     Chapter Two:

The Musical Language

Of the earliest years of François Sudre, we know only that he had attended the Paris Conservatoire, that he was a violinist and composer and that by 1817 he was a professor in “the famous school of Soréze,” in the Department of Tarn.  He was at this time finishing a music education method, the nature of which he only describes as “the simultaneous teaching of music.”  It is a pity that he chose not to leave more information on this new method, for, in hindsight, it may have been the most valuable of his various discoveries.  In any case, the success of his new method of teaching music was such that it soon earned him a better position in Toulouse.  Here he gave a public demonstration of this method and a review in the newspaper, Moniteur universel, of July 21, 1819, only strengthens our wish for more details of his method.

The method of the mutual teaching of music, which Mr. Sudre has established in this city, obtained a success such as we might have expected from a professor who is as distinguished in his talent as in the purity of his taste.

Last Sunday, Mr. Sudre gave new proof of the excellence of this method.  In a demonstration, which was attended by the chief administrator of the Department, the president of the royal court and the mayor of Toulouse, we listened to this clever professor and a number of the students who attend his school, some of whom had had only a few months of lessons.  It is impossible to to do justice to this ensemble, the perfect accord of more than thirty young people while playing simultaneously multi-part lessons, which were improvised on-the-spot by their teacher.

A large and varied audience demonstrated its admiration by repeated ovations.

Since Mr. Sudre has introduced his excellent method and his charming compositions, groups of young people, all surprised to find themselves musicians, go through the streets playing wind ensemble compositions, with such togetherness and precision as the most experienced singers only obtain with difficulty.

The only remaining hint we have of what this novel music education system might have been, is found in the fact that during the next three years it transformed itself, in Sudre’s mind, into his next invention, which he called the Musical Language.  

The best information we have, regarding the transformation of the educational system into the Musical Language, comes from an article published in the Parisian newspaper, Le Vouleur, on July 25, 1835, which clearly was based on information supplied by Sudre himself.  According to this article, Sudre had begun in 1817 to seek a “musical alphabet” which would be both precise and simple to put into practice.  The intellectual obstacles which he encountered at this time soon caused him to abandon the idea.

It was also at this time that Sudre met a brilliant young musician named Ernest Deldevez,
 who later would contribute so much to Sudre’s public demonstrations.  Le Voleur relates that one day, as Sudre was walking to his classes, he first saw Deldevez as a five-year-old child, standing near a water wagon and playing some “little songs” on a small-size violin.  Struck by the accuracy of the child’s intonation, Sudre asked him who was his father.

“It is my son, Monsieur,” said a lady seated by the child’s side.

“Who taught this child to play the violin,?” asked Sudre.

“No one,” said the woman.

“But how did he learn how to tune his instrument?”

“By myself,” said the child.

“Let me see your violin,” demanded Sudre, whereupon he turned all the pegs, making every string out of tune.  The child immediately retuned the instrument.

“But,” asked Sudre, “who taught you all these little songs?”  The mother explained that sometimes she would take him to the Vaudeville or the Variétés, where he learned the melodies by ear.

“Madame,” said Sudre, “if this child belonged to me, in five or six years he would be my fortune!”  Before separating, they exchanged addresses and promised to meet again in the future.

In 1822, Sudre returned to Paris for the purpose of studying operatic composition.  It was at this time, according to this same newspaper, that he began to become obsessed with his new idea.

Four years went by when one day, in returning to Paris, and nourishing himself without ceasing on his favorite idea, a subtle idea struck him, and he could yell like Archimedes: “I found it!”  In effect, his long patience had in an instant solved the problem he searched for.  He [began writing out] his work, but in order to prove the results, he desired to encounter a young intelligence who could apply and prove the means of execution, that just until that day he had never tried but by himself.

He first discussed it in private with a musician he admired, one he identifies only as a musician “intelligent and discreet,” who apparently encouraged him.

Next he sent for one of his better young students in Toulouse to come to Paris to be the first student of this new Musical Language.  He tells us that after only fifteen lessons, with Sudre in his bedroom with his violin, and the student using the piano in the living room, they were able to carry on a conversation, posing and answering questions through music. 

One can imagine my contentment and satisfaction, hearing our ideas translated through an art that already exists in every place on earth and that not only excludes all difficulties in pronunciation, but national jealousies.

