when editing a researcher’s
research records. Gregorian semiology,
very actively pursued at the Abbaye
de Solesmes, showed great interest
in the different versions of European
manuscripts copied, photographed,
and microfilmed at the time of corpus
research undertaken at the end of the
19t century. The selected version in
Gregorian chant is called the restitu-
tion whereas the corpus from the oral
tradition is called the critical version.
Nevertheless, it is often a question of a
line of dissemination or diffusion simi-
lar to the original, that is to say, that
musical notation is often posterior to
the practice of chanting.

5. On the constraints of study-
ing the vocabulary of a lost idiom

We have raised above the question
of diachronic variation. Consideration
of past periods of French language
both implies and justifies the existence
of a corpus but theoretically limits the
approach as well since knowledge does
not rest on linguistic competence but
rather on a purely abstract knowledge

of vocabulary. We know that the ten-
dency to evaluate a lexicon diachronic-
ally different from our own in the light
of our current linguistic competen-
cies’ carries hermeneutic unfairness
with it. In the study of collections of
ancient manuscripts, other problems
appear. For example, the dating of
ancient texts, in particular for texts
prior to the 15% century, remains ap-
proximate at times. And the dating of
digitized texts suggested by the Trésor
de la langue franc¢aise or by Frantext
is often inaccurate. For example, it is
necessary to refer to a diary entry to
avoid citing a later publication date.
Stylistic and geographic heterogeneity
also increase problems related to the
study of historically remote periods.
As far as song-objects themselves, hy-
bridities must now consider borrow-
ing from song-objects or from ancient
or lost vocal practices as is the case of
Loco Locass or Mes Aleux, who have
grafted fragments of songs by Madame
Bolduc, in that she is representative
of influences within traditional music
and the signed song.

6. Song—text or chant?

The problems previously dis-
cussed are primarily found in the
Middle Ages. It is sufficient to note
that the lexeme chansonnier in French
used to refer to a collection of songs
(1717) occurs much later than the ap-
pearance of the object itself to realize
that the vocabulary used to describe
the activity chansonniére is often in-
sufficient. It is often a problem of the
absence of available manuscripts for
describing the chansonniére activity of
the Middle Ages. Thus in studying the
Middle Ages, Zumthor shows caution
in his use of terminology, for example,
by making explicit that the use of the
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words medieval literature is unfair
since many works were circulating at
that time within a society of mixed
orality, that is to say where “the influ-
ence of the written remains external.”
In addition he asserts that “ ‘orality’ by
itself is an abstraction; only the voice is
concrete, only by listening to it can we
touch things.”*°

The absence of written evidence
in a context where above all else one
must consider a vocal piece as a liter-
ary fact poses a problem even after the
Renaissance. Conversely the absence
of evidence of vocalisation to charac-
terize a song-object is also constrain-
ing. For example, the title chanson
such as it appears in Canadian news-
papers during the last third of the 19%
century (in texts written by Adolphe
Marsais and Francois-Xavier Gar-
neau, for example), is derived from its
medieval use, /piece in verse destined
to be sung/ and /poetry/!! and used as
an umbrella term for a poetry of the
time, one imbued with subjectivity,
but for stylistic and technological rea-
sons has little to do with the song of
today. The poetry of the 19%* century
called or given the title of chanson,
has not always left evidence of vo-
calisation, of having been made into
song, if you will. Thus the generic use
of chanson in the 19* century is not
a new phenomenon, even though the
practice of naming non-vocalized po-
ems in this way was rather frequent
during that time. In the absence of a
score, it is the evidence of the voice,
the “indications of orality,”? or vocali-
sation, which, like deictics in an ut-
terance, will “show” the performance:
sur l'air de [to the tune of], sur un air
connu [to a well-known tune], sur un
air triste, rigolo [a sad, amusing tune],

bis [repeat], refrain or even indications
in the titles (complainte [lament]).'® If
one judges the lexicographical treat-
ment that certainly evokes the ambi-
guity of the song-object, not only is the
vocal destination of the poetic message
optional, but the oral transmission is
as well.™*

