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Introduction

Oral musical traditions in France, vocal and instrumental, possess infinite
wealth and diversity, not least because France is a multicultural and
multilingual country. In several regions on the periphery – Brittany in
the north-west, a Flemish region in the north-east, Alsace in the east, a
southern region that is variously Mediterranean, Catalonia, Occitania,
Basque country and Corsica – people mostly did not speak French before
the twentieth century. Like languages and dialects, traditional music is
usually defined according to regions. This leads to extraordinary diversity
as, for example, in southern France, where thirteen different types of
bagpipe have been identified, six of them still in use. One should also
note that from the 1789 Revolution, France was committed to a major
unifying programme that affected all provinces and their cultures; part of
this involved the imposition of the universal use of the French language
and new republican culture. The intellectual and political centralism that
ensued for long decades eventually trumped the diversity and vitality of
traditional music, at least until the folk revival revitalised ancient practices
late in the twentieth century. This situation helps to explain why French
traditional music has been less highly prized than some of its European
and non-European counterparts, in spite of its current importance.

With an extensive national campaign of collecting in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, academic and institutional research under the
auspices of major museums and national organisations in the twentieth and
a major folk revival from the end of the 1960s, traditional music is now
strongly supported. Today it is easy to learn traditional music or dance
at associations and schools of music, to practise traditional dances at the
many traditional balls and to hear numerous traditional regional groups,
French and foreign, in concert halls and at national and international
festivals (e.g. the Festival Interceltique in Lorient, Brittany, and Rencontres
Internationales de Luthiers et Maîtres Sonneurs in Saint-Chartier, Indre).
Finally, new research, bibliographies and above all recordings now proliferate.

Long before folk music and instruments started to be collected, traces of
popular music, especially rural, appear in French art. Many of Watteau’s[245]
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pastoral paintings depict traditional musical instruments played by aristo-
crats and mythical characters, notably shepherds. An instrument inspired
by traditional instruments enjoyed great popularity in the French court and
society at large in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It was the
bellows-blown musette – a sophisticated instrument lavishly finished in
wood and ivory that is thought to have been developed in the sixteenth
century. Literature (travelogues, novels, etc.) periodically describes tradi-
tional music-making, often with remarkable precision. In the nineteenth
century, in Les maîtres sonneurs (‘The master pipers’, 1853), George Sand
described the performance of Bourbonnais and Berry bagpipes by local
popular musicians. Finally, in a number of works of the Romantic or post-
Romantic period, it is possible to hear traditional tunes, as in Camille Saint-
Saëns’s Rhapsodie d’Auvergne (1884), Vincent d’Indy’s Symphonie sur un

chant montagnard français (Symphonie cévenole, 1886) and Joseph-Guy
Ropartz’s Dimanche breton (1893). These examples notwithstanding, fav-
oured sources of inspiration for French composers of the time tended to be
more exotic: they included Spanish and oriental influences.

Instrumental music

Overview

Apart from isolated cases, like the folklorist Félix Arnaudin (1844–1921) from
Gascony, nineteenth- and early twentieth-century collectors were only mar-
ginally interested in musical instruments and repertoires. Song alone mat-
tered. Only in the 1910s did Ferdinand Brunot (1860–1938), a grammarian
and philologist, begin occasionally collecting the hurdy-gurdies and bagpipes
in the Berry region. These early collections were complemented some decades
later by Claudie Marcel-Dubois (1913–89) with much more systematic
research. However, she concentrated mainly on ritual instruments like the
crécelle (ratchet), the hautbois d’écorce (‘bark-oboe’) and the spinning friction
drum (toulouhou) from the central Pyrenees used for charivari (a mock
serenade also called ‘rough music’). It was the wave of collecting of the
1970s that brought to light an instrumentarium of previously unsuspected
richness, even though the results of this exhumation must be put in propor-
tion: the research in question was often conducted on dubious methodolog-
ical grounds, as certain areas were disregarded simply because they had never
previously been investigated. Similarly, for reasons pertaining to the process
of constructing regional cultural identities, some instruments were favoured
by the folk revival, to the detriment of others.

Traditional French instruments have a heterogeneous status with
respect to the separation of oral and written traditions. Whereas their
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use and repertoires are found in the oral, predominantly rural sphere, the
Spanish part of Catalonia and then its French counterpart produced an
important written repertoire for its tenora and tible oboes, which were
essential components of the cobla, a traditional music ensemble of
Catalonia. Provence underwent an identical process with the galoubet-

tambourin, a pair of instruments played by one musician (one hand plays
a flute, the other a type of drum, the tambour-bourdon). What makes
this phenomenon stand out is the fact that it was documented both in
Provence and in Paris, with composers like Joseph-Noël Carbonel
(1741–1804) and Jean-Joseph Châteauminois (1744–1815). A new reper-
toire for the galoubet-tambourin was created, made up of specific types of
works (contredanses andmenuets) and transcriptions (extracts from opera
and comic opera). This written tradition modified practice surrounding
this dual instrument profoundly, undermining its oral, vernacular usage.
Both developments affecting the Catalan cobla and galoubet in Provence
took place in an urban setting and involved the moneyed classes of those
societies (industrial bourgeoisie in Catalonia and urban aristocracy in
Provence).

Bagpipes

A brief inventory of the main instrumental traditions in France reveals
the important role played by bagpipes. In Brittany, apart from the great
Scottish bagpipes adopted only recently, the typical bagpipe is the
binioù-kozh (‘old bagpipe’), formed by a small, high-pitched chanter,
which plays an octave higher than the bombarde (oboe), and a cylindri-
cal, single-reed drone resting on the musician’s shoulder. The regions of
Nantes, Guérande and Vendée also have a version of the bagpipe
known as the veuze. Like the binioù-kozh it is made of a conical chanter
with a double reed and a cylindrical, single-reed drone, which rests on
the player’s shoulder.1 Other French bagpipes are to be found in
Bresse, Berry2 and Bourbonnais, where we find a large, pewter-encrusted,
superbly decorated instrument with a conical chanter, a parallel drone and a
larger drone placed on the shoulder.3 In the Limousin, mouth-blown
bagpipes called the chabreta (literally ‘small goat’) possess a conical chanter,
two cylindrical drones, one parallel to the chanter and the other transverse,
pressed to the player’s forearm.4 Its composition and appearance remind
one more of Baroque concert instruments than of French traditional
bagpipes.