How exciting and interesting it will be, trying to deduce the possible consequences from that ancient principle [music], which is as old as the world and will exist as long as there is science and nature.

Sudre now began to hold private demonstrations of his new Musical Language with his friends, who were in particular admiration when he allowed them to supply the sentences which he transmitted to his student in another room, who then translated them again into French.  At one of these sessions a stenographer, named Chamrobert, employed by the Moniteur universel, was sufficiently impressed to mention the new system in the newspaper (October 29, 1823).

We recommend to young people who want to learn music, a new method by the inventor, M. Sudre.  This professor has composed a langage musical through which two or more people can converse at a distance, either by their instruments or through their voices.  The students, while enjoying themselves, will quickly learn to recognize pitch.

Those who follow the lessons of M. Sudre, if they work with zeal and patience, will be assured of learning the art of music.

As planned, one year later, Ernest Deldevez became the student of Sudre and in 1825, he traveled various parts of France with Sudre, together with the young Charles Larsonneur, who was about the same age, giving demonstrations of the Musical Language.  According to the Le Voleur, during this tour there was often a childish fight to see who would be the first to pronounce the correct words in response to Sudre’s supplying the musical version on his violin.

At some point during this early period Sudre paid out of his own funds to have published a brief method using his new system, under the title, 

The Musical Language, a Means of Communication by all Instruments.
  In this work he quotes a passage by Voltaire (Dictionnaire philosophique) as a text to transcribe, as an example, into his Musical Language.  His choice of this quotation also reveals to us, however, the Sudre was already beginning to think of his later, and more grandiose, invention, the Universal Musical Language.

There is no complete language which has the power to express all of our ideas and feelings, whose nuances are very numerous and imperceptible.

No one can express precisely the degree of feeling that he feels.  One is obliged, in consequence, to use a general name, such as love or hate, for thousands of different kinds of love and hate -- everyone would be different.  It is the same for pain and pleasure.  All languages are imperfect, as we are....

Languages have all been made successively [over time], and by degrees, according to our needs.  It is the instinct common to all men which made the first grammar, without being aware of it.  The Laplander, the Blacks, as well as the Greeks, needed to be able to express the past, present and future; and they did it, but not because they ever had meetings of logicians to create a language.  No one ever created an absolutely regular language....

Of all the languages of Europe, the French language must be the most general, because it is the most proper for conversation: its character is in common with the people who speak it....

The most beautiful language should be the one which can express the weakest and most impetuous movements of the soul.  It will be the one which most resembles music.

In describing his new Musical Language, Sudre first points out that each letter of the alphabet is represented by a single sound and by this means all words and ideas can be expressed.  He admits that this kind of “conversation” is very slow, but, on the other hand, he maintains it is superior to all other languages because it will project further than speech, “up to 700 or 800 hundred feet if one uses a horn, clarinet, oboe, flute or violin.”  He finds a further advantage in the fact that it can be written so quickly, consisting of only “dots” [notes] and a staff of three lines.  Indeed, he express the belief that this system will soon replace all other forms of stenography, or short-hand.  He also devised a system of communicating the pitches by using the fingers of the hand, in order that the Musical Language could be used by the deaf.

He viewed his new system as one which every European could learn to recognize by ear, even if they knew nothing about music, providing the performer were accurate in his pitches.

The “musical alphabet” which lies at the heart of Sudre’s Musical Language consists in assigning an alphabet letter to 12 different pitches, “A” for example is the note “D” below the staff.  Two eight-notes on the same pitch “D” are expressed by the letter “T,” etc.  He concludes his explanation by presenting the Voltaire’s quotation, “There is no complete language,” in his new Musical Language.  
By 1827, four years later, Sudre was sufficiently confident in his new Musical Language to desire submitting it to the Institut de France, the honorary body of artists, scientists and philosophers who must give approval before anything related to language can be considered truly “French.”  In order to accomplish this, he first requested the permission of Henri Berton (1767-1844), a well-known Parisian composer at the time, to give him a private demonstration.