In concluding we must review.
Several methods of transformation,
such as rearranging or adaptation,
cause terminological problems, since
duration, subject, and formal con-
straints are some of the characteris-
tics that semantically ground chan-
sonnier phenomena. At the end of the
19* century if the text by itself can be
called a song or chanson, numerous
composers are also using the term to
refer to musical genres that in appear-
ance have nothing to do with sung po-
etry. In this case, the lexeme chanson
achieves the status of both hyperonym
and hyponym since its vocal character
becomes aleatory. Furthermore, in the
lexicon of the 16 and 17% centuries,
but also well before, chanson, accord-
ing to metalinguistic Latin sources I
have consulted (Albert Blaise, Alfred
Ernout and Antoine Meillet, etc.), a ge-
neric value. Thus for Robert Estienne
(1539) it was a question of, among oth-
er things, /canticum/ as well as a /car-
men/ while for Edmond Hugget in his
Dictionnaire de la langue francaise du
XVlIsiecle, it /could apply to everything
written in verse/ and for Randle Cot-
grave (1611) it constitutes an /ayre/, a
/ballade/, a /poéme/, a /discourse/, etc.
The meaning is restricted in Trevoux’s
dictionary, which gives only the lem-
mas cantilena, canticum, cantio, which
are usually consigned to Latin diction-
aries.
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7. Variation of duration in vo-
cal poetry

If the fact that a poem is not put to
music does not necessarily prevent it
from being considered a song, it is still
the case that according to lexicograph-
ical tradition one considers the status
of the song as supposedly being vocal-
ized. Another of the semantic features
inherent to the song-object is its brev-
ity. We must also note that the dura-
tion of a vocal poem is equally relative.
Even the dictionary definition describ-
ing the song as a short piece of verse
is not exempt from detailed commen-
tary. Notwithstanding the existence of
medieval laisses, the duration of vocal
pieces is also constrained by modern
technology. In this way the appearance
of 78 rpm and 33 rpm recordings fixed
the duration of the song from between
two-and-a-half to three minutes. It
would perhaps be unfair to limit the
explanation of the length/duration of a
song solely to the technical constraints
of sound recording since there are nu-
merous songs from the 19 century of
similar length. However, the advent
of the wax cylinder and certainly the
arrival of the 78 rpm record, contrib-
uted to the limitation of the length of
songs intended for recording to about
three minutes.’ The arrival of the 33
rpm record in 1948 changed nothing
about listening habits, which means
that songs continued to be recorded
at that length. The progressive rock
song of the 1970s Anglo-Saxon groups
like Yes (the group Harmonium could
be considered among the francophone
diaspora of the time) or Leo Ferré, in
a genre a bit marginal in terms of ra-
dio format, musically inspired by the
aesthetic of the beginning of the 20t
century, produced relatively long texts

that underwent sweetenings and plu-
ral readings (indeed different inter-
pretations) because interpreters short-
ened the text according to their tastes,
their needs, or the ideology they were
championing.'® At least this was the
way of doing things used by certain
amateur French Canadian ethnolo-
gists, known for their sweetening of
chansonnier texts from oral tradition
(in particular Abbé Francois-Xavier
Burque and Abbé Charles-Emile Gad-
bois).

Moreover, the duration of the
song was not always limited to needs
imposed by the record industry. It is
the case of lyrical laisses of the Middle
Ages that we have mentioned, whose
long strophes underwent revision and
alteration, giving them a great ampli-
fication (the procedure of grafting)'” ,
particularly at the end of the 12% cen-
tury'®. Jean-Marcel Paquette argues
that in the wake of “the adaptation in
prose (14%, 15t 16%, and 17% centu-
ries), given the fact of the elimination
of the laisse, [such adaptations] can
no longer carry the name of chanson
de geste.” He adds that one sometimes
gives them the name of épopée (epic)
[this is the term used for them by Jean-
Baptiste Weckerlin]'® and takes care
to clarify that “the adjective épique can
serve, nonetheless, to describe certain
characteristics common to the entire
genre. Thus La Prise d’Orange or La
Chevalerie Vivien [c. 1180] clearly pos-
sess epic features but should not for all
that be considered epics.”?°