The cabreta, a native of the Auvergne and Rouergue, has only a single
drone parallel to the chanter, but since the nineteenth century a bellows has
supplied the air. It is also noteworthy that in the Auvergne several bagpipes
named after their inventors (Béchonnet, Lardy, Chaput, Stormont) remained
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at the prototype stage or were manufactured in limited numbers; this was
nevertheless all it took to grant some of them the status of regional instru-
ments. Suchwas the fate of the Béchonnet bagpipes, of which fifty-nine copies
have been documented. In addition to a chanter they possess three drones of
unequal length and a bag supplied with air by means of a bellows. The
boha (from the verb ‘bohar’, to breathe), found in the Landes of Gascony,
is unique in Western Europe as it is composed of a chanter and drone
bored into a common rectangular body, which makes it similar to Eastern
European bagpipes (Figure 12.1).5 In Languedoc we find the voluminous
bodega made of an entire goat’s skin, with a long chanter and large drone
resting on the musician’s shoulder (Figure 12.2).

Oboes and clarinets

In regions where we find bagpipes, numerous oboe traditions also flour-
ished. The instrument, of varying shapes, can be made in one or two
sections, or three in the larger instruments. French oboes possess six to
seven finger holes, generally located on the front of the body, and are
without keys, except for the Breton bombarde and the Sète oboe (from

Figure 12.1 Jeanty Benquet (1870–1957), boha player, in Bazas (Gironde, Gascony),
photographed in 1937
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Languedoc). As a general rule, these oboes are neither chromatic nor
tempered; their production seems to have been frozen in time, despite
two centuries of potential modernisation. The bombarde in Brittany
figures among the main traditional French oboes.6 It is sometimes
known locally as the talabard, which denotes a small oboe in two sections.
In its modern form it is chromatic with keys (Figure 12.3).7

In Bigorre, Gascony Pyrenees, the principal oboes are the clarin, a
small instrument in a single section (Figure 12.4), and the claron, a

Figure 12.2 Pierre Aussenac (1878–1945), bodega player
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large, three-section instrument. In Couserans (Gascony Pyrenees) we
find the aboès, and in Languedoc the grailes,8 which, like the aboès, are
large, three-section instruments measuring around fifty centimetres,
devoid of keys.

Arnaudin describes themanufacture of a tchalemine or ‘crude oboe’ in the
Landes of Gascony. This instrument’s body, according to his account, com-
prised ‘a tube made of alder, willow, or old pinewood, slightly cone-shaped,
approximately 30 centimetres long’.9 Marcel-Dubois observed the hautbois

Figure 12.3 Bombardes constructed by Jean-Pierre Jacob (1865–1919), a professional turner
from Lorient (Morbihan, Brittany). From left to right, the instruments are in A, B♭ and B
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d’écorce (bark-oboe), made with chestnut bark rolled into the shape of a
cornet; it is native to Vendée (west of France) and Bas-Comminges
(Gascony), though it is also found in other French and European regions.
It is used either as a kind of signalling instrument or for ritual purposes
(in charivari and on Good Friday). Traditionally, on Good Friday there
are ‘tumults’, which Marcel-Dubois described as ‘ceremonial rackets’.10

Men or sometimes young boys play noisy instruments made of wood
(clapper board, ratchets, etc.) or strike metal objects (cans, stoves, pans,
watering cans, etc.) with all their might. This acoustic evocation of the
death of Christ is part of a noisy treatment of death in European societies
over the past centuries in both funeral rituals and symbolic representations
of death.

It was customary to make small clarinets out of oat, wheat, barley hay
and elder wood. They were generically called chalemies; animal horns were
added to them as bells, as in the case of the caremera in Gascony. In
addition to being played by children and shepherds, these instruments
could be used to teach music to people from humble social backgrounds.
One should add that the clarinet, particularly the thirteen-key version
found in the Breton musical tradition (where it is known as treujeun gaol,

Figure 12.4 Marc Culouscou de Gèdre (High Pyrenees) plays the clarin
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the ‘cabbage’s foot’), and in some other regions, sometimes substituted for
the traditional oboe, as in Couserans.

Flutes

The most notable flute traditions are those of the fifer (pifre in Occitan) and
of flutes played with one hand, accompanied by a drum drone (membra-
nophone or chordophone), like the galoubet-tambourin. The fifer is a
small transverse flute with no keys (or with a single key called ‘de
Rippert’), which has been played in Western Europe since the end of the
fifteenth century. For a long time it was used by the military or paramilitary,
before being adopted by the urban and later rural male youth for conscrip-
tion rites and carnivals (like the boeuf-gras – ‘fattened ox’ – in Bazas,
Gascony). Today the fifer is to be found in French Flanders, Bazadais,
Quercy, Languedoc, Provence and the environs of Nice.

Flutes intended to be played with one hand are documented in three
regions. The first is the Basque country, with its txirula in the Soule
province and the txistu in the areas closer to the coast. The second region
is Provence, where the galoubet or flûtet has the status of a typical regional
instrument. It can have variable length and tuning, and is played with the
accompaniment of a long, cylindrical drum (see Figure 12.5). The third
region is Gascony, where this type of flute is known as flahuta, both in the
mountainous area (Béarn) and in the plains. It is tuned in A in Béarn and

Figure 12.5 Group of tambourinaires (galoubet-tambourin players) in Provence: one musician is
playing a pair of small drums attached to his belt
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in C in the plains, and is accompanied by a stringed tamburin, the
so-called ttun-ttun (a zither with six strings, tuned to either the tonic or
the dominant of the flute).