Berton invited Sudre to his home (Malaquais, 15) where eight or ten people were also in attendance.  Sudre had taken along his eleven-year-old student, Ernest Deldevez, whom he locked in a room of Burton’s house, and then invited the guests to supply a sentence.  A M. Gail, a scholar of ancient Greece, wrote on a piece of paper, “Women are roses, and that’s it!”  Sudre picked up his violin, played a few notes, and then the young student opened the door “and in a little voice, said “Women are roses, and that’s it!”  Several more demonstrations enjoyed the same success.  Berton expressed his congratulations and promised to discuss the new Musical Language with the Academy of Fine Arts, of the Institut.

Fifteen days later, Sudre was invited to the Institut de France to demonstrate his system.  Here, the marquis de Pastoret gave Sudre sentences in Greek and Latin, which Sudre played on his violin and his young student again returned in the form of the original languages, to the delight of everyone present.  
This led to the appointment, in February, 1828, of a nine-member commission, including five famous composers, of the Institut de France.  Their report, was published in the Moniteur Universel of November 16, 1828: 
Institut Royal de France

Académie des Beaux-Arts

Rapport sur la Langue Musicale
Messieurs,

In your demonstration of last January 26 you have heard M. Sudre.  He had the honor to develop the system of musical language, to speak with his violin, to write with musical notation and to have spontaneous translation made by his student, the young Deldevez, age 11.  Several demonstrations were reiterated before you; all succeeded.  The child always translated that which was transmitted musically by M. Sudre, and his translation was always confirmed by several of you who also dictated.

The Academy has requested that the Music Section make a report on the works of M. Sudre.  Your [Music] Section thinks it would also be useful, in any case, to include some distinguished members of the various academies which constitute the Institute.  Your proposition has been put in effect and we are meeting on Monday, the 18th of this month, in the rooms of the Institut.  This commission, composed of baron Fourier, Raoul-Rouchette, Cherubini, Lesueur, Berton, Catel and Boieldieu, after having made themselves familiar with all the preceding inventions of M. Sudre for the formation of his musical language, and after various demonstrations before us, recognized that the author has perfectly attained most of what he has proposed, that which we believe is a veritable musical language. 

The commission also thought that this system could offer an important service to society by offering men a new way of communicating their ideas over long distances, in the most profound obscurities.  And especially in the art of war, the employment of this language could, in any case, be very useful to serve as the night telegraph (télégraphe nocturne), in the circumstances where often the military corps cannot communicate the orders necessary for the execution of such and such movements.  Wind instruments could be very useful to employ this means, above all the small clarinet which every military band has.  It is not only for the Staff level, but for [troops] all over France, for it has been demonstrated to us that in eight or ten lessons, if one is a musician, one can speak and write the language of M. Sudre. The translation, as we have seen before us by the young Deldevez, leads us to believe that this musical telegraph could be easily employed and useful in our military camps.  The officer receives the order from his general, and it would then be transmitted from one part of the camp to another by the musicians of the corps.  This demonstration was done last summer at midnight at the pont des Arts of the pont Royal, and it perfectly succeeded.

We also believe we should assure the Academy that we believe it would be very easy, by means of transposition, to achieve a variety of [other uses for the] transmissions of this language, as for example use in the diplomatic correspondence where it would prevent the inconveniences which result for all the world’s intelligences from transmission given in code symbols.

The commission also believes that this new means of communication of thought could offer in other circumstances of life, a great advantage and the system of M. Sudre contains in all of it the germs of a ingenious and useful discovery.

We have the honor to propose to you, Messieurs, that you accord you approbation to this report.

Commission members:


For the Académie des sciences:  de Prony, Arago


For the Académie française: baron Fourier


For the Académie des inscriptions: Rochette


For the Académie des Beaux-Arts: Chérubini, Lesueur, Berton, 


Catel and Boïeldieu

Following its quotation of this report, the newspaper observed that Sudre’s musical language was in deed being studied by the military and then relates a demonstration which Sudre had also performed in the offices of the newspaper itself.

We should, after having published this report, announce the truth of a special authorization under which various demonstrations by M. Sudre have been made in the presence of various general and superior officers, and that the means of rendering useful these applications are at this moment being studied with care.

In regards to us, we should be permitted to make known a demonstration which was performed for us, and which has proved to us the dependability of the procedure of the transmission of ordinary language by translation into the musical language.

