The Influential Aesthetics of Erik Satie


There is no doubt that Erik Satie has been an influential force in musical aesthetics.  John Cage wrote, “It’s not a question of Satie’s relevance.  He’s indispensable.”
   His compositional direction was from the beginning a reaction to the emotionalism and heavy-handedness of nineteenth century Romanticism and Wagnerian excesses.  He resisted the Romantic demand for extra-musical material and profound subjectivity.  Later, he also rejected those who sought to imitate Debussy in mature Impressionism.  In 1917, when he wrote his masterpiece, Mort de Socrate, he included the following note:  “Impressionism is the art of Imprecision; today we tend towards Precision.”
  

He prized originality and would seek it tirelessly, and even at his own expense, as others would reap the benefits of ideas he had since abandoned.  Louis Durey said, “It is impossible to classify with anything else the work of that inventor who was able to hold himself aloof from all schools and even to shun his own discoveries when he felt that they would become the prey of some colleague.”
  It is perhaps for this reason that Satie is recognized more often for his influence on others than for his own compositions.  Nevertheless, both his innovative thinking and his compositions were a product of his aesthetic ideals, which helped to shape modern music through an impressive legacy of influence.  This paper will outline the basis of Satie’s musical aesthetics, identify some of the innovations that were generated by his work, and then list a few directions, in the form of subsequent or contemporary composers, in which his influence continued.

Satie’s Aesthetics

Perloff identifies Satie’s aesthetic principles to include “parody, diversity, nostalgia, repetition.” 
   His parody was expressive of his antiestablishment mentality, but often in the literary addendums to his compositions.  The diversity of his compositions applies not only to the various innovative differences between compositions, but also to his use of short ideas that contrasted sharply when juxtaposed within a composition.  Satie utilized nostalgia by incorporating ‘low art’ or popular music in his compositions.  He also drew upon qualities that he appreciated from Gregorian chant and counterpoint, in his constant aim for melodic supremacy.  Repetition was a tool used by Satie to counteract the gratuitous forward motion that late Romanticism had imposed upon music through harmonic forms.  

Satie’s overarching aesthetic principle was one of simplicity.  This basic ideal was not only a response to late Romanticism, but also a reflection of his own personality and what Myers refers to as his “childlike innocence.”
  Cocteau said that Satie had the ability to “teach what in our age is the greatest audacity – simplicity.”
  In the words of John Cage, “To be interested in Satie one must be disinterested to begin with, accept that a sound is a sound and a man is a man, give up illusions about ideas of order, expressions of sentiment, and all the rest of our inherited aesthetic claptrap.”

Melody was primary in Satie’s work.  His focus was linear, but with simpler implications than the Romantics.  His melodic structure was reminiscent of plainchant melodies.  He was appreciative of the mystical qualities of the medieval chants and in their somewhat motionless quality. In Ogives (1886), the Gregorian influence is evident.  Satie’s use of repetition even provided a certain hypnotic quality.  Debussy referenced this tendency in the dedication of a copy of his Cinq poemes de Baudelair to “‘Erik Satie, gentle mediaeval musician, who has strayed into this century for the joy of his good friend, Claude A. Debussy’.”

John Cage described Satie’s use of melody as “a marriage of mode and the twelve-tones.”
  Satie’s self-described intent was to “aim at an emotive simplicity and a firmness of utterance enabling sonorities and rhythms to assert themselves clearly, unequivocal in design and accent, and contrived in a spirit of humility and renunciation.”
  Harmony and form were both subordinate to melody, and thus became a product of it.

The conundrum of Satie’s compositional form was in its definition.  Compositional form was traditionally delineated by means of tonality and harmony.  Satie’s structures were based upon entirely different criteria.  For example, in the famous Le Coq et l’arlequi, Parade is called “a masterpiece of architecture” by Cocteau.  The writer then proceeds to describe the work, which contains a fugue, dances, and the various sections of the composition, which “proceed without development and never get tangled.”
  Satie’s liberation from traditional form was not an absence of form, but a redefining of form. 

