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MUSIC 1

Daniel EricourtIvory Classics 73006 Disc 3, Track 15

In at: 1’39
Fade to: 2’22

43”

Debussy’s number one hit, Clair de lune  – it’s an extraordinary thing that it lay unplayed and unpublished for 15 years. It’s part of the  Suite bergamasque – and in 1890, when Debussy composed it, Bergamo conjured up a particular sort of commedia dell’arte – that very French version that we know from the poems of Albert Giraud, Jules Laforgue, and, above, Paul Verlaine – a world of silverpoint regret and pastel passions. By 1905, when the suite at last reached the public, Debussy’s style had changed, and so he insisted that the date 1890 be prominently displayed on the title page.

Very few people would be able to whistle a Debussy tune – his mature style doesn’t depend on them. But in 1890 he was still experimenting, and there’s a very subtle question here of what’s a mere arabesque, what’s a, shaving, off a chord, and what is actually a tune. It’s a question that can trip pianists up.


47”

MUSIC 2.

Samson FrançoisEMI CDC7473742 Disc 3, Track 10

In: Top
Out: quick at 52”
1’37

That’s Samson François, with whom I share a teacher, Yvonne Lefebure. Recorded for EMI in that exciting year 1968, shortly before his early death from a heart-attack while actually on the concert platform, after a famously rackety life. Alfred Cortot tried to teach him, but couldn’t bear it. Debussy marks his Prelude Moderato (tempo rubato). Pianists vary quite widely in their idea of what that might mean.

Here’s Pascal Rogé’s first recording, back in 1977.
1’20

MUSIC 3.

Pascal RogéDECCA 4430212 Disc 1, Track 1

In: Top
Fade to: 30”
2’07

Pascal Rogé on Decca. Delicate, and not very moderato at all, you might think – his 2005 recording lengthens it by 20 per cent. Perhaps there’s more to the music than that. Jean-Yves Thibaudet treats the semiquavers less as an arabesque, more like a melody. You’ll hear him stress the higher notes.
1’40

MUSIC 4.

Jean-Yves ThibaudetDECCA 460 247-2 Disc 2, Track 1

In: top

Fade to: 30”
2’37

Thibaudet, also on Decca. Good at tunes.

Hawken Austbo knows that tunes can be shaped according to the harmony. So the first note of the tune proper – that G over an F major chord, has the value of a soft discord. 2’

MUSIC 5

Hakon AustboSimax PSC 1297 Track 7

In: top

Fade to: 27”
3’04

Hawken Austbo on Simax in 2006.

Speaking for myself, I quite like a hint of ‘Strangers in the night’ about the melody.

2’05

MUSIC 6

François-Joel ThiollierNAXOS 8.553290 Track 1

In: top

Fade to: 32”
3’36

François-Joel Thiollier on Naxos in 1994. Unfortunately the humidity in that bathroom they’re recording in seems to have put the piano rather badly out of tune.
Now comes a contrasting section, with elusive phrasing. Walter Gieseking used to say that he packed so much into his life by never practising. Used to learn his pieces on the train. His reputation as a Debussy player remains a mystery to me. Don’t all write at once! A nice enough sound, but where’s the shape? Start your metronomes now.

2’40

MUSIC 7

Walter GiesekingEMI CHS5658552 Disc 4, Track 1

In: 47”

Out: 1’19
4’08

Walter Gieseking back in 1953, on EMI. There’s also a 1956 BBC Legends recording, where you can hear the same thing with wrong notes.

Jean-Efflaim Bavouzet – all these double-barrelled pianists! – shapes the phrases, but then gets almost embarrassed about it.


2’56

MUSIC 8

Jean-Efflam BavouzetCHANDOS CHAN10467 Track 2

In: 50”

Fade to 1’37
5’03

Jean-Efflaim Bavouzet on Chandos, a very recent recording – 2008.

Richter knows how to make those phrases work.

MUSIC 9

Sviatoslav RichterMELODIYA MEL 10 01622 Track 1

Fade In to: 1’44


Fade out to: 2’21 5’40

Sviatoslav Richter during the Coughing Season of 1979, which in Moscow clearly extended into June. Lovely Melodiya recording.

Now here’s a new idea in the music, played here by a pianist who’s entirely new to me – Daniel Ericourt. He turned pages for Debussy at the premiere of the Cello Sonata, toured with Georges Enesco and Isadora Duncan, emigrated to America in 1926, played till he was 92, and died in 1998 at the age of 95. This is a complete boxed set, originally recorded in New York in the early sixties, and re-issued as a centenary tribute by the University of North Carolina at Greensboro School of Music, where Ericourt was Artist-in-Residence.