Violins and hurdy-gurdies

France does not have a lute tradition, if one excludes Corsica and certain
traditions brought in by immigrants. Harps and lyres are absent too,
except for the ‘Celtic’ harp of Brittany, whose tradition was invented
recently. In the Vosges we find the épinette (a small zither played by
plucking the strings), and in Gascony the stringed tamburin, whose six
gut strings are struck with a cylindrical, leather-padded wooden stick.
Setting these exceptions aside, bowed string instruments feature above all
others in French musical traditions: they are the violin and the hurdy-
gurdy, whose strings are sounded via a revolving wooden wheel.

The violin enjoys a privileged position in Brittany, Poitou, Gascony,
Limousin, Auvergne and Dauphiné. It is sometimes made by the musician
himself, who uses local woods and often only rudimentary tools, ill
adapted to the purpose; paradoxically, the results are often masterpieces
of popular art. The hurdy-gurdy is, in a sense, a polyphonic instrument,
since its wheel can sound all its six strings at once. Four of these are
sounded as open strings (called gros bourdon, petit bourdon, mouche and
trompette), which allow the hurdy-gurdy to act as the main drone instru-
ment (along with bagpipes, with which it is often associated in central
France). It is found in a large variety of types and shapes: its body can be
rounded, like a lute’s, flat, or 8-shaped, like a guitar’s. The instruments
are often highly decorated with wooden inlays, painted decorations and
a sculpted head. In these examples, the makers are frequently famous
craftsmen of the nineteenth century, such as Pajot, Pimpard and Nigout
in Jenzat (Auvergne). But when the players make the instruments them-
selves they can also have an unrefined appearance. The hurdy-gurdy is
associated with the Savoy region (pedlars and chimney sweeps from
this region are often depicted with a hurdy-gurdy), the area south of the
Alps, all of central France (Limousin, Auvergne, Berry and Bourbonnais)
and Brittany and Gascony.

Drums

There are numerous percussion instruments, many of which are generic
in character and therefore not extensively studied. Some are worth
mentioning on account of their extensive use and distinctiveness. The
drum used universally in the accompaniment of fifre orchestras, oboes
and various open-air musical performances is the tambour, known as
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bachas in Provence. No drum is struck with the naked hand in France:
all are played with one or two sticks. The use of the drum is documented
well before its employment in military music in the late eighteenth
century and nineteenth century. It was extensively employed in proces-
sional urban music of the seventeenth century, and it has sometimes been
used unaccompanied as a dance instrument, especially in rural areas.

Space dictates that the foregoing instrumental inventory omits many
instruments, including some that have played an essential role in certain
ritual and pastoral contexts, as well as in children’s music.

Ensembles

In the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, there was a collec-
tive instrumental practice perpetuated by ménétriers (literally ‘minstrels’,
in fact early popular musicians), semi-professional instrumentalists in
rural areas and smaller towns and professionals in the larger ones, where
they were organised in guilds. As poly-instrumentalists, they formed
‘bands’ or wandering orchestras that varied according to circumstance.
They were made up of violins or oboes of different sizes and registers, and
were systematically polyphonic. This tradition was largely defunct by the
eighteenth century.11 Nevertheless, despite a decline in the status of this
kind of music during the nineteenth century, certain orchestra-type ensem-
bles have appeared in some regions.

In Brittany, the binioù-kozh (bagpipes) and bombarde (oboe) constitute
the most representative regional ensemble. Since the 1950s and 1960s
Brittany has also adopted the bagad, inspired by Irish and Scottish pipe
bands; it is made up of binioùs, bombardes and drums.12 In Paris, among
the community of Auvergne immigrants, the cabreta bagpipes united with
the accordion around 1905–6. This union is attributed to Antoine Bouscatel, a
famous player of the cabreta born in 1867, and Charles Peguri, a Frenchman
of Italian origin born in 1879. This encounter is said to havemarked the birth
of the musette genre, one of the most significant in French popular dance
music of the twentieth century. In the Pyrenees and Gascony, oral statements,
old photographs, historical iconography and other evidence indicate that the
one-handed flute and a violin were another musical duo. In Bas-Languedoc,
the traditional oboe is played with the drum, either in small bands or as a duo.
This last configuration is found, for example, on the occasion of ‘nautical
joustingmatches’, held along the coast of this region, particularly in Sète. Two
contestants placed at the rear of a large boat try to push their opponent into
the water, accompanied by an oboist and a drummer who play on the deck of
the boat. In the Bazas region (Gascony), in the Var département (Signes
inland, Fréjus and Saint-Tropez on the coast) and in the valleys around
Nice, the fifer is still played in bands alongside drums and bass drums.
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The repertoires of instrumental music

The oral nature of the music-making and the lack of interest in musical
instruments among French collectors in the Romantic era explain the lack
of historical documentation of traditional instrumental repertoires.
Research undertaken in the twentieth century, especially since the folk
revival of the 1970s, tells us most about the nature of these repertoires.

Ethnomusicological investigations have produced evidence of numer-
ous regional dances, often very distinctive, which constitute the major
share of traditional instrumental repertoires. These include gavottes,
an-dro, hanter-dro, ronds and dañs tro in Brittany – some of which
could also be sung; maraîchines and avant-deux in Poitou; bourrées in
Limousin, Auvergne, Berry and Bourbonnais, with significant differences
in rhythm and the dance sequence between these regions; rondeaux in
Gascony; branles and sauts in Bearn; branles and farandoles in Languedoc
and Provence; rigaudons in Dauphine; and so on. In the nineteenth
century new partner dances appeared throughout Western Europe,
including waltzes, polkas, mazurkas and schottisches (a round dance)
which were imported into France. They generated local compositions
adapted to indigenous musical forms and instruments. Whether it was
the regional dance forms or more recent, standardised dances, these
repertoires were most often taken up by the bagpipers and violinists
early on, though in some regions the hurdy-gurdy and one-handed flute
have accompanied these dances. The diatonic accordion at first and later
its chromatic successor eventually became the leading instrument of
dance music. Dance performed at balls, village festivals, weddings and
banquets, on Sunday afternoons in cafes and at annual events like carnival
remains by far the main pretext for instrumental music. The exceptions to
dance music include laments comprising slow melodies, sometimes
dérythmées (without rhythm), played in diverse circumstances, such as
weddings in the Auvergne, where cabreta players produced sad, plaintive
melodies that were designed to render the bride tearful.

