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            ‘Ian Penman is an ideal critic, one who invites you in, takes your coat and hands you a drink as he sidles up to his topic. He has a modest mien, a feathery way with a sentence, a century’s worth of adroit cultural connections at the ready, and a great well of genuine passion, which quickly raises the temperature.’

            — Lucy Sante, author of The Other Paris

            
                

            

            ‘Ian Penman – critic, essayist, mystical hack and charmer of sentences like they’re snakes – is the writer I have hardly gone a week without reading, reciting, summoning to mind. The writer without whom, etc.’

            — Brian Dillon, author of Affinities

            
                

            

            Praise for Fassbinder Thousands of Mirrors

            
                

            

            ‘Stendahl once described the novel as “a mirror being carried up the street”, but Ian Penman’s extraordinary critical memoir is more like a whole convoy of the things. The book captures not only scenes both gross and beautiful from the 1970s life of the workaholic Fassbinder, but a glittering array of thoughts and moments from his own long fascination with Fassbinder’s place and time and historical moment – which was also the time of Penman’s youth, not as a German film director but as a London music journalist, hungry for Europe and all that it then represented to England, assembling a wider world for his imagination from clues and scraps and cherished frames of German movies.’

            — Francis Spufford, author of Golden Hill

            
                

            

            ‘Fassbinder Thousands of Mirrors is not a sorrowful kill-your-heroes recanting. It’s much more interesting than that – a freewheeling, hopscotching study of the Fassbinder allure and an investigation of Penman’s younger self…. It’s a book about a film-maker but also, hauntingly, about the way our tastes and passions change over time.’

            — Anthony Quinn, Observer4

            
                

            

            ‘I’m so keen for more readers to discover this incredible little book. Every sentence is explosive. Every page left me reaching for my notebook to jot down things which required further thought. There are so many ideas, perspectives and tiny nuggets of deep insight contained within this book, I’d struggle to put a label on it. It’s biography. It’s philosophy. It’s critique. It’s flighty enough to read like fiction and yet it’s one of the most grounded books I’ve read in years. Yes, it’s about German cinema, but German cinema’s simply the mirror Penman’s holding up to force his readers to look long and hard at themselves.’

            — Jan Carson, author of The Raptures

            
                

            

            ‘This is the only book I have read twice this year. Truly it is thousands of mirrors in terms of the thoughts, images and references running through this reflective and wonderfully interior work. The world of European cinema, especially Fassbinder’s film seen through Ian Penman’s eyes, has transported me to a tantalizing place called post-war Europe. The book brings me back to my youth and my film school years in the east and west, and it reminds me of how powerful images have shaped our very understanding of love and life.’

            — Xiaolu Guo, author of My Battle of Hastings

            
                

            

            ‘Do Penman’s flurries of quickfire erudition add up to a dazzling kaleidoscope overall, or a labyrinth of aborted pathways? The answer is “both”. He’s boldly querying his subject’s genius from every vantage point – angry and young; older and (maybe) wiser.’

            — Tim Robey, Telegraph

            
                

            

            ‘Approached from all angles, Fassbinder is by turns a figure of intense corporeality, glistening with sweat, and an overblown mass of meaning.’

            — Georgie Carr, Times Literary Supplement5

            
                

            

            ‘This is a wonderful book, and a surprisingly encouraging one too. Acute in its glancing survey of Fassbinder’s films, it also engages the early seventies as a moment of ideological dishevelment that refuses to pass. If Penman lingers over those years in his own taut and revealing way, that is partly because they produced a kind of critical thought that, having not yet been squared up to fit the academic conveyor belt, could be rarified, speculative and experimental while also remaining closely engaged with political reality. Fassbinder is a great model for anyone puzzling over how we might remember as well as think and act in this chaotic time.’

            — Patrick Wright, author of The Sea View Has Me Again

            
                

            

            ‘The book is many things, but above all it is a reckoning with the idea that art might enter the commodity world and awaken its inhabitants…. [T]he late 1970s/early 1980s, in which Penman was a shadowy but vital presence – post-punk, new pop, new romanticism – is remembered similarly as a moment where a sudden societal switch led to an efflorescence of radical popular culture. Writing his book in 2022, Penman was remembering Penman in 1982 remembering the just-dead Fassbinder marking one historical moment of transition by making reference to another that took place decades earlier. To read Penman doing this in what feels like another moment of passage into something unknown and frightening is rather eerie.’

            — Owen Hatherley, London Review of Books

            
                

            

            ‘This is a jittery, clammy book, sweat beading on every page.… In its exuberant phrase making, obsessive listing, emotional explosions and crashes, bursting seams – the book has three appendices – and its linguistic pyrotechnics, it ultimately comes down on the side of willing delirium.’

            — John Douglas Millar, frieze6
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            For Nicola
‘I will pour into that one note / All the love I feel for you...’10
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            OVERTURE

         

         
            ‘A composer lets me hear a song that has always been shut up silent within me.’

            — Jean Genet, Prisoner of Love, tr. Barbara Bray

            
                

            

            ‘But let us return to pleasure, which promises to overtake you and, with two little notes of music, win you over to the idea of skin, and many other ideas as well.’

            — Jacques Rigaut, La Révolution surréaliste, no. 12 (1929)

            
                

            

            ‘How splendid it was to be enjoying piano music that came dancing up to me from a magical distance: the music seemed to possess a certain buoyant languor.’

            — Robert Walser, Microscripts, tr. Susan Bernofsky12
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         1.