8. Conclusion

In examining the poetic quality
and the musicality of the song’s com-
ponents, we need to consider the prob-
lem of dual lineage in a new light. Paul
Wycznski emphasizes: “There is music
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in the poems of Verlaine and Mal-
larme, just as there is poetry in the so-
natas of Beethoven and the nocturnes
of Chopin.”?! A little later he adds: “To
surprise music in poems means to sur-
prise within them the extensive cre-
ative power in which a verbal segment
parts ways with articulations that
belong to social language in order to
join with the elan and suggestiveness
of music.”?? It is certainly a Verlainian
poetic feeling that springs forth from
the famous line that we must invoke
here, “Music above all else,”?® which be-
came the motto of many Symbolist po-
ets. Wyczynski devotes an essay to the
musicality of Emile Nelligan’s poetry
in which both phonetic characteristics
and themes are manifestations of the
musicality of the text, what Eustaches
Deschamps calls this “natural music.”
Some poems have been the subject of
oral readings during which the texts
are spoken against a background
sound of violin or piano, according to
Nelligan’s tastes. In the case where
one “adds music to poetry,”?* in the
words of Hugo, we must consider the
song-object as doubly musical, both in
the musicality of the verbal phrase as
well as in the presence of the musical
component itself. During a discussion
on French poetry in Balzac’s novel,
Les Illusions perdues, Adrien says that
“the song proves that our language is
very musical.”?®

Notwithstanding the eclectic di-
mension organizing the song-object
into a sung whole, we must not forget
that vocal practices today are affected
more than ever by time, by the infra-
structure that distributes them, and
by foreign cultures. To time, space,
and duration are added variables
linked to the support of distribution,

the musical capacities of the composer
and the writer, the musical competen-
cies of the performers, who at times
are more subjected to the text than to
learning the oral tradition of a specific
period. In summary, the song-object is
assessed, organized and interpreted in
multiple ways.

ENDNOTES

1 See Heike Hiilzer, 1993, p. [131]-151. Nick-
ees explains the phenomenon in these terms:
“It can happen that the noun remains the
same even though the reality to which it re-
fers has changed” (Vincent Nickees 1998: p.
107). I have explained in an article on hyper-
terminotique (2000) why the use of the word
reality does not seem appropriate here.

2 We refer here to the distinction made by
Frangois Gaudin between signifié and con-
cept, which is further discussed in Myriam
Bouveret, 1966: p. 261.

3 See in particular his interview with Véro-
nique Mortaigne published in Le Monde, 30
September 1997, cited by Laurent Aubert,
2009 and 2011: p. 88.

4 Laurent Aubert, 2009.

5 See André Collinot and Francine Maziére,
1997: p. [1].

6  A. Della Corte and G.M. Gatti, 1952: p. 121.

7  See Wolfgang Victor Rutkowski in R. Escar-
pit, 1984: p. 234.

8 G. Kleiber, 1978: p. 67.

See G. Kleiber, 1978: p. 74.

10 Initalics in the original text. See P. Zumthor,
1987b): p. 9.

11 See s.v. chanson in DHLF, p. 388.

12 Zumthor, 1987b): p. 37.

13 See Maurice Lemire, 1991: p. 338.

14 The consultation of several Catalan diction-
aries shows on the contrary that the com-
position in verse is meant to be sung: see
[Societat de Catalans], 1839; Pompeu Fabra,
1974: p. 312.

15 See P. Zumthor, 1987a): p. 14.

16 See Francgois-Xavier Burque, 1907: p. 2.

17 Conrad Laforte points out that it is a ques-
tion of the soldering of two songs to form one
(1981): p. [11]).

18 Zumthor, 2000: p. 546.

19 1886: p. III.

20 In Robert Escarpit, 1984: p. 263.

21 1971:p. 10.

22 P. Wyczynski, 1971: p. 14.

©
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23 From “L’Art poétique” (1874) in the collec-
tion Jadis et nagueére (1884).

24 This oft-cited phrase originated, according to
Hugo specialists, probably from one of Hu-
go’s critics rather than from Hugo himself.

25 1837 in 1843: p. 202.
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