Chapter One:

Introduction

The long history of the use of a trumpet-type instrument for performing musical signals to control the movements of armies, or other large bodies of people, is widely documented in military accounts of Europe and before that in the ancient Greek literature, the Old Testament and in the tomb paintings of Egypt.  The ancient Greek myth which attributes the origin of the trumpet to the sea god and his great conch carries the suggestion that this practice may be very remote (leaving aside the information in the Old Testament that God himself was a trumpet player).

The Téléphonie of Jean-François Sudre (1787-1862), which is described in Parisian newspapers between 1829-1864, might be thought of as the “last chapter” of the military signal trumpet.  By this we mean that, in the long history of trumpet signals, the Téléphonie was the last new idea, the last opportunity for the development of an entirely new phase in the use of trumpet signals.  As it turned out, Sudre’s new system never officially replaced the old traditional military trumpet signals, which continued to be used until they were finally retired by the telegraph, and more especially by radio, which was first called “wireless,” as an analogy for the concept of a wireless telegraph.

The telegraph itself was in its first stage of development at the same time as the Téléphonie, and the two were often compared by military commissions studying them,  In order, therefore, for the reader to appreciate the following accounts of the Téléphonie, it is perhaps appropriate to remind him what the telegraph was at this stage of its development.

The origins of the telegraph are found in the discoveries relative to the transmission of electricity, one of the most important contributors being Benjamin Franklin in 1745.  The earliest prototype was suggested by an anonymous Scottish writer in 1753 in which 26 insulated wires were connected to something called a light ball above letters of the alphabet.  With the invention of electromagnets, first applied to electric telegraphy by Ampère in 1820, small magnets placed on the receiving ends of 26 wires could be used to indicate the letters of the alphabet.  Morse, of America, invented the concept of magneto-electric induction in 1831, and the Morse key in 1837.  Interestingly enough, the famous Morse code was only developed in 1844 after one of his associates, Vail, made the discovery that dots and dashes could be distinguished by the difference in their sound.

However, the state of development of the telegraph by the time of François Sudre was a visual telegraph.  The telegraph used by the French army at this time was a device set on a hill and was only of value to the soldiers who could see it during the daytime.  Thus, when Sudre, the inventor of the Téléphonie, also referred to his invention as a “Télégraphe Acoustique,” he meant it was a “telegraph” you could hear, as opposed to the other one which you could only see.  

Sudre later indicated that it was the Institut de France, an institution which has always existed to reign supreme over the French language, who coined the term, Téléphonie.  It was the very first appearance of one of the world’s most familiar words.

Since this book discusses three separate inventions by Sudre, it might be helpful to the reader if we supply first a brief outline of the progress of his work.  His initial invention was his Musical Language, which was a literal one letter per one note translation of French into music, using seven basic pitches.  In order to make the Musical Language useful to the French military, it was necessary to accommodate his system to the military signal trumpet, the clarion, which was incapable of playing all the notes necessary for the Musical Language.  Thus, his second invention, the Téléphonie, used only four pitches, sol-do-mi-sol, and in his final version only three pitches, sol-do-sol!

But now he was doing something fundamentally different: he was no longer literally transcribing words into music, but rather using musical sounds to represent phrases of language.  This, in turn, led him to the idea of creating an international language through musical sounds.  This was his third invention, one which he called the Universal Musical Language.

His idea, so beautiful in its concept of a global language based on music, was an entirely impractical one.  This is nowhere more evident than in his great French dictionary of nearly 13,000 words represented by varying orders of the same two to four pitches.  How could anyone ever learn to recognize by ear all these varieties of the same pitches?  If the truth were admitted, probably no one can easily recognize
 the different pitches in the four forms of Schönberg’s Tone Row, and they are only 48, not 13,000.  And speaking of Schönberg, who insisted that a Tone Row beginning on a different pitch would be immediately recognized as the same as the original, it is interesting to note that Sudre believed that a military signal could be kept secret from the enemy merely by transposing it to a different key!

On the face of it, then, Sudre’s life was a wasted one.  He devoted his entire adult life to an idea which went nowhere.  Or did it?  

Sudre was developing his Universal Musical Language, a system in which the use of two, three or four notes could express abstract ideas, emotions, proper names, etc., during the years 1830-1842.  These years, during which Sudre’s work received extensive discussion in the Parisian newspapers, coincide with the years during which a young composer named Richard Wagner was living in Paris (1839-1842).  

Although it would be another ten years before Wagner would actually begin constructing the music of his Ring operas on the basis of his so-called, Leitmotifs, one can not help but notice that the fundamental principle is exactly the same principle which is the basis of Sudre’s Universal Musical Language.  Moreover, one is struck by some additional characteristics of Sudre’s Universal Musical Language, for example one which he says is, 

a peculiarity which does not exist in any other language, that is the possibility to express the inverse of the thought by the inverse of the symbol of that thought.

Sudre offers as an illustration, taken from his Universal Musical Language, the word, “God,” which he represents by do-mi-sol, and “Devil,” which he represents by sol-mi-do.  This is, as anyone who has ever studied the “Ring” knows, one of the techniques which Wagner also employs in the transformation of his motives.

Wagner never discussed how he arrived at his Leitmotif idea,
 and it would not have been in his character to give anyone else credit.  Subsequent musicologists have tentatively pointed to early composers who repeated themes for “remembrance” purposes, and passages which have some Leitmotif characteristics, principally in Weber’s Freischütz.  But none, even those who specialize in the Ring, has dared to speculate where Wagner’s fundamental idea came from, and his idea -- using a small number of notes to represent an abstract idea -- is quite different from the use of “remembrance” themes.  

We would like to propose that perhaps Wagner’s initial idea may have come from reading of Sudre and his work in the Parisian newspapers, or even having heard one of his numerous public demonstrations, during his residence in Paris.  We know Berlioz was fascinated with Sudre’s much talked about system and it is difficult for us to imagine that the young Wagner was unaware of it.

It will no doubt be impossible to finally answer this question, but if this were the case, then we can say that while Sudre’s immediate inventions were failures, his life was not lived in vain.  It would be nice to think that Sudre, himself a composer, lived long enough to become aware that his essential idea had taken root and blossomed into some of the world’s greatest music.
� Recent clinical research suggests that the brain has difficulty recognizing musical patterns played backwards.


� He did once observe that the term itself was invented by “one of my younger friends,” who was Baron Hans Paul von Wolzogen, in Führer durch die Musik zu Richard Wagners Der Ring des Nibelungen (Leipzig, 1878).
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