         It all begins with a photo I found one day of three men on a roof.

         They’re sporting great big smiles and obviously having outrageous fun together. It’s a century old, this image: a snapshot of a bygone world, and several yet to come.

         It is November 1924 and the three men are René Clair, Francis Picabia and Erik Satie.

         Satie is clad in his signature get-up of bowler hat, brolly, pince-nez glasses and sober suit: a banker with mischief in his eyes. At 58 he is older than his two friends – Clair is 26, Picabia 45 – and will be gone in six months, dead from cirrhosis of the liver. He may dress like one of their uncles, but he is not a king anyone wants to kill. This should be borne in mind when we read about Satie falling out with everyone. There seems to have been massive affection for him, especially among younger artists. Satie has had a see-saw life – from near indigence to society lionization and everything in-between – but he is, if anything, more playful than ever: open to new ideas, collaborations, possibilities.

         One – two – three… here they are. Side by side with their heads in the clouds, on top of the world or at least the roof of the venerable Théâtre des Champs-Élysées. In the background is the Eiffel Tower, looming in the silvery grey distance like the beginning of an RKO movie. They are making a film together, in the days before making a film had anything like a settled recipe or routine. When it was more like overgrown children going wild in a just-opened amusement park. Someone gives you a camera and you think: What kind of crazy fun can we have with this? It seems we can do anything we want! Any objection that something shouldn’t be done because it’s never been done before simply evaporates, because none of this has 16been done before.

         The advent of any new technology invites fruitful misapplication. Gramophone, microphone, movie camera: a hatful of spooky new magic tricks. Time slowed down and speeded up. Dreams replayed in broad daylight. Things that don’t belong together made to meet and marry. Montage is a whole new way of thinking, just waiting to be exploited. Cuts and dissolves and musical italics. Among other things, the film they are making will feature one of the first instances of ‘sound-to-film’ synchronization: film music composed frame by frame. Satie is punctilious matching up image and sound. He calls his soundtrack Cinema.

         In the autumn of 1924 Clair, Picabia and Satie are making a film called Entr’acte; the idea is that it will be inserted at the beginning and in the middle of the new ballet Relâche. ‘Entr’acte’ means between the acts and signifies an intermission or a piece of music performed in that intermission: an in-between time in which to pause, catch your breath, reflect. Entr’acte does none of these things: it doesn’t pause, or catch its breath, or reflect. It explodes.

         Ballet, comedy, film, music – all jostle and mingle in Entr’acte like the throng of the city below. Satie washes echoes of popular tunes of the time into his score. This is taken to be a ‘deliberate provocation’ and is also what we might now call – not without a bit of a wince – quite postmodern. High art with low tastes. Classical music which doesn’t turn its back on the pleasures of the wider world. At the height of modernism, Satie is already a few steps on from everyone else. As critic and composer Constant Lambert puts it in 1934: ‘What distinguishes Satie from the other representatives of post-war Parisian mentality is the fact that while they were catching up with the times he had the no doubt gratifying sensation of seeing the 17times catch up with him.’ In fact, there’s scarcely a turn in post-war music, both classical and popular, that Erik Satie doesn’t anticipate or invent or suggest.

         Satie, said Picabia, liked Relâche ‘in the same way he liked kirsch, a leg of lamb, the way he liked his umbrella! Relâche does not mean anything, it is the pollen of our epoch.’ Entr’acte is an anti-manifesto made up of punchlines, not proscriptions. It is bricolage at breakneck speed, a bunch of pals having a ball, seat-of-the-pants surrealism. (Don’t forget: this is before Surrealism proper was even officially born.) Things zoom and stutter and levitate and vanish at the drop of a hat. Unselfconscious buffoonery vying with obstreperous protest. Acting the giddy goat pitted against high seriousness. Popular art with arcane underpinnings. The same spirit, or something very like it, will later animate a whole circus troupe of diverse phenomena: The Goons; the Situationists; the Nouvelle Vague; Beyond the Fringe; the Yippies; Stonewall; Monty Python; Punk.

         Entr’acte is both séance and clairvoyance.

         2.

         What exactly happens in Entr’acte?

         The prologue opens with a huge cannon rolling and spinning as if it had a locomotive will of its own. Satie and Picabia enter the frame as if parachuted in under heavy sedation. They leap up and down in what might be some kind of ritual exorcism to dispel the spirit of gravity.

         Everything is slowed to the pulse of a lazy river. The two men gesture towards the cannon as if they’ve never seen such a thing before, as if it has just landed out of the wide blue yonder and they each have an entirely different idea of what it might be or do or allow. Satie loads it with a great big shell and the two pals jump backwards out of 18frame, straight back to wherever it was they first arrived from.

         CUT to a POV like a poke in the eye – this artillery is aimed straight at you! – and a big shell exits the big cannon like old toothpaste from a metal tube. Plop. End of prologue.

         In Entr’acte proper, so to speak:

         Balloon heads inflate and deflate in a creepy-carnal manner.

         A female ballet dancer is seen from an angle no audience ever saw a ballet dancer from before.

         Man Ray and Marcel Duchamp are caught in an al fresco game of chess… until rain stops play.

         The ballet dancer returns and is revealed to be sporting pince-nez and a fake beard. (In other words, she is in Satie drag.)

         There is a runaway hearse led by a camel, plus roller coasters, bicycles and cars.

         There are dancing matchsticks and levitating boxing gloves.

         An egg is shot and becomes a bird.

         Heavy objects fly all over the place like stray feathers.

