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MARIANNE TANSMAN

MY FATHER ALEXANDRE TANSMAN
AND
MY MOTHER COLETTE CRAS

{An essay written for the concert of 7 April 2004)

My father and my mother met for the first time in spring 1936, on the oceasion of the
final exams at the “Paris Conservatoire™ of music where both were convoked 1o be pan of the
Jury. But let my father express himsell what he felt: “Sitting an my right, a voung wesman
should change all my fife. She was the pianist Colette Cras, daughter of the composer ancl
Advmiral Jean Cras. A delightfud ftalian Renaissance face... a disarming look in her eves full
of softness and deepmess, a great presence. a radiance that | never have felt before. Her
Sfigure was unforgettable and if ever a siroke of luck and love at first sight has a sense. it was
now or never. She asked me about my recent piano works and [ invited her for a tea the nexi
day..”

From this meeting, the couple Colette-Sacha (diminutive of Alexander for close
friends } was born, They married on December 1937, There were not only closely linked by
their love feelings, but also by music, as Colette was a brilliant pranist and had already began
her carcer abroad, playing often her father’s works and also her Conservatory Professor
Lazare Levy’s works, Henceforth she became the most industrious performer of her
husband’s works. Colette had srudied at the Paris Conservatoire also composing, chamber
music and she was a perfeet musician partner. My father wrote in connection with that :
“oowenderfod planist, she had a rare musical instinet and she remained the only critic for
wihtose opinion | attached importance for my music. How many changes for the better [ owe ta
her in v dast works..”

Of course. Sacha who was also an excellent pianist. with pleasure let the performances
of his own piano works to Colette’s more elever lingers. He bad to play also because of his
popularity in that peniad and so, he wrote several pieces for two pianos or four hands,
proposing programs where Colette could exhibit herself alone or with him. or under his
orchestra direction. One of these preces 15 the “Fantaisie pour prane amd orchestra (19377,
which have probably been played as soon as written, but of which we haven't any program
trace. Many Tansman's works, oniginally for orchestra or chamber music were transcnbed in
a two pianos version with the intent to play tgether, Duning the dark period of the years
1938-45 where Tansman appeared as a “degenerate artist”™ on Goebbels established list, the
tours of the couple in Holland. Belgium, Italy. Sweden, Norwegian, etc. were cancelled, but
as soon as the famly retumed in France in 1946, they had the prionity and dunng the seasons
47-48, the couple travelled and played for the most concerted works, such as the “Paruta for
piano and orchestra”, the “Suite for two pianos and orchestra”, the “Concertine for piano and
orchestra”, often with my mother at the instrument and my father conducting, and Colette
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everywhere received the public embrace for her “bravura™ and her charm, Concerning the
1951 tour indicated on Tansman™s catalogue for the “Fantaisie (1937)7, it"s maybe a series of
Radio broad castings in Geneva, Bruxelles, Rotterdam, ete.

My parents had a very youthful character, jokers, with a good sense of humour, and
the atmosphere at home was very cheerful. They weren’t at all severe for our education and
many people { most of all now no more in hife ) remembered us in Hollywood such as little
devils! As soon as my sister and me became older, they took us with them everywhere, at
concerts, rehearsals, museums, as they were very careful that we have a good culure. When
we returned to France, my father didn't find again his apartment, so we lived in a very small
one and fully particpated to the adult’s life. My parents received at home many well known
artists, writers, philosophers, coming from all countries, speaking various languages, and so
there was also a merry and interesting ambiance around us. Everybody, in spite of the afier
war difficultics, was optimist. The living-room was engaged by the Bechstein black prand
piano, where my parents played by turns, preparing their concerts and where my sister and me
practised scales, introduced to the instrument by our grand mother lsaure Cras, and where we
learnt also our Father's childish picees, sometimes at four hands. These popular series for
children and young, with several degrees of difficulty, weren’t written expressly for us.
Several years before our birth, the editors Max Eschig commissioned to my father the first
lomes, but as they had a so good success, every year they commissioned another one. ... That
poes without saying that the biggest difficulty was to find a title for each piece. and here again,
my mother was o precious collaborator for this | Probably “Mireille et les animaux™ has been
especially written for her, but “Marianne devant le kiosque de journaux™, published some
vears later, surely not ! My father had to find always new subjects for the new albums and it"s
by o random choice that [ find myselt' in front of a lot of serious newspapers which weren’t
my daily readings !