3’45

MUSIC 10

Daniel EricourtIvory Classics 73006 Disc 3, Track 13

In: 1’58

Fade to: 2’33

6’15

Daniel Ericourt on Ivory Classics.

In that last section, Jean-Yves Thibaudet finds a use for the middle pedal of a grand piano. This was a device that Debussy never knew, however, and Thibaudet merely dilutes the harmony where he thought to clarify the textures.

4’02

MUSIC 11

Jean-Yves ThibaudetDECCA 460 247-2 Disc 2, Track 1

In: 2’27

Fade to: 2’52
6’40

Quite a lot of the note writers explain that a suite with a prelude and some dances was a Baroque idea, and a few talk about rustic Bergamots of the Middle Ages. What any of this might have to do with Debussy’s fin de siècle aesthetic is not quite clear. But perhaps it was some such thought that led Tamas Vasary, in his very enjoyable 1970 Brilliant recording – that’s his ‘very enjoyable recording’ ‘on the, Brilliant label’ – to play a very ‘proper’ Baroque upper-note trill.

4’33

MUSIC 12

Tamas VasaryBrilliant Classics 93900 CD 4, T1

In: 2’47

Out: end (3’57)
7’50

Now, Debussy pedal marks are like hens’ teeth. At the very beginning of the Prelude he writes quavers, starting in the bass – and most pianists pedal-these-quavers-on, for a bar and a half, or even two bars. It’s their ears that tell them to do this, along with their own personal way of understanding harmony. We’ve heard that opening music so far from six pianists, and they’ve all pedalled it. But listen to this.

4’58

MUSIC 13

Jean-Louis Haguenauer
MERIDIAN CDE 84379 Track 16

In: top

Out: 15”
8’05

That’s Jean-Louis Haguenauer, on Meridian in 1998. He’s convinced that Debussy’s pedalling can be deduced from whether he writes long notes in the bass or not. Most people think Debussy wasn’t that systematic, but the idea can be made to work better than that. Daniel Ericourt doesn’t pedal through, for instance, and neither does Monique Haas.

5’16

MUSIC 14

Monique HaasERATO 2564 69967-2 Disc 1 Track 10

In: 3’07

Fade to: 3’27
8’25

Monique Haas on Erato in 1972. I found myself getting a bit weary of her famously firm fingers.

5’30/8’25

The second movement is a Minuet. Another tune, shared between the thumbs.

MUSIC 15

Michel BeroffEMI CZS5741222 CD 2. Track 12

In: top

Fade to: 42”

Michel Beroff back in the 70s, on EMI.

Some try it without their dancing shoes.
12”

MUSIC 16

Klara KormendiNAXOS 8.550253 Track 2

In: 28”

Fade to: 1’
1’14 

Klara Kormendi in Budapest in 1988, another one from Naxos.

Richter shows us the benefits of having your fingers work better than most. Very unfortunate that his other recording, on Orfeo, should demonstrate that in 1977 the Salzburg Coughing Season lasted till August.

30”

MUSIC 17

Sviatoslav RichterORFEO C 491 981B Track 8

In: 19”

Fade to: 1’08
2’05

Now, remember that bass line at the end there. (Sing it.)

Several of the recordings are ruined by silly misreadings. Alexis Weissenberg misreads a G for an F in that bass line, and plays nonsense twice in quick succession.
45”

MUSIC 18

Alexis WeissenbergDG4455472 Track 6

In: 43”

Fade out to: 1’12
2’35

Alexis Weissenberg getting it wrong for Deutsche Grammophon. But that’s far from the worst misreading.

In the fourth bar of the first piece, for instance, Peter Rösel plays a dominant 7th instead of that subtle minor chord – that’s to say, he reads the semibreve A as a B flat, which makes you lose a lot of confidence in him, and his producer. Unless – for it was recorded for Edel in Dresden in 1980 – it was some sort of coded message being smuggled out to the West.

We got a 1902 Bluthner Piano smuggled out to the West, anyhow, and here’s Alain Planes to show off its patent aliquot stringing – that’s an extra set of strings not struck by the hammers, but just resonating in sympathy. Makes a beautiful bell-like effect – I think!


1’25

MUSIC 19

Alain PlanesHARMONIA MUNDI HMC901893 Track 2

In: 1’15
Out: 2’05 or 2’32 
3’52

Alain Planes on an old piano, to make a change from his work with Boulez at IRCAM.

Debussy’s just popping in one good idea after another here. The way they balance, the way they manipulate time to proceed one from another, is locked into Debussy’s musical instinct. Our reaction to a performance will depend on how the pianist mediates Debussy’s instincts to our instincts: and so of course, opinions will vary. I wonder what you’ll think of Aldo Ciccolini – not to mention his piano tuner. Here they are, on EMI.