         The world turns upside down.

         Time goes both ways.

         A man pokes a hole in the end title card – ‘FIN’ – and jumps through. A foot kicks him in the face sending him back through THE END. The footage is reversed and everything pulls itself together again. The end turns into a beginning, and we all look forward avidly to this riotous past. 19

         3.

         A second memorable snap: Clair, Picabia and Satie posed around the big gun, now drooping like a spent phallus.1 A horizontal bench, the big wheel of the cannon and the looming point of the Eiffel Tower – together they’re like a diagram in a child’s maths book. The shingle of the rooftop is a rock pool reflecting an overcast sky.

         It’s only six years since the end of the Great War and the cannon will have signified quite differently to an audience in 1924, as well as just being naturally funny or daft or baffling. (How on earth did they get it up there to begin with? Where did they get the cannon anyway? Who on earth would entrust these fools with such a thing?) Whoever you are and whatever it is you think you are about to see, it is all suddenly turned around on you. BANG! – and everything goes up in smoke. Millions of young men dead, and for what?2 The same ossified authorities still hold sway: church, military, state. Old men with shiny epaulettes and walrus moustaches. Old warhorses with God and guns on their side.

         Entr’acte is conjured in a world filled with loss. All these fizzy new images inhabit a realm of death. Dancing on a world of graves, from the near future as much as the recent past. Noises, shadows, matériel. Rumblings, raillery, puns. High and low jinx. The movie camera gobbles up the real world, but after that all kinds of sleights of hand can occur. Film can slow time down and speed it up – in Entr’acte, the projectile exits the cannon like a big slow evacuation. What was previously seen as solid, 20deadly, inexorable is turned into collapsed meringue. Satire from the past can often feel date-stamped, but this century-old poke in the ribs retains its raw power. (Satire is just one letter away from Satie.) In the century since it first exploded, a lot of scandalous art has inevitably become defanged, installed as part of a safe new canon. (Canon with one n.) Entr’acte still feels bracing – angry, funny, absurd. A cartoon or a poem – or both at the same time – about sex and death.

         You might ask: who do they think the viewer is? Who are they gesturing at exactly? Well – us, is one answer. What they are doing is avant-garde not just in the expected ways, in the ways we now expect avant-garde things to look or sound, but also because it seems to predict so much wonderful film and TV comedy to come. Picabia said that the whole point of Entr’acte was to be ‘roaring with laughter’. The spirit of cocking a snook, taking the piss, making your mates crack up. Watching Entr’acte today makes you think not just of Man Ray and Marcel Duchamp, but other inimitable duos up ahead: Morecambe and Wise, Pete and Dud, Vic and Bob.

         Entr’acte jumps with joy, sizzles with ire, makes you beam. One of the things I love most about Entr’acte is its palpable sense of joy, silliness, play. Look at the smiles on the faces of the three co-conspirators! How much fun they must have had. They’re blowing everything up – a balloon, the bourgeoisie, waxy-faced moral arbiters. And most of all – the heart-sinking idea of art as a sacred preserve. (The same spirit animates the work of Alfred Jarry, Arthur Cravan, Raymond Roussel, Marcel Duchamp.) Entr’acte, said Picabia, was ‘life with no tomorrow, life of today, car headlights, pearl necklaces, the curved slender forms of women, publicity, music, cars, men in evening dress, movement, noise and play.’ This 21is not the melancholy turn that is so often invoked as the presiding spirt of modernity. (Not something that can be studied and critiqued, reproduced and curated.) Too many studies of modernity seem to focus exclusively on abjection, entropy, gloom. Always stressing hauntedness and fragmentation but omitting bright lights and boisterous crowds and the delirious perfume of sex. The city painted as violent cacophony, oppressive dissonance, soul-sapping cage… no one seems to want to entertain the notion that it might also be enormous fun. Yes, of course there are reasons for this view of modernity as cursed, calamitous, a terrifying storm, primarily its two world wars: a violent apocalypse and what it reveals is pitch dark, dungeon hellish, devil terrible. But we should also honour this other modernity.

         One of the best evocations of this time and place is Roger Shattuck’s The Banquet Years. (A section on Satie is called ‘Scandal, Boredom and Closet Music’, worth the cover price alone.) Using the four figures of Guillaume Apollinaire, Alfred Jarry, Henri Rousseau and Erik Satie as his grid, Shattuck traces the interplay of artistic groups during the so-called Belle Époque. ‘No other equally brief period of history has seen the rise and fall of so many schools of cliques and isms,’ he writes. ‘Amid this turmoil, the fashionable salon declined after a last abortive flourishing. The café came into its own, political unrest encouraged innovation in the arts, and society squandered its last vestiges of aristocracy. The twentieth century could not wait fifteen years for a round number; it was born, yelling, in 1885.’

         Unlike many experts, Shattuck honours the key place of humour in all this. He gets the joke. He captures both the clingy scent of individual lives and the productive friction of collective endeavour. The so-called demi-monde is 22a predominantly male, upper-class world, but there is a whole other shadow zone – cells hiding within the noisy crowd. X met Y who introduced them to Z. It gets dizzying, consulting the logs. If you had to score it, the result would be musical pointillism, a car horn symphony, a musical flow chart. Example: Satie’s Les Trois Valses (1914) had its debut at the Société Lyre et Palette, a loose collective of musicians, painters and writers based in Montparnasse, whose membership roll is a vertigo-inducing capsule of modernism. Among others: Picasso, Henri Matisse, Juan Gris, Modigliani, Apollinaire, André Salmon, Max Jacob, Pierre Reverdy, Blaise Cendrars. Jean Cocteau was a regular attendee, and it was probably at a Lyre et Palette ‘Festival Erik Satie–Maurice Ravel’ that he first heard Satie’s music. At the ‘Instant Erik Satie’ event sponsored by the Lyre et Palette in 1916, Cocteau and Cendrars each read a poem in the composer’s honour.