M. Sudre was presented to the bureau of the Moniteur, accompanied by a celebrated composer [Berton?], whose views we have read in the report of the Institut, and the young Deldevez.  M. Sudre desired to give the editor a precise idea of his procedure.  The young Deldevez was placed in another room and the editor wrote these words, “Attaquez par la droite.”  M. Sudre tuned his violin to a perfect C, and after a short interval, played various notes [translating the message into music].   The child translated these notes as “attaquez” and, following successive notes, he translated “par la droite.”  The translation was exact and complete and numerous additional proofs could not prove a disadvantage. This should suffice to establish that M. Sudre has found an ingenious way to design by the notes of the scale, one or several letters of the alphabet and to convert the succession of these notes into a grammatical phrase.  We recommend that it follow the application of the musical telegraph, and by these various demonstrations to establish the distance which the sound of the clarion could be heard and a way to voluntarily change the key or the symbols and to guarantee the exactness of the transmission by these responses.  These diverse problems should be resolved in order to render useful, without being dangerous to the application, and M. Sudre seems certain to triumph over the difficulties which it presents.
 

Two days after the publication of the Institute report in the Moniteur Universel, another article in support of Sudre’s Musical Language appeared in the Figaro.

De La Langue Musicale

Inventée par M. Sudre

We live in a time when everything in the progress of science is of interest to the public.  The love of instruction and the taste of the fine arts is diffused to all classes of society; and if there is one study which is most general, it would certainly be music.

It is not surprising, then, that among the persons occupied by this sublime art, there would be found an artist who has managed, through all the combinations of sounds, to supply speech by instruments.  But to create this new language, to give it clarity and precision, to render it overall universal, was an enterprise which presented huge difficulties to resolve.  But since the Institut has declared that M. Sudre had perfectly attained the goal that he had proposed, it is not permitted to doubt that he has conquered it, and the the musical language has all the characteristics we have mentioned.

The discovery of M. Sudre has already been given a place in numerous newspaper articles and has been the object of praise for the merits of the invention.  But the different combinations which we mention as a priority has never before approached the work of M. Sudre.

The use of musical notes for secret correspondence is no longer a novelty and that includes the different code symbols used by diplomacy, or the letters to replace the numbers of the stores of our merchants.  But he glory of the invention would stay entirely with M. Sudre, for we cannot prove that the results or any sort of results had been thought of or attained before him, by the same means or by any others.

The celebrated savants who have examined the procedures of this author, such as de Prony, Arago, Lesueur, Berton and Boïeldieu give M. Sudre justice and high praise.  But the vote of these huge talents have been earned entirely by the ambition of the inventor.  And the fruit of his goals -- should it rest in the archives of the Institut?  We do not think so; we engage ourselves strongly to press for the publication of these procedures, which as in all scientific enterprises, have need of the sanction of time, which only practice can lead to.

Sudre sent the report of the Institut, quoted above, to the Minister of War, in hopes of inspiring new interest on the part of the army in his new invention.  The Minister sent the report to the Vicomte Decaux, president of the Committee of the General Staff of the army, who invited Sudre for an interview.  This resulted in an invitation to Sudre to conduct some demonstrations at the royal school of the General Staff.

Here, before several general officers, Sudre invited one of them to give him a typical military order.  He then played this on his violin, translating the order into his Musical Language, and it was repeated by an officer who played the string bass in another room.  Sudre’s student, with the officer, then transcribed the order back into French.  Several demonstrations of this nature were done without mistake.  Sudre adds that the officer repeating the musical form on his bass knew nothing of the meaning of the sounds he was playing.  Sudre only wanted to demonstrate that by using an intermediary, one could communicate at longer distances.

The general Desprez was satisfied with this demonstration, but he was more interested in witnessing a demonstration of the Musical Language using the traditional natural trumpet, the clarion, which was used in the army, since he believed its sound would be easier to distinguish from far away.  The problem for Sudre was the the clarion could not play all the notes necessary for his Musical Language.  Thus, to fulfill this request, it was necessary for him to spend the following year creating an entirely new version of the Musical Language which used only four tones, sol-ut-mi-sol.  It was this, his second invention, which would become known as the Téléphonie.  
� At age 16, as a student of Habeneck, Deldevez gained the first prize in violin at the Conservatoire and later became a member of the Opera orchestra.


� The title page invites subscriptions and gives his address in Paris as Dauphine, Nr. 32.


� See the second report made in 1833, in the name of five academies which compose the Institut royal de France, on the improvements and perfections which the author made to his method.
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