I have pleasant memories conceming the “pianist duels™ between my parents @ who
should have played better { we were the judges ), sometimes classic themes with personal and
funny variations, and both, my sister and me took a lot of recreation. Other times, we danced
in the living-room on the rhythms of the *Sonatine Transatlantique™ or the “Camaval
Suite™. We listened in the evening at the radio on the music programs, so we early could have
a good musie culture. Often, there were broadeasted my father's works and we religiously
listened in family at these. But sometimes they were transmitted from far abroad so [
remember that the interferences covered the music with atrocious noises, and my father
listened, impassively, waiting for some clearer moment.

After my mother’s death in March 1953, the atmosphere was no more the same. When
the school allowed some holidays, our father took us with him everywhere, in many countries
where he had concerts. His situation wasn't easy, as he had to take care ol two girls of only 13
and 14 years old. He had to renounce to a new tour in USA and to many social and artistic
activities.

In 1954, my father frequented Mrs. Fernande Halphen's “salon™. He was introduced
there by his friend, the composer Marcel Mihalovici ( a component of the “aforesaid” Ecole
de Paris ). Mrs Halphen was an old lady, bomm Rothschild, the famous bankers' family, and
she was fond of music. She invited many musicians in her beautiful living room and there was
also a small concert-hall where she organised chamber concerts. My father estimated her
generosity, her sensibility and her intelleetual Faculties, and when she admitted her passion for



Johan Strauss waltzes, he wrote the “Variations (Fantaisie) sur les valses de Strauss”, small
two pianos masterpicce which meets still to-day a great success among the piano-ducts. The
first execution was of course at the home of the commissionaire with the duet Benvenuti to
whom the work was then dedicated. The first real public exhibition was at the great “Theatre
des Champs Elysées” on March 1963 with the famous English duet Reding and Piclte, and
they played it in many concerts around the world, as these “variations (fantaisie)” was one of
their favourite picce. This “Fantaisic™ on Strauss waltzes differs from the first “Fantaisie™ for
piano and orchestra and in it's two pianos version as it was written in a later time, and
Tansman in some way, followed his time, but we can find in both of them his special style,
melodic and rhythmic, OF course these two works weren’t watten with the same objective,
The first one is a piano fantasy and the instrument may have the more important register. The
second Fantasy is an homage o Strauss, and the Viennese themes are recognizable; they are
also full of humour in their final discords and the piece is as well classic and modemn in it's
spint.

Some of the works presented in this program overlay a long period whicl begins in the
thirties until the sixties, and which are, in some way, homages 1o the performers or to friends,

“Sonatine Transatlantique™ was written in the thirties. Dunng Tansman’s american
tour in 1928-29 when he played his “Concerto for piano and orchestra n® 27, he met Charlie
Chaplin, introduced by Mrs Germaine Tailleferre’s ( one of the components of “Les 5ix”)
husband who was a cartoonist and caricaturist. Tansman was a fan of Charlot and the two
artists became friends immediately. When the next year, Robert Sclinitz played this g
Coneerto in Hollywood { my father was in another tour )} with the Boston Symphony
Orchestra under Koussevitzky's direction, and as the work was dedicated to Charlie Chaplin,
who was present, 18.000 spectators and auditors stayed up, giving an endless ovation.... not
to the composer... but to the genial film-maker ! This friendship some years later would have
been a vital question for Tansman's family as Chaplin organised an association for helping
them to escape from the Nazis.