         Clair, Picabia and Satie were all three extremely sociable, but didn’t favour any particular clique. You’d have to like Satie, if only because André Breton didn’t. He organized a mock trial of Satie, and at the 1924 premiere of the ballet Mercure, Breton and the poet Louis Aragon staged a demonstration, yelling ‘Bravo Picasso, down with Satie!’ (Decades later, Aragon offered a fond reappraisal of Satie and said that Breton ‘hated all music’.) Perhaps the problem was that Satie and his confreres were just naturally Surrealistic. They didn’t have to try. Always asking: where is the humour in this? Why is no one laughing? Why all this stifling propriety? Why the ironclad rules? What we might call popular surrealism: ad hoc, free-wheeling, up for it. No solemn and abstruse theorizing. No KEEP OUT signs. Whereas, in 1922 Breton announces a ‘Congress for the Determination of the Directives and Defence of the Modern Spirit’ with its 23own organizing committee. ‘Public approval,’ he writes, ‘is to be resisted above all. We must resolutely keep the public from entering our gatherings. We should keep the public in a state of exasperation at the entrance by a system of challenges and provocations.’

         Clair, Picabia, Satie: they sometimes feel a little overshadowed today by other, showier names related to Dada and Surrealism. But the three amigos got there first. They showed up early on the scene. And proved that it was possible to be radical and light-hearted at the same time. No heaviness, solemnity or dogma – rather, a popular surrealism full of movement and surprise. This is not André Breton’s pursed lips and castigating impulse. They didn’t feel the need to be ‘savage’ or po-faced or world conquering. Monsieur Satie’s mischievous smile opens up worlds.

         Clair, Picabia, Satie: three big characters, but there doesn’t seem to have been any strife or static when they worked together. Something else they have in common: they are each capable of turning their hand to a variety of different things. Plus – they all look so sharp! Each has a distinctive look, dresses well, even radiates a kind of glamour.

         Who are these three loose cannons?

         * * *

         1.

         René Clair (b. 1898) had one of those now scarcely believable lives which encompass so many different worlds, callings, disciplines.

         In 1914, the young René is studying – what else? – philosophy. In 1917, aged 18, he serves as an ambulance driver in the Great War and sustains a serious spinal injury; he records his terrible experiences in a volume of 24poetry titled La Tête de l’homme. Back in Paris after the war, he is a working journalist at the wonderfully named left-wing newspaper L’Intransigeant. In the 1920s, Clair directs silent films in which comic fantasy and the politics of everyday life are shaken together into a frothy but lethal cocktail. In 1926 he publishes a novel, Adams (translated into English as Star Turn), about a Hollywood star for whom the distinction between real life and screen dreams completely collapses.

         Clair is the kind of artist whose work is often damned with faint praise – ‘Sparkling… elegant… witty…’ – for treating serious topics with a supremely light touch. (See also: Ernst Lubitsch, Max Ophuls, Preston Sturges.) Why on earth can’t he be darker, heavier, more troubling? There is a lovely 1924 photo of Clair – and what a name that is, for one of cinema’s first directors! – in which he looks young and dashing and handsome. Beautifully dressed – smart casual and casually smart. He is holding a painted balloon in his hands, and has a great big smile on his face.

         
            In 1930 he directs Sous les toits de Paris / Under the Roofs of Paris.

            In 1931 he directs À nous la liberté / Freedom for Us, scored by Georges Auric.

            In 1935 he starts working for Alexander Korda in England.

            In 1940 he leaves France for America.

            In 1941 he is stripped of French citizenship by the Vichy government.

            In 1942 he directs I Married a Witch, co-written by Dalton Trumbo.

            In 1947 he returns to France.

            In 1981 he dies at home, aged 82.25

         

         2.

         Francis-Marie Martinez de Picabia (b. 1879). Filmmaker, magazine publisher, painter, poet. Like his friends Satie and Clair, Picabia turns his hand to many different things; like Satie and Clair, he does them all brilliantly. There is a prejudice against such eclecticism, a distrust of the artist who follows their nose and refuses the safety net of group, school or sodality. Who needs the airless classrooms of specialization? Be your own encyclopaedia! Picabia is a breezy shape-shifter, a one-man kaleidoscope. He resists encapsulation. As with his friend Apollinaire, this hasn’t necessarily served his posthumous reputation. That he was also independently wealthy and insanely sociable probably hasn’t helped.

         Picabia, Man Ray and Marcel Duchamp were known as the ‘unholy trinity’.

         Picabia’s magazine 391 was a crucial element in the birth of Dada and Surrealism.

         His wife Gabrièle Buffet-Picabia is an important art critic and a key member of the Resistance. She studies music in Berlin with Federico Busoni and suggests Picabia compose his paintings more like musical pieces. There is a marvellous photo of them in Seville in 1909: Francis is wearing a natty three-piece suit, and looks distinctly Al Capone-ish. At the end of 1912, Picabia travels with Apollinaire, Duchamp and Gabrièle through the Jura mountains, an adventure that she later describes as one of their ‘forays of demoralization, which were also forays of witticism and clownery … the disintegration of the concept of art’. They divorce in 1930. Picabia has major problems in his early years with drugs and alcohol – but lives on, against all odds, to the ripe old age of 74. Gabrièle, even riper, lives to be 104.26

         3.

