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Erik Satie — Socrate (1917-18)

,Aby se ¢lovék mohl zajimat o Satieho, musi byt predevsim nezaujaty —
prijmout, Ze zvuk je zvuk a ¢lovék je ¢lovék, vzdat se iluzi o idejich fadu,
vyrazech citll a jiného zdédéného estetického Zvanéni.” Tato slova Johna Cage
z jeho knihy Silence patti k nejstru¢néjsim a zaroven nejpfriléhavéjsim
uvedenim do dila a estetiky Erika Satieho (1866—1925). Satie byl hudebnim
excentrikem — jeho tvorba stala v opozici vici tehdejsSim novoromantickym
tendencim a zaroven se odliSovala od atonalni hudby i jinych avantgardnich
pristupl, které si béZné spojujeme s pocatkem 20. stoleti. Z autorova dila jsou
obecné znamé Gymnopédies a Gnossiennes pro klavir. Tyto skladby obsahuiji
typické znaky, které nalezneme i v dalSich Satieho kompozicich — pomérné
jednoduchou fakturu, neobvyklé souzvuky zaloZzené na modalnim mysleni,
zasnény vyraz a zvlastni bezcilnost. Na pozdé;si tvirce mél vsak také zasadni
vliv Satieho obecny hudebni pristup a estetika — kromé zminéného Johna Cage
se jednd kupfikladu o Philipa Glasse ¢i Briana Ena. Napfr. Satieho koncept
musique d’ameublement (ndbytkovd hudba — tj. hudba uréena k tomu, aby
tvorila zvukovou kulisu kazdodennich situaci) lze povaZovat za predchtdce
ambientni hudby. Jina Satieho skladba, Vexations, ktera obsahuje predpis
vybizejici interpreta opakovat jednoduchou hudebni frazi 840krat, pak byva
¢asto zminovana s poc¢atky minimalismu. Dodejme, Ze premiérové provedeni
této kompozice, dodrzujici plny pocet opakovani, zorganizoval v roce 1963
pravé John Cage. Satie se vymykal konvencim i svym Zivotem, hudbé se sice
vénoval od raného véku, jeho skoleni vsak bylo ponékud nestandardni — v
mladi jej ovlivnilo studium u varhanika Gustava Vinota, ktery ho seznamil se
starou kostelni hudbou vychazejici z modalnich postupl ¢i gregorianského



chordlu. To mélo zdsadni dopad na rozvoj autorova specifického harmonického
citéni. Pozdéji sice Satie nastoupil na Konzervator v Pafizi (na natlak své
nevlastni matky, ktera se sama vénovala hudbé), nicméné Skolu zanedbaval a
byl pozdéji vyloucen pro Spatné vysledky. Pritahoval ho bohémsky Zivot v PafizZi
— Zivil se jako klavirista v rliznych kavarndch a prilezitostné i jako dirigent.
Béhem Zivota nemél zadné stalé zaméstnani, nikdy se neozenil a Zil v malych
parizskych bytech, ¢asto tvorenych jedinym pokojem. Neutésena financni
situace a predevsim nadmeérné piti alkoholu se podepsaly na jeho pfed¢asném
skonu — zemrel v padesati deviti letech na cirhdzu jater.