Finally, musical instruments were involved in many rituals such as
annual public holidays: carnival in winter, the Easter egg hunt, farm
holidays in summer, rituals connected with the grape harvest in autumn,
and Christmas. There was also music for weddings; for holidays related to
such rites of passage as conscription; for local political processes, includ-
ing the election of new mayors; and others. Finally there are religious
rituals such as pardons (a popular form of penitential pilgrimage) in
Breton-speaking parts of Brittany; religious processions, including one
where the chabreta played in processions of religious brotherhoods in
sixteenth-century Limousin; and midnight Mass at Christmas.
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The ritual contexts having mostly disappeared by the time the folk
revival was under way in the 1970s, it was the dance music that remained
to be collected and played by today’s traditional musicians.

The voice in traditional music

In France vocal styles and timbres are very varied in character, but it is
possible to identify some constant elements in terms of techniques and
vocal colour. For example, the voice will be powerful in the context of
agricultural labour, as in the briolée (ploughing song) recorded in Nohant
(Berry) in 1913 by Ferdinand Brunot; here the singer interrupts his own
song with cries and exclamations, as well as holding notes over very long
breaths.13 In Mediterranean countries, and therefore also in southern
France, these powerful voices are high-pitched, which partly explains the
importance of the tenor voice in polyphonic music of the Pyrenees and
Alps. These high-pitched, powerful male voices, which are described in
France as ‘clear voice’ (voix claire), are found in varying degrees in the
Balearic Islands, Catalonia (especially in the cant d’estil), Malta and even
Romania, where singing in a very high chest voice constitutes a dangerous
physiological exercise.14 Historically opposed to the hoarse voice of the
devil and so adopted by Western Christian culture, the ‘clear voice’ became
the characteristic sound of Pyrenean and Alpine shepherds in southern
France. Enjoying a special status in traditional Christian societies, the
shepherd’s vocal style was highly valued, especially by folklorists of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; witness Jean Poueigh, who col-
lected Pyrenean songs.

Whereas ornamentation styles in traditional singing more or less
follow regional French traditions, the use of portamento is virtually
universal. This vocal technique connects various notes by rising and fall-
ing glissandos and emphasises the general outline of the melody; it also
allows both the stress and mitigation of significant intervals, such as the
fourth that starts many melodies sung in France. Singers frequently place
grace notes on the accented notes of a melody (see Example 12.1), which
strengthen the rhythmic aspect of their interpretation and personalise it.15

Another method of ornamentation is sometimes to interpolate ornamental
melismas, especially in longer songs with a relatively free rhythmic
structure.

All folklorists and researchers who have studied the songs in oral
traditions note the extremely stereotypical nature of their texts, which
consist of a succession of images and character types (the prince, the
shepherdess, the miller and so on). These songs are predominantly timeless
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and refer to stereotypical places that are not identified and localised (‘behind
me’, ‘the clear fountain’, etc.). In spite of the presence of some rare songs on
historical subjects in French regional directories, the impersonal and the
stereotypical dominate. In Britanny this makes the gwerzioù (plural of the
word gwerz) a notable exception, for these songs are substantial laments (or
ballads) about historical events, more often than not criminal, from the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Their authenticity has been estab-
lished by a search in the Breton judicial archives of the ancien régime.16 In
Brittany, the corpus of gwerzioù known to date is considerable; it comprises
thousands of songs, many of which possess dozens of stanzas in the Breton
language. Some of these songs were printed on loose leaves at the time, but
many remained in the oral tradition, awaiting collection in recent times.
The tradition of the lament spread quite widely in France under the ancien
régime and in the nineteenth century. But unlike in Brittany, these laments
are few in number and almost never sung in local languages. Alongside the
songs in the oral tradition, urban as well as rural France knew to varying
degrees the art of the songwriters, who were more or less literate local poets.
They described the life of their times in texts of their own composition.
Unfortunately, this tradition did not arouse the curiosity of folklorists at
first or the later ethnomusicologists, at least not until recently.

It is of interest to focus on the linguistic status of songs in the oral
tradition in the regions where different forms of French are spoken. In
these regions most traditional songs are sung in the local language, but it
seems that some regional songs might be conceived entirely in French (as
in the Pyrenees) or bilingually. The study of bilingualism gives us valuable
insights into the status of regional languages versus French.

In France, many popular songs combine local texts (which have many
variants) with melodies in vogue at the time. The song then has the
inscription ‘sur l’air de . . . ’, and the melody is referred to by the incipit
of the original song, as in ‘on the air of “Malbrough s’en va-t-en guerre”’.
This process is extremely interesting because it allows one to measure the
historical impact of some borrowed melodies away from their local con-
text. In addition, these melodies often originate in operas, vaudevilles and

Example 12.1 Grace notes on the accented notes of a melody
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operettas of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries – a remarkable
hybridisation between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture.

Traditional songs have many functions: educational and recreational
for children, amorous, social, ritual, initiation and so on, for adults; they
were the subject of a homogeneous categorisation in important nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century anthologies. There are, however, two out-
standing functions, one universal, the other very common, that give rise to
specific vocal practices: funeral lamentations and dance-songs. The first
were still practised everywhere in France in the nineteenth century, as
witnessed by Arnold Van Gennep in his Le folklore français, where he
writes that they ‘moaned and cried’, and ‘emitted such shrill cries’ and
‘frightful howls . . . that one could hear them two kilometres away’.17 In
Corsica these lamentations have produced several literary genres, includ-
ing the voceri and lamenti, and are still in use in some localities where it is
not uncommon to hear women in charge of the ritual lamentation at
funerals.