Satie’s early works were short and simple and composed of fragments, manipulated in various ways (repeated, overlapped, transposed), thereby circumventing ‘development.’ There is an often-recounted story that after Debussy remarked upon a lack of form in Satie’s music, Satie produced a work entitled, Trois morceaux en forme de poire (Three Pieces in the Shape of a Pear).  A typical example of Satie’s wit, he professed to Debussy that he had named them such, so that the work could not be accused of having no ‘form.’
 

Cage was convinced that there had been no new formal structure since the time of Beethoven until the innovative thinking of Satie and Webern.
  The new formal structure was one based upon lengths of time rather than on harmony; for example, repetition replacing traditional development propelled by functional harmony.  

Satie also broke with the establishment by his acceptance of ‘low art.’  In his early years, Satie worked in the cabarets and music-halls of Paris, both playing the piano and writing popular songs for the in-house singers.  He actually met Debussy at the Chat Noir, a famous cabaret in Paris.  Satie was a proponent of popular music and was one of the first composers to use jazz and ragtime music in his compositions.  In Parade, he used Irving Berlin’s “That Mysterious Rag” as a model.
  

Satie was well known for his wit and his humor.  He was unique in that his vehicle for humor was ‘absolute music’.  He used irony to satirize the perceived pomposity of the establishment of his day.  He particularly enjoyed deriding the music critics.  At the premiere of his ballet, Relâche, the curtain on the stage was endowed with the following:  “Erik Satie is the greatest musician in the world, whoever disagrees with this notion will please leave the hall.”
  His aim was clearly to express the absurd.  The humorous titles and indications (one example indicating to be played “like a nightingale with a toothache”) within his musical scores were a parody of the subjective seriousness of Romantic music, and the flowery, ethereal ones in Impressionism.   His use of humor was not a statement of his lack of seriousness toward his own music, but a comment upon the role of music, for “no composer, not even Debussy, took a more essentially serious view of his art.”
  Rather than a means of expression, Durey called Satie’s humor “often a withholding of expression, a retreat before imbeciles and fools.”
  Michel-Dimitri Calvocoressi, a critic and musicologist in Marsailles said of Satie,” A uniform characteristic of his jokes, musical or not, is that they are intended primarily for his own comsumption. . . The trouble is that in his music you cannot always be sure where leg-pulling begins and ends.”
 

Satie’s aesthetic was also related to Nationalism.  He believed that there should be a music that was distinctly French.  Part of his opposition to the Romantic aesthetic, particularly as expressed by the prevalent  and popular Wagner, was its perceived German quality.  Satie and others struggled to promote a direction in music that was particularly French.  Satie’s clarity on this issue was a rallying point within an artistic environment poised for change.  He spoke of this idea to Debussy.  “I explained to Debussy the necessity for a Frenchmen to free himself from the Wagnerian adventure which in no way corresponded to our national aspirations.
  Satie’s concept of a French type of music was close to his own aesthetic; that is, simplicity, clarity, transparency, and even aloofness.  Ironically, after World War I, the question came up as to whether German music should be played in France.  Satie was characteristically on the unpopular side of the issue, which usually meant opposed to the authorities and institutions of the day, in that he supported the artistic freedom and supported the importation of German music.

Satie’s “Firsts”


In tracing back through his compositions, Satie was an extraordinary pioneer in modern music.  Debussy called Satie ‘the precursor,’ “foreshadowing organized total chromaticism (1893), Surrealism and the prepared piano (1913), neo-classicism, minimalism and even muzak (1917), and the concept of the synchronized (yet aleatoric) film score (1924).”
 He was the first to use incidental sounds in a composition so that “musique concrete, techno, and industrial music all trace their lineage back to Parade.”

Satie was also the precursor of the minimalists.  Satie’s Vexations (1893) is a piano piece that consists of 52 beats in four sections that is designated by the composer to be played 840 times.  Interestingly, the piece is based upon a bass line that includes all tones of the chromatic scale except one.  Vexations was not performed as specified until 1963, under the direction of John Cage.  Ten pianists, playing in shifts performed the entire work, including all 840 repetitions, which lasted eighteen hours and forty minutes.