         Contemplating this book, I asked a selection of young people: ‘Have you ever heard of Erik Satie?’ Across the board, his name registered nothing. The moment I played the Gnossiennes and Gymnopédies however – ‘Oh, I LOVE those!’ Everyone seems to know one or two, as if they’re now part of some collective audio memory. There are three Gymnopédies and six Gnossiennes, all composed between 1887 and 1895. Most people seem to know either ‘Gymnopédie #1’ or ‘Gnossienne #1’. They are familiar props in TV adverts, film soundtracks, chill-out compilations. They are both just over three minutes – i.e., pop single length, not grand classical excursion.3

         In the Gymnopédies, Roger Shattuck writes, Satie ‘takes one musical idea and … regards it briefly from three different directions’. ‘Gymnopédie #1’ is probably Satie’s best-known piece. You reach for words like stately, unhurried, spacious, melancholy, poignant … but the music’s ineluctable strangeness remains. It is like a painting by Velázquez, where everything looks correct but the perspective seems somehow subtly awry. You’re pulled in without quite knowing why. Technically, there is no better description than this, from Constant Lambert: ‘Melodically speaking we find the juxtaposition of short lyrical phrases of great tenderness with ostinatos of extreme and deliberate bareness…. The strangeness of Satie’s harmonic colouring is due not to the chords themselves, but to the unexpected relationships he discovers between chords.’

         ‘Gnossienne #1’ radiates a mood of… what, exactly? Lightly anxious contemplation? Oddly contented melancholy? An icy but heartwarming breeze? For the three Gymnopédies, Satie specifies sad and grave in his 27instructions for pianists; but the mood is softer, gentler, more wistful. Slightly bruised, but not down and out. The Gymnopédies and Gnossiennes do not sound like nineteenth-century concert hall music; they sound like pieces composed by someone who knew there would one day be recording studios, CDs, downloads. They feel as old as sand, but strangely contemporary. To have even a wisp of your music eternally circling people’s minds like pollen in the air or a constellation in the night – this is not nothing. Who could have predicted that these brief, evanescent, weightless solo piano pieces would have such a prolonged afterlife? Satie is a crossover artiste, his catalogue ever reviving and never out of print.

         If you only know these few exquisite morsels, you only know a tiny fraction of Satie. Until relatively recently, I didn’t know too much more myself. Dip a toe into the Satie rock pool and you soon discover a cove, a coastline, an entire horizon. As well as his solo-piano works, he wrote a riotous avant-pop ballet (Parade); a comical Christian allegory (Uspud); an intimate drama with samplings of Greek philosophy (Socrate); and his final work was a groundbreaking movie soundtrack (Cinema). A creature of his time, he anticipates a host of things we now take for granted – a world of adverts, headphones, leisure time, music as personal soundtrack.

         In some ways, Satie feels like a long-ago ornament; at the same time, more playfully modern than our own increasingly doctrinaire era. This contradictory pulse – on the one hand, on the other – can be found in all aspects of his life. He is a one-man synthesis of Catholicism and Protestantism. He reconciles counterpoints of high culture and popular song. Founder of a church, habitué of low dives. His day job – or night apprenticeship – was in small clubs, memorizing the melodies of popular songs: 28things that made people dance and smile and sing. He is knowledgeable about ancient forms, but never wedded to how things have always been done. He loves both raucous cabaret songs and the sacred music of Palestrina. His work rings with marches, waltzes and hymns. He makes angular ballet from popular melodies; infuses classical forms with the ribald life of popular art.

         He may have been an elective celibate or madly passionate – or both. There is his five-month-long amour with the artist Suzanne Valadon, shining like a sun over stony fields. Maybe he carries her memory deep inside for the rest of his life – a personal alchemical emblem, the lush rose on his barren cross. Such things do happen.

         He could snub people for apparently trivial reasons – status and worth, we should always remember, are two completely different things – but he was generous with his time, especially when it came to young people. He could be prickly if he thought he was being patronized: some of his most barbed wit is reserved for those who have power and don’t deserve it. (In today’s parlance: he always punched up, not down.) He lived most of his life in a state of near-indigence, but when money did arrive he’d spend it on a brace of velvet suits. There is copious testimony as to the utter shambles of his living space – yet the moment he steps outside this tiny cell he is a smiling dandy, spick and span, his own ambulant branch of Yohji Yamamoto.

         The Satie life contains so much murk; his music sparkles with riverine clarity.

         Like Magritte’s painting of a bowler-hatted gentleman standing between two creatures, one of sea and one of air: neither fish nor fowl.

         Maybe what we rush to define as opposites should not always be seen that way.29

         * * *

         Eric Alfred Leslie Satie is born on 17 May 1866 in Honfleur, on the Normandy coast. His mother, Jane Leslie Anton, is an English Protestant of Scottish descent; his father, Alfred Satie, a Roman Catholic Anglophobe. An auspicious start for someone whose life will span contradictory opposites. Right from the off, everything is poised in-between: suspended between stern Protestant ethic and lush Catholic ethos. Pragmatism vs mysticism. Knuckling down vs high aesthetics. Luxury vs asceticism. The virtues of work and the whisper of heresies. An unresolved chord hanging in the air. It is tempting to read much into this… especially if, like me, you were the product of two families, one Catholic and one Protestant, brought together under shades of disapprobation on both sides.