Satieho skladba Socrate byva v odborné literature ¢asto oznacovana za
autorovo vrcholné dilo. Posluchac, ktery se se skladbou setka poprvé, vsak
muUze byt ponékud zaskocen, proc je kolem této kompozice takovy rozruch.
Socrate totiz po celou dobu zachovava velmi stfidmy a vyrovnany vyraz;
skladatel se nesnazi posluchace uvrhnout do emocionalné prepjatého proudu
ani vystavét dramaticky obraz Sékratova Zivota. Nenajdeme zde zadna okazala
vnéjskova gesta ani snahu upoutat pozornost netradi¢nimi postupy. Pravé tato
umérenost a stylisticka prizracnost ma vsak schopnost posluchace po urcité
dobé pohltit a paradoxné vést k novému, svébytnému vyrazu. Sdm autor dilo
charakterizoval jako ,,bilé a ryzi jako antika“. Skladba vznikla na popud
americko-francouzské mecenasky Winnaretty Singer, princezny de Polignac.
Pavodné mélo jit o scénickou hudbu k predstaveni, pfi némz by Singer a jeji
pritelkyné predcitaly texty feckych filozofll. Nakonec se vSak Satie rozhodl pro
presné zhudebnéni zpévniho partu a text zvolil sdm. Nenalezneme zde zadné
romanticky vyklenuté melodie a zpév ma po celou dobu dila prevazné
recitativni charakter. Text vychazi z francouzského prekladu Platonovych
dialogli od Victora Cousina; znacna nedramati¢nost vybranych pasazi dale
podtrhuje vyse zminénou umérenost vyrazu. Satie na skladbé pracoval v letech
1917-1918 a vytvoril dvé verze — jednu pro klavir a druhou pro orchestr (s
ponékud zavadéjicim podtitulem , Tridilné symfonické drama s uplatnénim
hlasu“). Jednotlivé ¢asti skladby Ize prelozit jako: 1. Obraz Sokrata, 2. Bfehy
llisu (llisos — Feka protékajici Athénami, u breh( této feky se odehrava jeden z
dialogli), 3. Smrt Soékrata. Dobové prijeti skladby bylo pfinejmensim rozpacité;
kritika Casto poukazovala na nedostatek kontrastu a priliSnou jednoduchost
kompozice. Jak bylo naznaceno v biografickém textu, dilo naopak dobre
vyhovovalo estetice pozdéjsich hudebnich tvlrcl, jako napt. Johnu Cageovi.
Pro néj Slo o priklad dila, v némz autor ustupuje do pozadi a nesnazi se do néj
vehementné otisknout. Dodejme, Ze Cage vytvofil verzi Socrata pro dva klaviry



a pozdéji tuto skladbu poutzil jako zaklad pro svou kompozici Cheap Imitation, v
niz zachoval formalni obrysy originalu, ale indeterministickymi metodami
nahradil plvodni tonové vysky.

Petr Zvérina

“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.” These words, written by John Cage in his book Silence,
offer one of the briefest yet most apt introductions to the work and aesthetics
of Erik Satie (1866—1925). Satie was a musical eccentric — his work opposed
neo-Romantic tendencies and was not aligned with atonal music or other
avant-garde approaches associated with the early 20th century. Satie is best
known for his Gymnopédies and Gnossiennes for piano. These pieces exhibit
elements typical of his broader oeuvre: relatively simple textures, unusual
harmonies based on a modal approach, a dreamy atmosphere, and a peculiar
aimlessness. Moreover, artists of later generations were greatly influenced by
Satie’s general musical approach and aesthetics. In addition to Cage, this group
includes Philip Glass and Brian Eno. For example, Satie’s concept of musique
d’ameublement (furniture music — music intended to create a sonic backdrop
for everyday situations) can be considered a precursor to ambient music.
Another of Satie’s famed pieces, Vexations, which contains an instruction for
the performer to repeat a simple musical phrase 840 times, is often regarded
as a forefather of minimalism. Notably, the first full performance of this piece
was organized in 1963 by John Cage. Satie also defied conventions in his
lifestyle. Although he devoted himself to music from an early age, his
education was somewhat unconventional. Early on, he was influenced by his
studies with the organist Gustav Vinot, who introduced him to early church
music based on modal scales and Gregorian chant — an essential influence on
Satie’s harmonic sensibility. Later, under pressure from his stepmother, who
was a musician herself, he studied at the Paris Conservatoire. However, he
never applied himself fully and was eventually expelled for poor grades. He
was drawn to the Bohemian life of Paris, making a living as a pianist in cafés
and cabarets and occasionally as a conductor. He had no stable employment,
never married, and lived in cramped Parisian apartments often consisting of a



single room. Financial struggles and alcohol consumption contributed to his
early death; he died of liver cirrhosis at the age of fifty-nine.