In conjunction with an art exhibit in 1902, Satie and Milhaud presented what was described as “Furniture Music.”  It was carefully explained to the art patrons that the music was intended to be ignored and to exist only in the background.  However, when the musicians began to play, the art patrons dutifully stopped their conversations and turned their attention to the music, despite Satie’s frantic pleas to the contrary.  He was later commissioned by the wife of the director of the Washington Post for her own personal “furnishing music” for whom he wrote twelve bars to be played by a chamber orchestra with continual repeats.
  Thus, Satie was the unwitting inventor of ‘Muzak.’

Following the concept that music could be an additional element without being promoted as the center of attention, Satie was involved in the infancy of film scoring, and actually composed the first synchronized film score in 1924 for Rene Clair’s Surrealist film, Entr’acte.
  In Orledge’s discussion of Satie’s later compositions, he points out that the film genre was ideal for Satie’s compositional techniques, particularly well-suited for the use of short motifs applied with contrasting juxtapositions. 

The individual composers influenced by Satie are many, and the influence of those influenced would be impossible to trace.  Satie’s independence was perhaps his greatest contribution to the evolution of music.   “Always he went his own way, without ever troubling his head about what the ‘other fellow’ was doing or about to do.  But the ‘other fellow’ frequently shot a sideways glance at Satie, to see what he might be up to.”
   Satie declared, “There is no Satie school.  Satisme could not possibly exist.  I should be found in opposition to it . . . “
  Ravel explains this contradiction:

Simply and ingeniously Satie pointed the way, but as soon as another musician took to the trail he had indicated, Satie would immediately change his own orientation and without hesitation open up still another path to new fields of experimentation.  He thus became the inspiration of countless progressive tendencies; and while he himself may, perhaps, never have wrought out of his own discoveries a single complete work of art, nevertheless we have today many such works which might not have come into existence if Satie had never lived.

Whether one agrees with Ravel’s assessment of Satie’s ‘art,’ it is clear that many of the primary figures in music after Romanticism were affected by Satie’s aesthetics and innovations.  Ravel declared Satie’s consequence by stating, “Another significant influence, somewhat unique, and deriving at least partially from Chabrier, is that of Erik Satie, which has had appreciable effect upon Debussy, myself and indeed most of the modern French composers.” 

Satie and Debussy were contemporaries in that Debussy was only four years Satie’s senior.  They were also friends and fell into the habit of meeting once a week to exchange ideas and discuss their compositions.  This continued for more than twenty-five years.  The content of those exchanges and discussions were kept private, and so one can only conjecture as to the ramifications of those many encounters.  Debussy did, however, relate to Jean Cocteau that Satie’s words had “determined the aesthetic of Pelleas.”  According to Debussy, Satie had stated,

There is no need for the orchestra to grimace when a character comes on the stage.  Do the trees in the scenery grimace?  What we have to do is to create a musical scenery, a musical atmostphere in which the characters move and talk.  No ‘couplets’ – no “Leitmotiv’, but aim at creating a certain atmosphere that suggests Puvis de Chavannes.

In the exchange that prompted Satie’s composition, Trois Morceaux en forme de poire (1903), Debussy said,

Satie, you never had greater admirers than Ravel and myself; many of your early works had a great influence on our writing. Your Prelude de La porte héroïque du ciel was to us a revelation, so original, so different from that Wagnerian atmosphere which has surrounded us in late years. I liked your Gymnopedies so much that I orchestrated two of them. You have some kind of genius, or you have genius, period. Now, as a true friend may I warn you that from time to time there is in your art a certain lack of form.

Debussy’s orchestration of two of Satie’s Gymnopedies was the only time he ever orchestrated someone else’s composition.

The group that came to be known as ‘Les Six’ was comprised of Poulenc, Milhaud, Auric, Honneger, Tailleferre, and Durey.  The aesthetics of the group was much less homogenous than their notoriety would imply.  For example, when Satie and Milhaud presented the concept of “Furniture Music,” Poulenc and Auric were quite disinterested in “this concept of artless, formless, repetitive music.” 
  However, these young composers were imbued by the liberty inherent in Satie’s ideals and were variously affected and inspired.  Each used the fame acquired under the auspices of Satie’s new French music to their advantage as they pursued their own compositions.  Milhaud was personally closest to Satie, the only one of the group to remain his friend until Satie’s death.