From a stylistic point of view, these lamentations are close to actual
sobbing. They consist of long, monotonous litanies in which the virtues of
the deceased are shouted out in a very stylised manner. To turn to the
other category, dance-song has been in vogue in many French rural areas.
These songs are performed by specialised singers who are really ball
musicians, and could be taken up by the dancers in responsorial forms,
as in the Pays Vannetais (Brittany). It has often been suggested that dance-
song was performed in the absence of instrumentalists. I think that this
purely functionalist explanation is unsatisfactory. Singing to dancing
brings voice and body into a gestural unity, and also implies that the
dancers sometimes become their own musicians. This gives a special
energy to the dance and promotes social unity among the dancers. I had
occasion to encounter several dance-song singers in valleys of the small
region of Couserans (Gascony Pyrenees) in the late 1980s; they were then
very old and no longer sang, but they vividly remembered how it was done.
For Christmas, carnival, Easter and vigils at night in homes or cafes in
these villages, a singer au tralala (the custom of singing to dancing) stood
alone, away from the dance, and it was only the sound of his voice,
sometimes supported by clapping or striking a stick, that got everyone
dancing. The repertoire comprised ‘old’ dances (bourrées), sung by men
(only one woman was reported to me), whose voice was often very high-
pitched, very resonant and very noisy, sometimes mimicking certain
instrumental sonorities.

Imitation processes lie at the heart of popular, primarily instrumental
musical practices. One of the most popular instruments for imitation is
the violin, with traditional violinists imitating animals – the braying of a
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donkey, birdsong – and other musical instruments (e.g. hurdy-gurdy and
bagpipes). The voice is also an imitator. In a village in Haut-Languedoc, Le
Mas-Cabardès, an old local bagpipe player (of the bodega), too old to play
at the time he was discovered, could sing and imitate the sound and
playing of his pipes, notably ornaments made with the thumb of the left
hand on the lower hole of the chanter. In Limousin one observes a strong
practice of dance-song among the violinists, who alternate sung and
instrumental verses in bourrées of their repertoire.

Song can be associated with the male or female voice according to
function. While domestic songs, especially for the education of children,
and funeral lamentations are usually reserved for women, dance and ritual
songs are the domain of men. Work songs are sexually divided depending
on the activity concerned. Songs not associated with a specific context
(historical and sentimental songs, for instance) may fall to either sex, even
though many women are nowadays among the leading figures of tradi-
tional singing in France.

Recordings of vocal music are mainly of solo song, so it is difficult to
classify the distinct vocal forms requiring two or more voices, except by
resorting to the general and vague concept of heterophony, the super-
position of different realisations of essentially the same melody, simulta-
neous variations of which create a form of polyphony. On the other hand,
the Breton form of responsorial song, the kan ha diskan, is very specific:
two voices answer each other, overlapping for a brief moment at the end of
phrases, following the process of tuilage, which denotes the overlapping
created when the second singer repeats the last syllable of the first singer,
thus making the song seamless.18 In addition, in Bigorre and Bearn in the
Gascony Pyrenees and in the southern Alps, there are forms of a cappella
tonal polyphony where two (more rarely three) voices sing in parallel thirds
over a bass. In these regions, major exponents of polyphonic singing in the
oral tradition have survived until recently or still exist, including Zéphirin
Castellon of Belvedere (Vallée de la Vésubie, département of Alpes-
Maritimes), singer, author and composer of polyphonic songs, fife player
and bell ringer. In the Pyrenees one encounters manymale choirs in the folk
style, whose origin dates back to the nineteenth century and whose reper-
toire comprises choral classics, including hymns and excerpts from the
works of Halévy, Gounod, Meyerbeer and others, plus local songs in the
Occitan language, harmonised in a tonal manner.

This geographically distinct area of traditional tonal polyphony in
France, on the southern margins of the country, merges with a much
larger area (a large part of the Iberian peninsula, the Alps, Italy, etc.).
However, in a few exceptional regions of southern Europe, there are forms
of modal polyphony. Sardinia is a good example, as is Corsica, with its

259 Traditional music and its ethnomusicological study

https://doi.org/10.1017/CCO9780511843242.016 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/CCO9780511843242.016


tradition of paghjella. Especially evident in northern Corsica (the Casinca
and Castagniccia regions), this form of vocal polyphony is traditionally
male and most often involves three different voices entering in succession.
First, the main voice (a seconda) launches the song alone, setting the tone;
it is immediately joined by the bass (u bassu), which supports it; and then
by the highest voice (terza), which is essentially responsible for ornamen-
tation. In general, melodic motion is descending, and a major chord at the
end replaces the many minor chords we hear throughout the song. With
no predefined function, the paghjella’s subjects are generally secular (they
include lamentation, seduction, satire, etc.), but it may also take on
religious forms. Recorded by Félix Quilici on three field trips that he led
on the island between 1948 and 1963, the paghjella still plays a significant
role, especially for its visual spectacle and very specialised polyphonic
organisation. With the religious a concordu and secular a tenore poly-
phonies of Sardinia it forms an ensemble of modal polyphonies, unique
and highly localised. This explains why the paghjella has become a strong
symbol of cultural identity in Corsica. In 2009 it was added to UNESCO’s
list of the world’s intangible cultural heritage for urgent protection.

While vocal performance is still a viable subject of research, the last
traditional instrumentalists are almost all gone. In France, Patrice
Coirault (1875–1959) was the first to approach the study of the songs
in the oral tradition in a critical and scientific manner; he established an
analytical method for form, structure and other elements that made up
folksong, such as linguistic duality of regional versus the French lan-
guage, song subjects and phraseology (clichés, versification, metric and
strophic forms).