Returning to the “Sonatine transatlantique”, my father wrote this piano work like a
merely entertaining. The Editors Max Eschig didn’t accept it as, for that time, this jazzily
picce didn't look enough serious, they said ! So, the Sonatine was yicld for a small sum of
money to Leduc Editions, without thinking at all that it would become so popular to need
several versions for the quantity of music groups who claimed it. So, an orchestral version, a
wo pianos version were immediately written by the compeser. Lastly a violin-piano version
amanged by the violinist Samuel Dushkin, a flute-guitar version, a two guitars version, a cello
quartet version, etc. came with ammangements by unknown.... This Sonatine had a real
infatuation in the thirtics, and the greatest pianists of that time played it, such as Walter
Gicseking, José Iturbi, ete. The frequentation of Gershwin duning Tansman’s american tours,
a close friend, who he helped sometimes, such as for the orchestration of “An American in
Paris”, at first in company of Maurice Ravel, making also his tour coast to coast, the evenings
passed together in the Harlem night-clubs, was a sort of new approach to exotic thythms, and
after Tansman and Ravel, many European composers enriched their music language with
these.

In the program, there is also my grand father's work, “Two impromptus for harp”,
written in 1925, It was a commission and Jean Cras had many difficulties to write for this
instrument, so at first he made a piano version. These harp pieces are now very often played



FROM LEFT: MARIANNE, COLETTT, MIBENIE (PARIS 1'47)
s A AL SR EIEL A2, T L R(194THE, #3)



in France as J.Cras" music has in these last years a revival and almost his works are now
recorded, recently his masterpiece, the opera “Polyphéme™. The “Deux impromptus™ were
created in the Lorient harbour, where the youngest of his generation captain was equipping.
for a travel in Occidental Africa, his cruiser, the "Motte-Piquet™. Quite all his works were
written on his ships, where he can dispose in his cabin of a piano. At cach port, he sent his
works to his wife, Isaure. Jean Cras was born in the principal french navy port, Brest. in a
large fanmuly, and 1f the profession of marine was obvious for him, the practising an instrument
was indispensable. So with his sisters and brothers, his cousins, etc., chamber music ook a
very important part for his future vocation. He was able to play very well piano, violin, alto
and organ. As he couldn’t frequent a music academy, the French melodies composer Henn
Dupare helped him, but carly. the pupil surpassed the teacher... Jean Cras had not even open
a look of harmony or reccived the slightest advice from a reacher until the day he met Duparc
in October 1901: “Since the first minute, a bond of friendship, which never broke, joined my
forces with the favourite Cesar Franck's disciple ! I brought hint my compositions - | was a
lile trembling, very moved. Bur in spite of the distance which separated me from the
“master ™, 1 felt immediarely that our two souls devoted both without anv rexervations. Some
vears later, Dupare colled me in his fetters “the son of my soud ™. He did not finger over the
clumsiness of my first works writing ( | ignored all about harmony treaiises ). He solely
attached artemtion jo reveal me the great laws which govern on all the arts and 1o explain me
their applving o music. Coming again to the purer masterpivees, he faught me how fo
analvse their structure. how o measure their proportions, how to admire the choice of the
tonalities. When [ left him to recover my scaman life. after three months passed with him, he
gave e the small scores of Beethoven s quartets, which then became, during long vears, my
bedside book. An activated correspondence was established between ws. At each vacation, |
visited him, passing my days in the small study of <Saint Francois Xavier Place> so beloved
)y menrory”,

If my mother didn’t alk to us about her father, my grand mother narrated to us all his
adventures, with many anccdotes, showed to us his works, his drawings for inventions, photos
of his ships. medals, and played for us his piano picces. When my grand mother was alive,
Jean Cras was completely forgotien by the musical hife, so most of his works were unknown
to me, Now that he is again on the go, | realize what a great personality he was also as
COMPOSET,

If my grand father and my father never met, they have as much common viewpoinis
than differences.