         After his wife dies suddenly in 1872, aged 34, a stricken Alfred leaves for a year of convalescent European travel; Eric and his brother Conrad are taken in by their paternal grandparents, who insist the boys renounce their Anglican faith and are re-baptized in the Catholic Church. As a child, these are things that possess little concrete meaning. Incense in the air. Articles of faith you cannot process, which later surface in strange and unpredictable ways. In future years, Satie will search for some unifying wisdom, first joining a Rosicrucian sect, then founding his own eccentric church. A friend gives him the nickname Esoterik Satie.

         He is born where else but a port. A maritime child with a coastal sensibility, growing up between the ocean and the banks of an estuary: one foot on sand, one ankle in water. What does this do to a child’s notions of space and time? Life on the edge of the elements, where the sea meets the sky: au bord de la mer. His father Alfred 30is a shipping broker who speaks German, Portuguese, Spanish, Italian, Dutch, Danish, Latin and Greek. (The latter two rub off on his son.) At the age of eighteen, Alfred publishes several poems under the pseudonym Silvio, as well as articles on music in which he favours Rossini over Wagner. (This prejudice against Wagner also rubs off on his son.) Eric shows a stripling talent for music and lessons are arranged with a Monsieur Vinot, organist at Honfleur’s Church of St Catherine, who instills in him a ‘taste for antique modes’.

         The other big influence on young Eric is a grey-sheep relative known as Sea Bird. Flinty, ornery, happy-go-lucky, Uncle Sea Bird sells the family brokerage business bequeathed to him by his father and uses the money to buy a bookshop. Sailing and horse riding make him happy. He takes young Eric on away-day excursions to travelling circuses. He is a contentedly eccentric bachelor, which is what his young charge will also one day become.

         One of his teachers calls Eric ‘gifted but indolent’ – a clever but dreamy child, unfocused but already possessed of a quality you would have to call bloody-minded. Only music holds his full attention. You picture him at his school desk, staring out the window at notes forming in the air. He is dismissed from three consecutive schools, but when he finally gets to study music, still things don’t quite gel. The verdict of a sympathetic teacher at the Paris Conservatoire: ‘The laziest student in the Conservatoire – but gets a lovely sound.’4 He is ejected after three failed attempts to be chosen for the students’ annual public recital.31

         Aged sixteen, he discovers both Bach and the more sub rosa side of Catholic theology: music and mysticism in a seductively graceful counterpoint. Newly resident in Paris, he neglects his piano studies at the Conservatory and spends his days meditating in the cool shadows of Notre-Dame, or reading ancient history at the Bibliothèque Nationale. This is a pious and principled young man.

         In 1887 Satie composes his first mature work, the three-part Sarabandes. (Do we hear in this three a faint echo of his Catholic faith?) Listening to the Sarabandes now, they sound as if they might be equally at home in a cocktail bar, a military parade or a small chapel. Unhurried, hesitant, full of space. (A ‘sarabande’ is a dance step in triple metre.) According to Satie expert Mary E. Davis, the Sarabandes ‘introduce compositional approaches that would prove important in Satie’s later work … in which groups of three very similar pieces, deliberately interlinked, combine to constitute a unified work.’ He is already turning away from the dominant model of German music, its strident melodies and florid drama.

         Satie discovers a bohemian hang-out in Montmartre called Le Chat Noir. Described as ‘part artist’s salon, part rowdy music hall’, its featured acts encompass poetry, political satire and puppet shows. This combination of high art and accessible hooks may seed or embolden Satie’s own developing ethos. Down in the cellar, he assumes the boho look: ratty beard, floppy tie, battered felt hat. He imbibes the greasy air; mingles with comedians, cultists and conspirators. In Le Chat Noir, people reinvent themselves overnight. Eric becomes Erik – I can’t help but regard this as quite punk – and Erik-with-a-k is hired as a pianist. Hard as it is to credit, this is where he first airs the gently unnerving Gymnopédies.32

         Caught up in the swirl of Le Chat Noir, Satie slips into the orbit of one Joséphin Péladan and his occult group the Ordre de la Rose-Croix Catholique du Temple et du Graal. Péladan is the son of the Chevalier Adrien Péladan, founder of something called the Cult of the Wound in the Left Shoulder of Our Lord Jesus Christ; he owns a vast library of hermetic works inherited from his brother, who died of poisoning from a self-concocted alchemical tincture. Péladan himself will pass in 1918, having imbibed a tainted oyster. (Does this family sound like a great lost Borges story, or what?) French culture saw a revival of interest in occult matters during the fin de siècle period – a heady incense mingling sexual ambiguity and high Catholicism, Kabbalah and Theosophy, Masonic ritual and ceremonial magic. Péladan saw his own unabashedly elitist order as a ‘manifestation of Art against the arts, of the beautiful against the ugly, of the dream against the real, of the past against the infamous present, of tradition against the trifle!’ (Who here will defend the majestic trifle?) Satie was named House Composer and Maitre de Chapelle in – to give it its full title – the Tiers Ordre Esthétique de la Rose+Croix Catholique du Temple et du Graal. Satie writes a handful of pieces for Péladan: hymns, fanfares, incidental music. For the inauguration of the first Salon Rose+Croix at the Galerie Durand-Ruel in March 1892, he unveils three fanfares for trumpets and harps, entitled Trois Sonneries de la Rose+Croix. The same pieces are repeated at a formal musical soirée held twelve days later, which also sees the premiere of three Satie preludes for Peladan’s ‘Chaldean pastoral’ play, Le Fils des étoiles.