1’50

MUSIC 20

Aldo CiccoliniEMI 7243 5 73813 2 1 Disc 5. Track 2

In: 2’32

Fade to: 3’50 – no later 
5’10

French sheet music used to be famous for three things – it appeared to be printed on toilet paper, it was very expensive, and it was invariably full of misprints. Some of the misprints in the Suite bergamasque I haven’t been bothering you with, though you may have noticed a few different notes from time to time.

That chord at the end there, though, is a more interesting matter. The key signature is three sharps, so strictly speaking, the G written in the bass should be a G sharp. Then Debussy prints a natural in front of the F in the right hand. Ciccolini played exactly that, as do 16 others of the CDs I’ve sampled. Now, the next time that low bass G appears, a couple of bars later, Debussy puts a sharp in front of it. But it’s already a sharp, and so the suspicion enters some minds that perhaps he meant to put a natural in front of the low G in the bar with an F natural. Then, this new G sharp might need an actual sharp to remind you – a precautionary accidental, they call it. 6 out of 25 CDs make that decision, and that’s how I play it myself. Here’s Alain Planes to play it.
2’53

MUSIC 21

Alain PlanesHARMONIA MUNDI HMC901893 Track 2

In: 2’57
Out: end (4’08)
6’20

The great Debussy scholar, and pianist, Roy Howat, interprets the evidence differently. He thinks both the Gs are sharp, and the F natural is a solitary, unmotivated, mistake. Can’t see it myself, but Jean-Efflaim Bavouzet’s recording is recent enough to have bought Roy’s edition. It sounds like this.

MUSIC 22

Jean-Efflam BavouzetCHANDOS CHAN10467 Track 3

Fade in from 3’03
Fade out to: 3’23
6’40

Well, you pays your money … Roy Howat very properly draws our attention to the issues in the preface to his edition.
3’25

So far: 5’30, 8’30/3’30, 6’40 – 9’ speech, 15’10 music, 24’10 in total.

Now, the famous one. Clair de lune really sounds like Debussy! Melody is harmony, and vice versa. Let’s hear Roy Howat, playing a piano made and maintained by Wayne Stuart, in Australia.

10”

MUSIC 23

Roy HowatTall Poppies 165 Track 12

In: Opening

Out: 55”

Roy Howat on the Tall Poppies label. There’s an extraordinary detail of notation in the first bar. We’re in 9/8 – that’s to say, three groups of three quavers, 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9. Now, the first two notes seem as if they might be tum- taa – taa – but in fact, they fall on the second and third quavers, and the beat you might be expecting on the fourth quaver is just a tied note. So, if I clap the beats, you’ll see that the actual notes have little coincidence with them. Clap How the pianist is to convey this without clapping is a puzzle. Sviatoslav Richter manages it all right!


58”

MUSIC 24

Sviatoslav RichterMELODIYA MEL 10 01622 Track 3

In: top

Fade to: 2’46
3’40

Richter sublimely ignoring all the stern warnings that it’s only Andante. But the coughing almost stopped, didn’t it?

You’ve probably noticed by now that one of Debussy’s habits is to repeat bars – he did it just at the end there. You can choose to show the repetitions, or to disguise them – you can say exactly the same about Elgar’s habitual melodic sequences – from just the same time, of course. Pascal Rogé, in his lovely 2005 recording, chooses to make the dualities very clear.

1’30

MUSIC 25

Pascal RogéONYX 4018 Track 14

In: 2’11

Fade to: 2’50

4’20

Daniel Ericourt, on the other hand, disguises many of the dualities as unified phrases. I prefer that – but see what you think.

1’42

MUSIC 26

Daniel EricourtIvory Classics 73006 Disc 3, Track 15

In: 1’52
Fade to 2’52: 
5’20

Maurice Dumesnil published some reminiscences of a coaching session with Debussy on Clair de lune . Debussy was keen to point out the significance of the C flat that comes in like a ‘tender and sad regret’ when the opening, becomes the ending. But, before that, even more lovely, and even cleverer, is the way that, when the idea does come back, Debussy no longer lets it pretend to be a major chord, but gently adds one more note to spell out the fact that it’s an F minor chord this time. Here’s Alain Planes once more, with the sort of 1902 resonances that Debussy might have known.

26” – 2’10

MUSIC 27

Alain PlanesHARMONIA MUNDI HMC901893 Track 3 I think!

