Cécile McLorin Salvant
Mélusine

Cécile McLorin Salvant’s road to Mélusine—the French legend about a woman who turns into a half-snake on Saturdays—started with what might be called a “repertoire management” problem. For years, the vocalist and composer has included French chanson and art songs in her live performances. But she’d documented very little of that music on record.

“I’d been performing these songs for a long time, and it felt overdue to record them, almost as an archival thing,” Salvant says. “Because they’re a huge part of how I sing, how I understand music. I’m so obsessed with language—and how different languages ‘sound’ in music. It’s been that way since I was a kid, probably because of the way I was raised, in a family of travelers that is culturally mixed, multilingual.”

At the time she began thinking about a “French” album, Salvant recalls, she was reading a healthy dose of mythology. “I became fascinated with mythic ugly-beautiful goddess-monsters,” Salvant says. “Little by little, that led me to the Mélusine story—she’s half-woman and half snake, similar to Aida Wedo in Haitian Vaudou. It became a challenge: Rather than just gather up French songs, could I tell the story of Mélusine by drawing on a range of songs, most in French, some in Kreyol, even Occitan [the ancient language spoken in the South of France]?  It turned out that a lot of songs I’d been performing, if ordered in a certain way, could follow the story almost exactly, even though the songs were written centuries apart.

Mélusine was written by Jean d’Arras in 1393. It tells of a man, Raymondin, who is overwhelmed with grief after accidentally killing his uncle in a boar hunting accident. Wandering in the forest, he encounters three women bathing in the “Fountain of Thirst.” The most beautiful of them, Mélusine, sees him and demands justification for his indiscretion. She promises to make him a great lord if he marries her—on the condition that he never sees her on Saturdays. He agrees, and they are happy until the weekend his brother visits, sharing rumors that his wife is unfaithful. He becomes angry and uses his sword to cut a hole in Mélusine’s iron door. She’s bathing in her marble tub, and he sees that below the waist, she has the body of a snake. When she realizes that he’s looking, she turns into a dragon and flies out the window, returning to visit her descendants on their deathbeds.

EST-CE AINSI QUE LES HOMMES VIVENT?
(Louis Aragon and Léo Ferré)

Raymondin accidentally kills his uncle while trying to kill a wild boar.

“This is a dense text that’s full of metaphor, full of symbolism,” Salvant says of the words of surrealist poet Louis Aragon, which were popularized in a 1961 song by Léo Ferré. “The song explores the cruelty of fate and the cruelty of humans and the ways those cruelties intersect, and each verse closes with the rhetorical question, ‘Is this the way men live?’

“It’s a total ‘open the curtain’ moment. The language is evocative, and at the same time, it feels almost hermetically sealed. Which is to say, it’s a mood—you have to sit with it. I really respond to that sense of mystery, where you don’t have all the details at the start. Things are hidden. I love that: we can talk about storytelling, and that’s a part of this project, but for me singing has always been about spilling secrets. The secret that should not be told. For me, it can only be told if there’s a level of intimacy—that’s what I strive for.”

LA ROUTE ENCHANTÉE
(Charles Trenet) 

Raymondin wanders in the forest, blind with grief.

“‘La Route Enchantée’ was one of the first French songs I sang for my grandma at a show. I haven’t recorded a lot of stuff in French—maybe because I felt self-conscious about it. I had a teacher who told me I sounded different in French. So it took me awhile to become comfortable—it was really special to sing in French for my grandma. 

“Singing jazz and standards is interesting, but it’s not really my cultural background. Sometimes I’ve wondered if I do it because it’s exotic. In a way, this album is a reckoning: What is my history? Where do I fit in? There’s maybe an assumption that jazz is the music of my people, that it’s my music. When actually, I’m a guest here. French and Haitian music, that’s the music of my culture.

“My sense of humor is slightly different in English than in French; the language shapes a little bit more than just the sound of the words.

“‘La Route’ was written by Charles Trenet, who was very prolific in the early part of the twentieth century. His songs stand apart from the ‘Chanson Realists’ at the time, who wrote very dark songs—about poverty, sickness, prostitution. Trenet brings this element of unabashed optimism to chanson. It’s just joyful—it makes me wonder if it has to do with World War I, and him trying to get around the French cynicism, trying to bring another energy to people.”

IL M’A VU NUE
(Pierre Chagnon, Jean Delabre, François Pruvost, Modesto Romero Martínez, and Georges Thenon)

At midnight, Raymondin crosses paths with three women who bathe in the fountain of thirst.

“This is such a funny song. It was covered in the late 1920s by Mistinguett, an icon of French song who popularized ‘Mon Homme,’ which Fanny Brice then covered. The main character is skinny-dipping and Raymondin sees her. She insists that the man has to marry her.