Melodic and rhythmic structures

Many melodies are not specific to a region or tradition, for they derive
from fairly recent and widely diffused repertoires, such as eighteenth-
century operas and operettas, military music, partner dances, nineteenth-
century country dances, amateur ‘popular’ choral music and so on. Other
melodies taken down in the nineteenth century or gathered recently have a
modal structure. So in Gascony, besides an essentially tonal instrumental
repertoire we find rondeaux in the Lydian mode. Sometimes melodies
display modal-tonal ambiguity: for example, the violinist Camille Roussin
(in Dauphine) plays a mazurka whose first phrase is in G major, whereas
the second phrase is Mixolydian. Furthermore, certain melodies in dance-
songs can be analysed as consisting of two phrases in different keys, such
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as D and A. In certain cases musicians build instrumental suites, following
not only the type and rhythmic structure of the dance they are accom-
panying but also certain melodic modes (see Figure 12.6). We commonly
find songs, especially dance-songs, in which the range is limited to just a
third or a fourth, as in Example 12.2 from the Gascony Pyrenees.19

Vocal and instrumental repertoires not related to dance sometimes
display complex rhythms simply because of the flexibility shown by the
performers; notating them by means of a regular time signature becomes

Figure 12.6 Rondo suite from Gascony, constructed and written by the violinist Joseph Roméo
(1903–89), active 1920–30 in the area of Agen
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something of a challenge. For this reason, Jean Poueigh, a Pyrenean folk-
lorist of the beginning of the twentieth century, considered that the
rhythmic notation of the songs was problematic: ‘Apart from dances, for
which a firm structure is indispensable, popular melody is fluid and
shifting . . . Anyone who has tried to notate the old airs on a peasant’s
lips knows what problems they sometimes present. They are so undulat-
ing, and bar lines are so rigid.’20Nineteenth-century folklorists, brought up
with metric phrasing, tried to erase these rhythmic ‘irregularities’ from their
anthologies and, as in the work of Frédéric Rivarès (1812–95), did not
hesitate to ‘constrain the rhythm, restore the bar, and thereby give regu-
larity to the air’.21 Dance music, generally regular, is in either simple or
compound time, though some rondos from Gascony display a degree of
ambivalence. Example 12.3 shows two rondos taken from the repertoire of
Léa Saint-Pé (1904–90), an accordion player from the region of Lombez
(Gers, Gascony). The B phrase is such that it could just as well have been
notated in 6/8. This accordion playing shifts between binary and triple time
(2/4 and 6/8).

Within the same instrumental tradition, ornamentation varies greatly
between regions, sometimes even between musicians. There is a tendency
to attack the openings of phrases by a fast leap of a fourth. Some instru-
mental styles exhibit ornamentation of amazing virtuosity. For instance,
in some bagpipe performance traditions, notably the cabreta in the
Auvergne, the tonic note is played between every other note by covering
all the holes of the chanter (the so-called piqué technique, which requires
very fast fingering).

Apart from a certain degree of variability between individual musi-
cians, ornamentation contributes to determining a regional style, as can be
verified if one compares the violin traditions of Gascony and central
France (Auvergne and Limousin). The impact of classically trained teach-
ers is significant too. After being largely self-taught, some traditional
Gascony violinists have been influenced by a local teacher with a classical
background. This influence is noticeable in an ‘academic’ posture (where
the instrument rests on the neck, not on the chest as in regional traditions)

Example 12.2 In this sung branle from the Pyrenees, the range of the melody is just a third
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and handling of the bow at the heel, not two-thirds or half of the length up,
as sometimes occurs in the Auvergne, Limousin and Dauphine. Playing
techniques are also significantly marked by this phenomenon: in Gascony,
violin playing is often more sober and less ornamented, and makes more
use of vibrato; bowing is more detached, strong beats are emphasised, and
the violinist marks the strong beats in dance music, at the beginning of
either phrases or bars, with double stops or even quadruple stops when the
melody is in G major (sounding, in order of ascent, G–D–B–G).

Some violinists from Gascony know how to play in the instrument’s
high register (third or fifth position), which enables them to perform the
brilliant and highly technical mazurka, polka and schottische dances. In
contrast, in the Limousin region bowing is much more legato (one bar or
more per bow stroke) and the style is highly ornamented. This ornamen-
tation, which the ethnomusicologist Françoise Étay describes as ‘luxuri-
ant’, has several functions:22 to accentuate certain notes, to re-launch the
beginnings of new phrases, to tie two phrases together via a group of notes
and to accentuate the general dynamics of the melody. Here, variation
appears not just in the form of ornamentation; it also encompasses rhythm
by prolonging a beat at the expense of the next one, resulting in a synco-
pated effect.

Most pieces of dance music are made up of two, sometimes three,
phrases played twice; each is usually limited to four or eight bars. In this
static construction, the parts cannot be interchanged – a rigid structure
known as ‘mono-modular’. It is not a specifically French quality; it is
found in numerous instances of dance music throughout Europe. Despite
the musician’s creativity and personalisation of practice and style, this
type of construction does not allow for any improvisation. At best it
permits some variation.

Example 12.3 Two rondos taken from the repertoire of Léa Saint-Pé (1904–90), region of
Lombez (Gers, Gascony)
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Nineteenth and twentieth centuries: ethnomusicological
studies of French traditional music

Nineteenth-century Europe: a ‘pre-history’ of ethnomusicology

According to the few histories of ethnomusicology that have appeared to
date, the discipline was born at the end of the nineteenth century. But one
wonders how it is possible that the Eastern European school (created by
Béla Bartók and Constantin Brăiloiu), one of the three founding schools of
ethnomusicology, appeared ex nihilo. How could they have dispensed with
the precursory role played in the nineteenth century by Western Europe
and especially France? The link between European ethnomusicology at the
start of the twentieth century and the European Romantic collecting trend
of the nineteenth century is evident in the observations and recommen-
dations found in the methodological works of the two founders of the
Eastern European school.