Satie’s Socrate is often described as the composer’s magnum opus.
Upon first hearing this work, one might be a little surprised by the attention it
has received, as throughout its duration, Socrate remains rooted in a moderate
and balanced form of expression. The composer makes no attempt to immerse
the listener in an emotionally turbulent stream or to create a dramatic
portrayal of the life of Socrates. There are no spectacular gestures or efforts to
attract attention through unconventional means. However, it is this very
restraint and stylistic clarity that gradually envelop the listener and
paradoxically lead to a new, distinctive form of expression. The composer
himself described the work as “white and pure as antiquity”. The impetus for
the piece came from the American-French patron Winnaretta Singer, the
Princesse de Polignac. The piece was originally intended as incidental music for
a performance in which Singer and her friends would recite texts by ancient
Greek philosophers. Ultimately, Satie chose to create a precise setting for the
vocal part and selected the text himself. There are no romantically arched
melodies; the singing is in a recitative style throughout. The text is based on
Victor Cousin’s French translation of Plato’s dialogues. The striking lack of
drama in the selected passages further emphasizes the expressive restraint
mentioned above. Satie worked on the piece in 1917 and 1918, producing two
versions: one for piano and one for orchestra (with the somewhat misleading
subtitle “three-part symphonic drama for voice and orchestra”). The sections
can be translated as: 1. Portrait of Socrates, 2. On the Banks of the llissus
(llissus being the river that flows through Athens; one of the dialogues takes
place on its shores), and 3. The Death of Socrates. The reception of the piece at
the time of its composition was, at best, bewildered; critics frequently pointed
to its insufficient contrast and excessive simplicity. As suggested in the
biographical sketch above, the aesthetics of the work resonated with later
musicians such as John Cage. For Cage, Socrate was an example of a piece in
which the author retreats into the background rather than imposing himself on
the work. It is worth noting that Cage created a version of Socrate for two
pianos and later used it as the foundation for his piece Cheap Imitation, in
which he preserved the formal outline of the original while employing methods
of indeterminacy to replace the original pitches with new ones.

Petr Zvérina



Kurt Schwitters — Ursonate (1922-32)