In: 2’31
Out: end (4’36)
7’25

So far: 5’30, 8’30/3’30, 6’40/2’10, 7’25 – 11’10 speech, 22’35 music, 33’45 in total.

Just in case any piano teachers listening have the same arguments with their students that I do, yes, it is the case that Debussy splits his arpeggio marks between the hands, but no, that doesn’t mean that you start the arpeggios simultaneously in each hand. All the pianists we’ve heard make one continuous arpeggio across both hands, every time!

Remember Jean-Louis Haguenauer and his pedalling? Theodore Paraskivesco also tries to deduce pedalling from Debussy’s notation of rests. It leads to some very odd holes at the end of Clair de lune.

MUSIC 28

Theodore ParaskivescoCalliope 9833 Track 9

In: 3’44
Out: 4’23

Theodore Paraskivesco on a Bösendorfer, with a too-twitchy right foot. That Calliope recording, for all its Diapason d’or, goes into the pile on my left, which includes an uncharacteristically prosaic Michel Beroff, the out-of-tune Thiollier and Ciccolini, the pedantic – ha – Haguenauer, the boisterous Samson François, as well as some fine recordings like those of Austbo, Bavouzet and Rogé. But they can’t all win, can they?

50”So far: 5’30, 8’30/3’30, 6’40/2’10, 7’25/50”, 40” – 12’ speech, 23’15 music, 35’15 in total.

The last piece, a Passepied that was going to be called a Pavane, is again, a tune. Thibaudet is good at tunes.

MUSIC 29

Jean-Yves ThibaudetDECCA 460 247-2 Disc 2, Track 4

In: top

Fade to: 43”

Tamas Vasary falls unexpectedly at this fence, but, as with the late Dick Francis, it’s his horse’s fault. His editor has snipped off the very first note.

One of the things I especially like about Richter is that he played the Suite for real in concerts, not just as part of a boxed set.

MUSIC 30

Sviatoslav RichterMELODIYA MEL 10 01622 Track 4

In: 29”

Fade to 1’29

2’12

But that waking-up the audience ploy, very effective live, might get a bit wearing. And there are a few splashes that didn’t matter at the show, but…

I’m very impressed by this boxed set from Daniel Ericourt. The happy coincidence that he turned pages for Debussy, and accompanied the violinist Georges Enesco reminds me of a marvellous story. Enesco’s bank manager asked him to teach his son the violin, and Enesco was not in a position to refuse. After a while, the banker suggested that his son should give a recital, and booked the Salle Gaveau. Who should accompany? Anxious to limit the damage, Enesco said that he would. Come the evening, he realized he needed a page turner, so he popped out into the foyer, and who should be there but Alfred Cortot, come to hear his friend Georges play the piano for once. Next morning, the review of the concert read: ‘There was a strange concert at the Salle Gaveau last night. The man who should have played the violin, played the piano; the man who should have played the piano turned the pages; and the man-who-should-have-turned-the-pages played the violin.’

I’ve dipped into the other CDs of Ericourt’s boxed set, and it’s all really interesting. Listen to the countermelodies he finds – and I love the way he links sections together.

MUSIC 31

Daniel EricourtIvory Classics 73006 Disc 3, Track 16

In: 1’30

Out: 2’30
3’12

Splendid poise on the third note of the return of the tune – ta- ta---taa.

But I’ve enjoyed Alain Planes very much too, on his Bluthner.
55”

MUSIC 32

Alain PlanesHARMONIA MUNDI HMC901893 Track 4

In: 1’08

Fade to: 2’18
4’22

So who are my winners?

If you like great pianism, warts and all, then Richter’s Moscow Melodiya is the one. If you enjoy the plaintive resonance of the pianos of a hundred years ago, allied to a beautiful sense of line and timing, then it’s Alain Planes on Harmonia Mundi. He has the virtue of correcting the misprints my way! Daniel Ericourt, on the other hand, doesn’t even pedal the opening like I think he should, and yet I’ve been listening to his recording again and again. I love the idea that this fragment of the French tradition, for which I have such affection and respect, was preserved in American aspic : and I salute the University of North Carolina for letting us all share it on the Ivory Classics label.

The clinching argument is Ericourt’s ending. What he dares to do with the triplet crotchets is only surpassed by the final appearance of the tune, where the B becomes a B sharp. Amazing!

1’45

MUSIC 33

Daniel Ericourt

Ivory Classics 73006 Disc 3, Track 16

In: 2’47

Out: End (3’33)

5’10

5’30, 8’30/3’30, 6’40/2’10, 7’25/50”, 40”/1’45, 5’10 – 13’45 speech, 28’25 music, 42’10 in total.

BTW, I have no info on pricing.
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