In France, the collector movement had a peculiar history in that it was
conceived and organised as a centralising force, an initiative of the polit-
ical powers; and as it had perforce to adopt successive methodological
stances, it is no exaggeration to identify the early origins both of ethno-
musicological field research and of ethnographical empiricism in general
in this movement. The nineteenth century was studded with political
initiatives motivated by the will to preserve cultures that were thought to
be in decline; their aim was to promote and structure a national policy of
collecting ‘traditional’ songs. One example of these initiatives is
Emmanuel Crétet de Champmol, minister of the interior under
Napoleon I, who produced a document in which he suggested a ‘[gather-
ing of] the monuments of the Empire’s popular idioms’ in 1807.23 There is
also Narcisse-Achille de Salvandy, minister of instruction publique, who in
1845 created a Commission of French Religious and Historical Songs,
which had the task of gathering and publishing folksongs. Finally one
should add Hippolyte Fortoul, minister of instruction publique and cultes,
who on 13 September 1852 signed a famous decree ordering the publication
of a general inventory of French folk poems.24

This movement is inscribed in the long history of the awakening of a
European sensibility to exoticism and oral culture, but it is already appa-
rent in the sixteenth century’s numerous accounts of journeys and auto-
biographical texts of ethnographical character and, later, in the
publication of ‘exotic’ folksongs, which began around 1750. In order to
understand this history, it is necessary to place it in the much broader
context of the history of Western societies’ discovery of an ‘internal
exoticism’, which would later contribute to the development of the
human and social sciences.25 From 1790 onwards, this process of discovery
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in France is marked by several specific initiatives: the investigation of
regional languages conducted by the abbot Grégoire; the creation of the
short-lived Société des Observateurs de l’Homme (1799–1804); the found-
ing in 1804 of the Académie Celtique (in 1812 it became the Société Royale
des Antiquaires de France, which lasted until 1830); the creation in 1839 of
the Société Ethnologique de Paris (to 1848), replaced in 1859 by the Société
d’Ethnographie de Paris; the launch by the minister of instruction publique

of the Monographies Communales (a series of monographs compiled by
local teachers, each on an individual town or village, which described its
history, culture, population, etc.) in 1887; and the emergence and structur-
ing of the notion of ‘heritage’ and concomitant policies on a national level, a
process which endured throughout the nineteenth century. Above all there
is the crucial achievement of the Statistique Départementale. Introduced in
1800 and placed under the authority of the newly instituted préfets (officials
assigned to a specific département), this inventorial undertaking is, among
other things, an immense ethnographical taxonomy in which ‘the arts,
customs and habits of the inhabitants of the départements – rural life and
popular traditions – are given significant weight’.26

Ethnographical research in nineteenth-century France was character-
ised by the significant social and cultural gap, particularly evident after
1852, between researchers and the population being researched; this tends
to reinforce the problematic dichotomies between ‘learned’ and ‘popular’
spheres, and thus between written and oral traditions. They are evident,
for example, in the case of the Comité de la Langue, de l’Histoire et des
Arts de la France instituted by Fortoul, where the ‘section for philology’,
responsible for a ‘collection of traditional poems’, was formed by twelve
members, all of whom came from the Académie Française, other academ-
ies, the École des Chartes and ministerial cabinets. This committee relied
on a national network of 212 regional correspondents, including members
of the clergy, functionaries and notables, lawyers, archivists, librarians and
occasionally composers. These researchers discovered the world of oral
traditions, whose existence had previously gone unnoticed, as well as the
unsuitability of their writing tools for any kind of faithful transcription of
these traditions. The Fortoul research generated numerous publications,
which are valuable sources for the ethnomusicology of French traditional
music.

The twentieth century: institutional and academic ethnomusicology

of French traditional music

Whatever the precursory role played by the nineteenth century in its birth,
ethnomusicology began its institutional history in France only in the first
decades of the twentieth. This history is a unique phenomenon in the
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global history of ethnomusicology because of its bipolar development: on
the one hand investigations were conducted in France, and on the other,
researchers travelled to foreign territories.

The Musée d’Ethnographie, founded by Ernest Hamy in 1877 and
located in the Palais du Trocadéro from 1879, was directed by Paul Rivet
in 1928, with the collaboration of Georges-Henri Rivière (1897–1985).
Between them they transformed this museum of ethnography into the
Musée de l’Homme. Rivière appointed André Schaeffner to the section
dedicated to music. In 1929 Schaeffner created a Département d’Organologie
Musicale, which became the Département d’Ethnologie Musicale in 1932,
and has existed until recently under the name Département
d’Ethnomusicologie. As well as – and to some extent in opposition to –

this institution, which looked outside France, especially to traditions outside
Europe, Rivière created theMusée National des Arts et Traditions Populaires
(MNATP) in 1937, first as part of the Musée de l’Homme, then as an
autonomous institution. It was explicitly bound to a ‘folkloristic ethnog-
raphy’ operating within the field of French cultures. Rivière entrusted the
ethnomusicological component of the new museum to Marcel-Dubois. She
subsequently founded the Département d’Ethnomusicologie de la France et
du Domaine Français in 1944. The institutional division between research on
foreign and French provinces was clear-cut and admitted no exceptions.

One of the characteristic traits of folkloristic collections in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries before the large-scale institutional
campaigns was the predominance of themethod of copying under dictation,
rather than recording the sources directly with a phonograph, the use of
which was only occasional. However, we know of a wax cylinder engraved
around 1890 by the abbot Privat from Mur-de-Barrez (Aveyron), which
presents an anonymous singer from Cros-de-Ronesque (Cantal).27 It con-
stitutes the oldest European evidence of this kind. In addition, the Breton
singer Marc’harid Fulup from Pluzunet (1837–1909) was recorded in 1900
by François Vallée. The first to make systematic use of recording was
Brunot, who created the Archives de la Parole in 1911, thanks to Pathé’s
donation of an experimental recording device. He organised three succes-
sive trips, to the Ardennes in 1913 and to Berry and Limousin in 1914. The
Archives de la Parole became the Musée de la Parole et du Geste in 1932,
then the Phonothèque Nationale in 1938; it is currently known as the
Département Audiovisuel of the Bibliothèque Nationale de France. Roger
Dévigne, its first director (1938), conducted several ‘phonographic field
trips’ in 1939 to the Alps, Provence and Niçoise regions; in 1941–2 to
Languedoc and Pyrenees; and in 1946 to Normandy and Vendée.