         As well as a mutual interest in esoterica, Satie and Péladan share an innate suspicion of authority figures and a habit of falling out with close associates; it is perhaps inevitable their blessed union doesn’t long endure. In 1893, 33Satie breaks away to establish his own church: the Église Métropolitaine d’Art de Jésus Conducteur (Metropolitan Church of Art of Jesus the Conductor). Satie is self-appointed Parcier et Maître de Chapelle, establishing his Abbatial Residence at 6 rue Cortot. (In real life, his own cupboard-sized room.) He says of this new dispensation: ‘We shall make of it a refuge where the Catholic faith and the Arts, the which are indissolubly bound to it, shall grow and prosper, sheltered from profanity, expanding in all their purity, unsullied by the workings of evil.’ Buoyed up by a small family bequest, Satie publishes his own opulent newsletter, the Cartulaire, which features church news and comment on current affairs alongside pleas for the infidel Anglicans to return ‘to the bosom of the Catholic Faith’. A line, you can’t help but notice, that echoes his own childhood experience. In other church communiqués he hymns sacrifice and poverty, two friends he will come to know well, and even embrace. (He once turned down a proffered fee, claiming it was too extravagant.)

         Read now – and probably even at the time – his theological proclamations are pompous-seeming and rather precious, and very different from his usual slangy, scattershot style. If Satie’s various writings have one thing in common it’s his ability to convincingly inhabit different styles, voices and idioms. He pushes form until it becomes too correct, a brittle mask. Any humour in his Cartulaire texts arises from the clash between solemn aspirations and a comically blunt reality – on the one hand, the selflessness of personal sacrifice; on the other, a high-flown language typical of church authorities.

         So: was the Metropolitan Church of Art of Jesus the Conductor a leg-pull, or a sign of Satie’s stalwart faith? It may have been both. Mary E. Davis notes his ‘deepening 34interest in religion and occultism during this period, and particularly his fascination with Gnosticism…’ A Gnostic view of the world locates the sacred anywhere and everywhere. There is no earthly reason why your untidy room should not double as a place of worship; or why music and worship should not closely align. For the gnostic, illumination is a deeply personal thing. In this light, Satie’s music might be considered a form of prayer shaped to his own highly personal Catholic mysticism. The beatitudes of an elective martyr.

         In 1889, Satie writes the first three Gnossiennes. What is a ‘gnossienne’, exactly? It may be a reference to the palace of Knossos in ancient Greece or a nod to the gnosis – or again, it may be both.5 With the blessing of God, one day your path out of the labyrinth of unbelief is clear. You see light everywhere, even unto the lowliest substance. Matter sings! A dead key touched, it suddenly resonates. Harmony among all things. Satie finds his own exact and proper forms to reflect this illumination, little musical sigils and spells that in effect proclaim: in order to be mystical, you don’t have to be symphonic. For Satie, the small things of this world more convincingly evoke a feeling of sacredness than a great squall of sturm und drang.

         With Satie, it is always a matter of form. Imbuing set forms – nocturne, prelude, waltz – with an inimitable personal touch. He takes a classic form and squints at it, walks around it, flutters away the dust. (It is a bit like Picasso taking Las Meninas by Velázquez and making it anew.) He writes the first Gnossienne after hearing a gamelan orchestra; his Ogives take their cue from 35Gregorian chant. Satie is able to quote such sources and in the process transform them. This looks a lot like what we now call postmodern appropriation: sampling something and turning it this way and that to see what results. It would be easy here to bring in words like irony and parody, but that is too reductive. Whenever Satie imitates something old, something new results: a singular tone, a synthesis, an alchemical blend.

         This applies as much to his writing as his music. He is responsible for a bafflingly diverse range of texts: sketches and squibs, lectures and letters, erudite essays and fantastic tales. He writes for publication, self-amusement, score settling, fun. Graphics and sketches abound. Doodles run free. It may look knockabout, but in his own modest way he is one step ahead of modernist literature: one text is written entirely in lower case; ellipses proliferate; humour turns bromides inside out. A mix of funny-sinister and fantasy-grotesque that now suggests names like Flann O’Brien, William Burroughs, Louis-Ferdinand Céline, Kurt Vonnegut.

         Satie’s birthplace Honfleur sits on the water but its inhabitants are renowned for an exceedingly dry sense of humour; local wisdom attributes this to the area’s proximity to the English Channel and, by extension, the English sense of humour. Spiky, stoical, down to earth. A bit of a piss-take. Don’t get above yourself! Don’t give yourself airs and graces! Roars of laughter in small quayside bars. A straight face, telling outrageous lies. Never quite sure if someone is being serious or not. There was a specific word for this, as per this entry from a 1913 study of French society:

         
            Blague is a certain taste which is peculiar to Parisians, and still more to Parisians of our generation, to disparage, to 36mock, to render ludicrous everything that hommes, and above all prud’hommes are in the habit of respecting and caring for; but this raillery is characterized by the fact that who takes it up does so more in play, for a love of paradox, than in conviction: he mocks himself with his own banter, “il blague”.

