Jeanne Demessieux:

Portrait of a star

‘In the world of the arts a fairy tale evokes
either annoyance or delight. But one must
believe it, when the unique and prodigious
character happens to be a young lady, 25 years
of age, who from the very first moment of her
public appearance manifested herself as the
irresistible absolute pezfection.’

These words in Le Figaro, by the
eminent critic, Bernard Gavoty, hailed
the famous début of one of the organ’s
titans. Yet despite her
legendary status, she
remains the <«

instrument’s most
enigmatic heroine.
She was the first
internationally famed
female virtuoso,
paving the way for all
who followed her,

yet her career did

not end in the
happiness a fairy-tale
is supposed to. Her
life ended far too
early, the result of a
battle she fought with cancer.
Throughout her career she was tainted
by the scandal of her master, Dupre,
turning violently against her. Initially he
hailed her as ‘the greatest organist of all
time’ and declared ‘She will be — I'm
sure of this — one of the greatest glories
of France’. But just a few years later he
severed all contact with her. Many belittle
her achievements as being technical
wizardry because her brilliance blinded
them to anything else. However, political
intrigue has sadly always been a powerful
force in the organ world, and Jeanne
Demessieux was another of its victims.
Her extraordinary technique is, of
course, widely known. She could play
virtually anything from the established
organ repertoire without problem or
any effort at a moment’s notice — from
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memory! Although appointed Organiste-
Titulaire of one of Paris’s most important
churches, the Madeleine, in 1962,
much of the city’s organ world had long
since closed its doors to her.
Demessieux adored the organ of the
Madeleine, even confessing to crying with
joy when accepting the appointment. ‘I
can hear the flutes of the Madeleine’, she
said a few years later as she lay in bed
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after two months in hospital; she never
heard them again, as just a few days
later she passed away. A large crowd,
including Dupré, attended her funeral,
although the great organ stood in silent
mourning, a vast black drape hung from
gallery to floor.

Jeanne Demessieux died on
11 November 1968. A biography by
Christiane Trieu-Colleney (now long
out of print) was called 4 Life of Struggles
and of Glory and that is exactly what it
was. It began on 13 February 1921, in
the rue Henri-René, a short walk behind
the train station in Montpellier where her
father, Etienne Demessieux, worked for
the SNCF (Société Nationale des Chemins de

fer Francais). Hers was not a privileged

background, but both parents loved
concerts and music. Her doting father
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was a gentle, happy man: he was a gifte
amateur painter, played the bugle, and
appreciated anything of aesthetic beauty
Madeleine Mézy, her mother, was from |
local Camargue family: she was highly-
strung and very emotive which was

sometimes hidden by a tyrannical fagade
These contrasting elements resulted in
Jeanne’s own complex nature: she was
acutely sensitive, although this was ofte

hidden behind what some

saw as an aloof exterior. He

sensitivity was reflected in
her constant analysis of
everything around her —
something very apparent it
her journals. An intensely
private woman, few ever
got to know her closely, ar
her writings tell us more
than we would otherwise
be able to know.

At the age of three, le!
without the option of a
babysitter one evening whe
invited to a performance c
Gluck’s Orpheus and Eurydice, Jeanne’s
parents took their small daughter with
them. To everyone’s amazement, she s:
engrossed from the first notes and late
astonished them when, back home, she
spontaneously, and perfectly, sang one
of the arias she had heard that evening,
Her sister, Yolande, was entrusted with
her early musical education, and an
unbreakable bond of the deepest love
developed between the two sisters.

By the age of eleven Jeanne had
won a Premier Prix at the Montpellier
Conservatoire in both piano (where sh
was studying with Leonce Granier) an
Solfege. Convinced of their daughter’s
exceptional talent, her parents moved
Paris in order for her to enter the
Conservatoire.

Jeanne was determined to become