The MNATP carried out field trips in musical folklore after the Second
World War. These brought Marcel-Dubois to Lower Brittany (1939), the
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Pyrenees (1947), the Landes (1965), Bayonne (1951), Aveyron (1964–6),
Haute-Loire (1946, 1959, 1962), Cantal (1959) and Aubrac (1963–5), in a
campaign conducted by the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique
(CNRS) in which Jean-Michel Guilcher, Jean-Dominique Lajoux,
Francine Lancelot and Maguy Pichonnet-Andral also participated. The
resulting collections allow one to study vocal and instrumental styles, plus
their musical contexts, that have now disappeared. Until recently, one
could listen to them at the MuCEM (Musée des Civilisations d’Europe et
de la Méditerranée), which succeeded the MNATP (the recordings have
been given to the Archives Nationales).

Numerous other large-scale collections, not necessarily academic or
institutional, survive: Marc Leproux, a teacher, operated in Charente
Limousin between 1939 and 1946; Pierre Panis researched traditional
dances; Félix Quilici was active in Corsica within the framework of
CNRS and MNATP initatives; and Michel Valière conducted research in
Poitou from 1965 onwards for the University of Poitiers. Their collections
appeared at a time when it was possible to hear and witness repertoires and
musical styles, vocal and instrumental, alongside their dance sequences
before they disappeared or fundamentally changed.

Inmost French regions, in the late 1960s large-scale associations appeared
whose purpose was to collect material with a view to sustaining musical and
dance practice, instituting a form of education in support of these practices,
undertaking editorial projects and so on. In the 1980s and 1990s, thanks to
the initiative of theministry of culture and revivalist musicians and collectors,
traditional music and dance collections started acquiring a certain structure,
at first on a national level with the creation of a Fédération des Associations
de Musiques et Danses Traditionelles in 1985, then on a regional level with
the appearance of regional centres for traditional music and dance. All these
structures are associated with the state. The result was impressive: in fifteen
years France saw more collections arising from ethnographical fieldwork
than the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had achieved.

These collections have allowed a census of the last living traditional
musicians and dancers. They have made it possible to film and record
them, to gather up a part of their repertoire and to record their stories.
They have also filmed traditional regional dances and studied instruments,
including bagpipes, oboes, flutes and hurdy-gurdies, which have since
become models for reproductions by skilful craftsmen.

Whereas the first revivalist collections were essentially utilitarian in
nature (one amassed musical material and tried to rehabilitate it in order
to save a threatened culture), a more scientific approach was gradually
introduced, typically because several researchers entered third-level
and doctoral programmes. A revivalist ethnomusicology concerned with
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French fieldwork gradually came together and ended up finding a place in
schools of music and conservatoires thanks in part to the ministry of
culture.28

Methodological considerations

Following in the footsteps of the French Romantics, the research by or
for the national institutions (the Archives de la Parole, Phonothèque
Nationale, MNATP) is almost exclusively conducted within rural con-
texts, which perpetuated the tradition of Bartók and Brăiloiu. Brăiloiu had
a great influence on Marcel-Dubois. Like him, she worked intensively and
only chose subjects that were musically illiterate: the material thus col-
lected (6,000 documents between 1945 and 1959), thanks to the detailed
study of certain musical rituals, allowed her to shed light on ‘vestiges of a
musical proto-history’ of the French rural culture, ‘medieval, perhaps
ancient, or older’.29 In the 1970s, revivalists pursued their research entirely
in the rural dimension.

A reform of the objects, priorities, and places of interest has increas-
ingly led the ethnomusicology of France nowadays to study multicultural
types of music and dance (whether they belong to a given community or
not), which occur in broadly suburban or urban contexts. Because the
modern world is intercultural, a certain form of dynamic anthropology is
replacing the old models of classic anthropology (social, cultural, or
structural), thereby rearranging the set of questions that form the meth-
odological foundation of the discipline.

Europe, a society essentially based on written traditions, cannot, despite
the oral dimension that characterises the study of ethnomusicology, ignore
the history and contributions of written sources when dealing with the
discipline. This is the reason why I have conducted musico-anthropological
historical research into the role of minstrels (ménétriers), who would nowa-
days be classified as ‘traditional’ musicians, their social organisation, status,
the contexts within which they operated, their collective and multifarious
practices and their instruments.30 This first round of research was succeeded
by a second, more anthropological in nature, which aimed to clarify the
history of these musical practices through a structural analysis of their
distinctive forms in their evolution through time.31

This global research allowed us to reconstruct the history of this type of
traditional and popular music and to understand its progressive margin-
alisation from the eighteenth century onwards. It also allowed us to
decipher its present reality, updated through fifteen years of revivalist
ethnomusicological research. Thanks to the historical taxonomy of the
forms and functions of this music, which this research has helped to
determine, a credible explanation of the role played by traditional music
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in establishing identity and of the musical choices adopted by the folk-
revival movement is now available to us.

The current situation

After two centuries of Romantic pre-history and scientific-institutional
history, both academic and revivalist, French ethnomusicology needs, at
present, to rethink its themes, goals, and methods of research, and to bring
researchers together. Modern issues grappled with by ethnomusicology in
France and in other industrialised countries constitute a wide and inex-
haustible terrain for research: urban music, regional identities or identities
of different communities, changes in aesthetics, modern cultural syncre-
tism, globalisation, women’s emancipation in musical practice, the emer-
gence of new practices, etc. The revivalist movement, already forty-five
years old, also constitutes fertile ground for an anthropological study of
the process of building or institutionalising a heritage.

Because of its historical depth, its protean nature and its permanent quest
for an identity, the ethnomusicology of France has always had to redefine its
scientific strategy, but this very need also occurs because of the disappearance
of most of its primary research material. Perhaps this experience can be its
contribution to global ethnomusicology, which is itself being forced to ques-
tion its methodology because it is universally confronted with the consequen-
ces of contemporary cultural life and globalisation.
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