My grand father couldn’t frequent the music and social life becanse of his naval
activitics, and my father was also often away for his music tours. The first followed his
acquaintances connected o the first french century vears, of composers such as Suinl-Saens,
César Franck, Vincent d’Indy, Henri Dupare, Messager, and above all Debussy. He was a
romantic and a melodic. inspired by his native Brimany as well as by his ships missions
abroad, giving to several works a touch of Orientalism. But the roots are surely his mstinct
and his sensitive inspirtion,

My father also was a melodic and for hinw first of all comes a sincere inspiration. He
made s the famous Picasso’s sentence @ “Fiess T find, then T searel,” Tansman had time to
frequent all the composers of his time, 1o travel for music objectives, and contrary to Cras, he
was interested in all the innovations. He had a strong and typical polish folklore luggage, had



studied at the Varsavian Academy of Music, and if his Slavonic sensibility with it’s rhythms
never left his inspiration, he was opened to the simplification of the french music of the “Six”,
the russian rhythms of Stravinsky, Prokofiev, the Bartok's percussions and return to the
folklore, the perfect construction of Hindemith, ete. but also by jazz, new instruments, 5o 0
wander from romanticism and old classicism. He said : *f don 't want 1o be a modern musician,
! find thiy expression too ambiguous for it's self-roots, involving a certain “mode”. I want to
be o musician of my time, whai means irying to pursue the basic and interchangeable
intention of music by all the means of my time, or rather by the means to which my time has
converged in it's evolution.... I'm not for tonal system, nor polytonal, neither serial, but I'm
for the use of all the expression’s means that the musical art evolution has put at our service,
according to any case and problem which, each, requires it s own solution and search™.

If in their style, their life, their native origins and their religion, the two composers are
different, their “credo™ is the same ; an entire integrity and respect of their art which they
consider both as an innate gift which has to been culuvated, but never submitted to the
fashion laws of the moment or to some compromises of unscrupulous ambition.

Both of them had the chance to build a family in which their wife was a musician and
their “aller-ego™. Cras composed for his children “Les Ames d'enfants”, some violin picces
for his son Jean-Pierre, and the beautiful *Concerto™ for piano and orchestra for his daughter
Colette, when she already was an eminent pianist. My mother played the “Concerto”™ one year
after it's composing and one vear before the departure of her father. This Concerto has a
classical inspiration in a typical french form, with orental recollections in the Lento and
clearly brittanish in the Final where are evoked local folklore festivals.

Also my father wrote for his daughters, not especially the picces for children, at
starting point conceived as didactic pieces, but where all his tendemess and his understanding
of the child’s soul filters, and not only young future pianists study these, but already formed
pianists, with great delight. My father dedicated to his two girls more important works, in
special periods of his life : The “Sonate for two pianos™ written at Nice in 1941 where we
lived for one year before leaving for USA, escaping from nazis, and his opera “Sabbatai Zévi”
which he considered as his more aceomplished and personal work in 1955,

As a conclusion, [ would like to warmly thank again my friends who, in addition to
their pianist talent, have studied with so much passion the life and the personality of my
original family. These concerts contribute in an important way to promote their music in your
country, where Cras didn’t have the opportunity to go with his ships, but where Tansman
during his 33-34’s world tour, discovered the Japancse gencrosity and musicality, where he
could cnrich his own harmonics and orchestration with new qualitics of tones, new
instruments, new forms ( the NO in the Kabouki theatre inspired him also ! ). We may say
that this travel around the world would little by little release him from the french school,
bringing an universal vision of music, with all it’s languages, it"s multiple faces and thanks to
these, he would be able to pour out fantasy, thythms, harmonies, constructions.

Lucca, lMaly 7 February 2004

Marianne Tansman Martinozzl
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