In 1917, Poulenc was present at the premiere of Parade and was profoundly affected.  Poulenc realized and acknowledged that Satie’s music represented the new direction in French music.  Poulenc’s subsequent compositions revealed the influence that was described by the young composer:

Shortly afterward, I wrote the Mouvements perpétuels and, a bit later, this Suite en ut so obviously Satie-esque.  You must realize that the metamorphosis took place in the twinkling of an eye under the guidance of a magician who knew my true personality.

Satie’s influence is not limited to the French. When Satie composed his Socrate, he called it a ‘return to classical simplicity with a modern sensibility’, and it greatly impressed Stravinsky when he heard it in 1919.  Satie has been linked to Neoclassicism and parallels have been drawn from his earliest work.  Myers reproached those referring to Stravinksy as the neo-classic pioneer by pointing out that 

as early as 1888, when Wagner was all the rage, Satie was already writing his strictly ‘linear’ ‘Gymnopédies’ and thus inaugurating the famous style dépouillé, later to be adopted by the neo-classicists, at a time when Stravinsky and Picasso were still in the nursery and Cocteau not yet born.

In the United States, Virgil Thomson, whom Milhaud calls “the real American disciple of Erik Satie,”
 considered Satie to be the most original mind in modern music.
  Thomson’s use of rhythmic stasis and chromatic tranquility in several of his choral works has much in common with Satie’s Messe des pauvres.  Thomson was also to try his hand at film scoring and utilized the same sort of collage technique that Satie invented.  The two composers had much in common in their rejection of the ‘impressive’ aesthetic, in favor of that which communicates more personally.
  Thomson was also responsible for introducing Satie’s music to John Cage.

John Cage listed fifteen men that he claimed had an important influence on him.  Only three were composers:  David Tudor, Erik Satie, and Arnold Schoenberg.
  Cage saw in Satie some of his own compositional predilections and studied his music thoroughly.  He even wrote “Cheap Imitation” based upon Satie’s Socrates.  Cage was particularly interested in Satie’s Vexations, which was the “first known experiment in organized total chromaticism and continual, unrelieved dissonance, with no obvious sense of direction or tonal centre.”
  It was also the first piece to specify a period of silence in its performance indications.  A combination of the idea of specified silence and Satie’s use of incidental sounds in Parade was brought to an ultimate conclusion in Cage’s 4’33”.   Cage has been one of Satie’s most vocal proponents, and his promotion of Satie’s music has further emphasized the unmistakable thread of influence.  His production of Vexations as described above changed the perception of that piece from that of an eccentric stunt to a forward-thinking compositional idea.

According to Myers, Satie’s greatest legacy is that he was a ‘prophet.’  He wrote Impressionistically (Sarabandes of 1887) before Impressionism and Neo-classically (Preludes Flasques 1912) before Neo-classicism.  “Or, as M. Roland-Manuel has put it:  ‘The importance of Satie lies not so much in what he did as in what he caused to be done’.”
 For example, his “Furniture Music” was not compositionally compelling, in truth, that would have ruined the intended effect.  Nevertheless, one is hard-pressed to spend an entire day in public in an industrialized city without being subjected to the legacy of Satie’s concept.  

Satie was then, the ‘John the Baptist’ of modern music – declaring the way.  Others came behind him and provided the seminal works that we now designate as masterpieces of the type.  Satie has therefore been somewhat overshadowed by the fame of those composers who perfected the styles that Satie first initiated.  It is interesting to note that as time passes, Satie’s significance continues to require re-evaluation.  In 1982, Morgan notes that between the fifth and sixth editions of the Grove Dictionary, Satie moved from “a minor composer whose significance far exceeds the intrinsic value of his works” to a composer “ahead of his time and of greater genius than his illustrious disciple [Ravel] ever imagined.” 
  His legacy in modern music is eloquently described by Myers who says,  “. . . he was the interpreter to the world of its own subconscious (aesthetic) dreams and aspirations.”
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