,Uméni nechce ovliviiovat nebo pusobit, nybrz osvobozovat — od Zivota,
od veskerych véci, které ¢lovéka zatézuji, jako treba narodni, politické nebo
hospodarské konflikty. Uméni chce Cistého clovéka, nezatizeného statem,
stranou nebo starostmi o obzZivu.” Kurt Schwitters (1887-1948) timto
zpUsobem v textu Jd a mé cile (1931) shrnuje svUj postoj k uméni. Uvedeny
citdt mUzZe plsobit ponékud vyhranénym dojmem, nicméné je nutné jej vnimat
z hlediska historického kontextu a autorovy tvorby. Schwitters se narodil v
Hannoveru (Némecko), kde prozil velkou ¢ast svého Zivota. V letech 1909-1914
studoval na Vysoké skole vytvarnych uméni v Drazdanech a jeho tehdejsi
vytvarny styl bychom mohli zaradit do oblasti novoromantismu. K vyraznému
obratu u néj doslo okolo roku 1918, kdy se blize seznamil s modernimi
umeéleckymi sméry — napr. expresionismem, surrealismem, futurismem ci
dadaismem. S posledné jmenovanym smeérem byva Schwitters patrné nejvice
spojovan, nebyl vSak ¢clenem zadné dadaistické skupiny, jak bylo tehdy
pomeérné bézné — pri pohledu na Sifi jeho uméleckého zabéru (vénoval se
malbé, tvorbé plastik a koldzi, typografii, psal basné a divadelni hry...) a
produktivitu by vsak bylo mozné tvrdit, Ze sdm tvofil skupinu o jednom ¢lenu.
Pro své ,,dada” razil termin MERZ — toto slovo se stalo celkovym zastfesujicim
vyrazem pro autorovy rozvétvené umeélecké aktivity a jednalo se taktéz o nazev
Casopisu, ktery vydaval v letech 1923-1932 a z néhoz pochazi uvodni citat.
Schwitters umél dovedné prechazet mezi jednotlivymi druhy uméni a rlizné je
prolinat — napf. jeho Ursonate (Prasondta) vynalézavé propojuje jazykové a
hudebni prostfedky, zaroven vsak jeji zapis a typograficka Uprava predstavuji
svébytny graficky pocin. Néktera autorova dila proto byvaji oznacovana za
predstupen multimedidlniho ¢i konceptualniho uméni. 20. Iéta 20. stoleti byla
pro Schwitterse dobou intenzivni umélecké prace a tvirci svobody, s nelibosti
pak sledoval postupny vzestup nacistické strany, k némuz doslo na pocatku 30.
let. Pokud bychom se méli vratit k dvodnimu citdtu — nacisté naopak usilovali o
to, aby uméni bylo co nejvice zapojeno do sluzeb statu a slouZilo
politickym/propagandistickym ucelim. Schwitters tedy patrné citil urcitou
potfebu se proti tomuto pristupu vymezit. Nacisté vétSinu modernich
umeéleckych smérl oznacovali terminem Entartete Kunst (,,zvrhlé uméni“) a do
této kategorie také po nastupu k moci zaradili Schwittersovu tvorbu. Zhorsujici
se finan¢ni a osobni situace priméla autora v roce 1937 k presidleni do Norska,
kde se Zivil predevsim tvorbou konvenénich obraz(. Poté, co nacisté napadli i
tuto zemi, uprchl do Velké Britanie, kde Zil az do své smrti.



Ursonate (Prasondta) — Schwittersova ,zvukova basen” je uréena pro
jednoho performera/recitatora a sém autor ji rad a ¢asto uvadél — dochovala
se nam dokonce ukazka jeho provedeni ze 30. let. Ve Schwittersové
interpretaci je patrnd velkd snaha o presnost a dlislednost prednesu. Neni
tézké si predstavit, Zze dobové publikum bylo ze spojeni recitacni preciznosti a
nesmysliného obsahu tvoreného rytmizovanou smésici hlasek vyvedeno z miry
a pfi realizaci nezfidka propukalo v smich. Pro lepsi pochopeni ,,obsahu” dila je
prospésné obratit se k nazvu — pfedpona ,ur-“ (,pra-“) naznacuje, ze
Schwitters chtél jako vychozi material vyuzit abstraktni jazykovou ,pralatku®.
Snazil se rozpustit konvencni a vyprazdnéné jazykové prostredky a dostat se k
prvotnimu, intenzivnimu plsobeni jazyka. Ursonate pak ukazuje potencialni
moznosti usporadani této jazykové , pralatky”. Dodejme, Ze samotna struktura
dila je znacné racionalni a peclivé vystavéna, sam autor uvadi: ,Jakkoli
dadaistické a svévolné bylo sbirani témat a podnét(, vnitini logika je zde
pevna, vlddne zde prisnost a dlislednost propracovani a seskupovani. Sonata
sestava ze Ctyr vét, ivodu, zavéru a kadence ve Ctvrté vété.” Represivni statni
moc ¢asto dimyslné vyuziva jazyk k upevnéni své pozice a jako mozny
prostfedek utlaku. Nazornou ukdzkou tohoto vyuziti jazyka jsou kuprikladu
exaltované (skoro az performativni) projevy nacistickych pohlavard. Jednou z
moznosti, jak této agresivité jazyka a moci vzdorovat, je prdvé Schwittersuiv
pristup — rozlozit jazyk, dostat se k jeho ,pralatce” a vSe znovu sestavit v
umélecky stylizované formé. Timto zpUsobem se snad mlzZeme pfiblizit k
,umeéni, které osvobozuje”. Ackoliv se tedy Ursonate muze jevit jako hravé a
humorné dilo, pri blizSim pohledu lze nazfit tyto vaznéjsi podtony.