         

         Satie is a major blagueur. There was the time he announced the premiere of a non-existent ‘anti-Wagnerian’ opera, Le bâtard de Tristan. On one level this is just a silly hoax, but it also harbours the fabricator’s own particular truth: a revived mythos can be small-scale, un-dramatic, a breeze through the leaves. Satie’s music is not wild and stormy in the approved Romantic manner; it doesn’t sweep us away towards icy peaks or chthonic woods. He is dawdling on the sands, tapping things with the point of his brolly. He is sitting in a smoky tavern, smiling his inscrutable smile. Art doesn’t have to be anguished, heavy, some all-singing all-declaiming gesamtkunstwerk. Jean Cocteau wrote: ‘The public is shocked at the charming absurdity of Satie’s titles and system of notation, but respects the ponderous libretto of Parsifal.’ Whereas the latter respects old Romantic notions, Satie honours a different tradition: gently cerebral, self-effacing, witty. Most critics at the time couldn’t see past Satie’s cranky humour; he was patronized as a naif or a lout, hasty judgements which miss his subtly innovative modernism.

         * * *

         In 1893, Satie has a five-month liaison with the ex-high wire artiste and painter of modern life, Suzanne Valadon. After their first night together, head over heels in love, he proposes marriage; Valadon turns him down but moves 37into a room next door to Satie’s in the rue Cortot. Against the odds, these two singular characters fall laughing together. A coincidence of opposites: the changeable boy full of wily stratagems; the wild, wilful, guiltless woman.

         Satie writes: ‘On the 14th of January in the year of our Lord 1893… began my love affair with Suzanne Valadon, which ended on the 20th of June of the same year. Monday, 16 January 1893, my friend Suzanne Valadon came for the first time in her life in this place and for the last time on the 17th of June of the same year.’ Dates, numbers, duration… and the name of the Lord. A beginning and an end marked by a precise series of integers, as if he were writing a music score. To be played with total surrender! To be played with four hands! To be played with, toyed with, loved. They want to interpret one another, putting their acrobat-painter-musician hands here there and everywhere. Fingertip facility is what playing the piano or painting a canvas are all about: little brushes and touches, hard or soft, the fingers up and down, around and about, feathery or grasping, at any rate just the right amount of pressure.

         This firework burst of passion – a trapeze, enacted on earth – is the one thing in Satie’s life that doesn’t fit, according to everything else we know about him. It doesn’t add up. But like his suits and jokes and other ‘eccentric’ signs, it’s something that all biographers now refer to without much reflection. They call the Satie–Valadon love affair ‘intense’ and ‘passionate’, as though this were itself a routine thing, two notes that might be replaced with any other two notes without altering the essential harmony. Everyone seems to agree it was stormy, but no one speculates as to a) what it was exactly Valadon saw in Satie; b) what mark it may have left on him. This madness doesn’t last long, but maybe it colours the rest of his life.38

         Another key relationship for Satie was his friendship with the composer Claude Debussy – inevitably, they bumped into one another in Le Chat Noir. For a long time they met every week at Debussy’s home; Satie was particularly fond of the eggs and lamb cooked by Debussy’s first wife Lilly. Some experts posit a quasi-erotic frisson between the two men, but this reading feels wildly speculative; their bond more likely falls under the sign of a kind of deep male friendship we no longer recognize. They did have a common passion in shaping a music that was unashamedly French and no longer in thrall to German composers, especially Wagner. In 1897, Debussy orchestrates two of Satie’s Gymnopédies and has them performed live, to great acclaim; this seems to have struck Satie as a mixed blessing.

         In 1898 Satie leaves central Paris and relocates to the suburb of Arcueil, where he will remain for the next twenty-seven years. Swapping the wildly expensive core for the plainer, less frenetic margins. (He was ahead of his time, non?) It was very much in the opposite direction to Debussy and other music world friends, who coveted a perch in the desirable eighth and sixteenth arrondissements. A fascinating essay by Christophe Charle, Debussy in Fin-de-Siècle Paris, spells things out:

         
            To the west, the average rents were between 1,025 francs a year for the most chic neighbourhood (Champs Elysées) and 434 francs a year for the Monceau area, while in the working class neighbourhoods on the city’s periphery, one had to spend on average only between 55 and 75 francs a year.6

         

         39Charle hints at what may have been behind a looming split between the two chums:

         
            From the moment Debussy wished to get Pelléas and Mélisande performed, he too had to play the dominant social game. Once he gained recognition thereby, he sought the social status that went hand in hand with it. This move was manifested in his private life by his divorce and his subsequent remarriage to a woman who was not just a music lover, but a true product of the monde on which he had so recently heaped his disdain. It became harder and harder to maintain the old ethic of purity … in his new lifestyle, which was precisely that of the monde.

         

         Satie embraces the community of ordinary working people; Debussy craves the thin air of the upper echelons, the so-called ‘monde’. Their friendship would cool, fracture, collapse. Some think Satie’s Trois morceaux en forme de poire (Three Pieces in the Form of a Pear) (1903) was his obliquely acid riposte to Debussy’s advice that he should ‘pay more attention to form’. You want form? Here is form! Debussy asked him: ‘Why such a title?’ Satie replied: ‘Why? Simply, my dear friend, because you cannot criticize my Pieces in the shape of a pear. If they are en forme de poire they cannot be shapeless.’ Alternatively – and this is typical of Satie studies – it may simply have been a piece for four hands Satie wrote to give himself and Debussy something nice to play at their weekly get-togethers. Yet others see the Trois morceaux as Satie’s anguished reaction to Debussy’s Pelléas and Mélisande, which made him feel that a certain kind of musical Impressionism had reached its natural end. His pear may have been a form of palate cleanser.
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