Petr Zvérina

“Art wants no hand in persuasion and influence; it wants to liberate —
from life, from all the things that burden people, such as national, political, or
economic struggles. Art wants the pure individual, unencumbered by the state,
party, and anxieties about sustenance.” This is how Kurt Schwitters (1887—
19438), in his 1931 text Myself and My Aims, summarized his position on art.
Although the quote might seem somewhat too clear-cut, it must be considered
within the context of the historical epoch and the author’s oeuvre. Schwitters
was born in the German city of Hannover, where he lived for much of his life.
From 1909 to 1914, he studied at the Dresden Academy of Fine Arts; his style
at the time was neo-Romantic. A significant turning point came in 1918, when



he encountered new developments in art, including Expressionism, Surrealism,
Futurism, and Dadaism. It is the last of these with which Schwitters is most
closely associated, though he was never part of any Dadaist groups, as was
common at the time. Considering the breadth of his oeuvre — which includes
painting, sculpture, collage, typography, poetry, and drama — and his prolific
output, one might say he formed a one-person group. The term he used for his
“Dada” was MERZ, which became an umbrella term for a wide range of artistic
activities as well as the title of a magazine Schwitters published from 1923 to
1932, where the introductory quote of this text was first printed. Schwitters
was adept at working across various art forms and combining them — his
Ursonate, for instance, is an inventive fusion of linguistic and musical
elements, while its notation and typography are also works of graphic art.
Some of Schwitters’s works are sometimes discussed as precursors to
multimedia or conceptual art. The 1920s were a period of intense artistic
activity and creative freedom for Schwitters, which ended with the gradual rise
of the Nazi party in the early 1930s. Returning to the opening quote: the Nazis,
by contrast, aimed for art to be as involved as possible in state activities and to
serve political and propaganda purposes. Schwitters, therefore, felt the need
to define himself against such an approach. The Nazis labeled most styles of
modern art “Entartete Kunst” (“degenerate art”), and Schwitters’s work was
included under this umbrella term. In 1937, his deteriorating financial and
personal situation compelled him to emigrate to Norway, where he mostly
made a living producing conventional paintings. After the Nazi invasion of
Norway, he escaped to Great Britain, where he lived for the remainder of his
life.

Ursonate — Schwitters’s “sound poem” is written for a single performer or
speaker, and the author frequently performed it himself. There is even a
surviving recording of his performance from the 1930s. His interpretation
demonstrates a meticulous attention to precision in performance. It is easy to
imagine that early audiences were somewhat unsettled by the strict delivery
and nonsensical content (a rhythmic jumble of phonemes), and many of them
responded with laughter. To better understand the “content” of the work, it is
helpful to consider the title: the prefix “ur” suggests that Schwitters aimed to
use an abstract linguistic “ur-matter” as his material. He sought to dissolve
conventionalised and hollow words to reach the primordial, intense effect of
language. Ursonate showcases the potential of manipulating this linguistic “ur-
matter”. Moreover, the structure of the work is highly rational and



meticulously constructed. In the author’s words: “However dadaist the process
of collecting themes and impulses, the inner logic is solid, governed by strict
and rigorous development and grouping. The sonata consists of four
movements: an introduction, a finale, and a cadenza in the fourth movement.”
The repressive state apparatus frequently employs language to reinforce its
authority and as a tool of oppression. A case in point: the exalted (almost
performative) speeches of Nazi leaders. Schwitters’s approach offers one way
of resisting the aggression of language and power — by dissolving language,
reaching its “ur-matter” and recomposing it in a stylized, artistic form. We can
thus, perhaps, approach an “art that liberates”. While the Ursonate might
initially seem playful and humorous, closer inspection reveals deeper, more
serious undertones.

Petr Zvérina