“This album is an exploration of the destructive potential of the gaze, of the issues seeing and being seen. Mélusine is the object, victim, and, simultaneously, the manipulator of the gaze; she’s a woman all week and becomes half-woman half-snake on Saturdays, when she goes off by herself. For me, she represents the secret part of yourself, the part that’s only to be found in solitude. That really spoke to me because I am pulled between the desire to be seen and desire to be invisible. Invisibility can be generative and creative.

“Selecting songs for Mélisune brought me into so many levels of ‘seeing’: What does the gaze mean? For a performer? For anyone who has a relationship? Also, there’s the fact she’s half and half—there’s a trans-ness to her. I’ve also been thinking about becoming invisible as you get older.”

DITES MOI QUE JE SUIS BELLE 
(E. Deschamps/anonymous, 14th century)

Mélusine smiles and asks him if he thinks she’s beautiful, she promises him happiness and prosperity if he marries her.

She’s still in the water, he’s still looking at her. The recurring line: ‘Tell me that I’m beautiful.’ Mélusine promises happiness and prosperity if he marries her. “It’s full of humor,” Salvant observes, adding that this was one of Sigmund Freud’s favorite songs.

“First, she’s describing various things about herself, which she thinks makes her beautiful—'a white chin and white throat.’ As the song continues, she’s ordering him: Tell me I’m beautiful … This is a duet with the percussionist Weedie Braimah, who’s playing djembe. I started singing it without saying anything about [the arrangement] of it, and he jumped right in. We did it in two takes.” 

DOUDOU
(Cécile McLorin Salvant)

“I have a memory from my childhood of being in the dentist’s office, waiting to get my teeth cleaned, and hearing this wonderful music from the French Caribbean. I was too young to know what it was called, but it was like zouk. I wrote this five years ago, after Wynton [Marsalis] invited me to sing at the Marciac festival. So I had it around, with only a vague idea of the rhythm.

“For this track I wanted to play with musicians with whom I shared a cultural heritage. Right away when I played it for Godwin [Louis, the multi-instrumentalist who plays saxophone and sings on Mélusine] he said, ‘I know what kind of song this is.’ He did a compas thing on it, and it just made me smile. All I had was something vague—a sound heard in a dentist office in Miami at age twelve—and he made it specific.

“This is the song where she says, ‘Let’s get married but don’t mess with Saturdays.’ It’s classically a song I’d write—a sweet song about people who love each other, but there’s destruction in there too.”

PETITE MUSIQUE TERRIENNE 
(Michel Berger and Luc Plamondon, from the musical Starmania, 1978)

Mélusine gives birth to ten boys, tall and strong, but most of them with something physically peculiar about them.

“Starmania was a huge thing in my childhood—this odd futuristic musical from Canada with androids. From the ’70s, of course. My mom bought me the sheet music, and I tried to play through the songs. This is one of my favorites—twenty years ago I used to sing it a lot. When I was looking for songs for Mélusine, I thought, ‘I bet there’s a Starmania song that can fit into this.’ And there it was—that line, ‘Who will tell us what we’re doing here, in this world which doesn’t look like us?’ Sullivan [Fortner, pianist on many of Salvant’s projects] and I approached this with no advance planning, with just the desire to experiment. It felt like the start of another way of working.”

AIDA
(Cécile McLoren Salvant)

“This is a little moment, a glimpse into something I’ve been playing with—one of several pieces that are part of the search for different approaches to music-making. It’s all me, on Garage Band, exploring and having fun. At some point during this project, it seemed important to allow myself to play everything on a track, produce the track and make something on my own completely. Privately. Like Mélusine—what comes out if I’m fully alone? It’s the way I draw or embroider.” 

MÉLUSINE
(Cécile McLorin Salvant)

Why does Mélusine lock herself away on Saturdays? Raymondin’s brother convinces him to spy on her. He takes his sword and begins piercing a hole in the iron door of Mélusine’s chambers. 
 
“I will frequently take something from a previous project and create something new around it. This is an example—it was recorded during the Ghost Song sessions, and I thought was sure to be on that record. And then it became the seed of the next project. The song is an ode to solitude, and self-reliance, and being adaptable—in this case by making water out of sand. The thorny devil drinks dew from sand in the desert. I often write songs about yearning for another, about unfulfilled desires. This song is about pulling from within yourself all that you need.”

WEDO
(Cécile McLorin Salvant)

“Aida Wedo is a Haitian Vaudou lwa [spirit]. She is often depicted as a half-woman, half-snake. She is syncretized with the Virgin Mary. She is the bride of Dambala, one of the most important lwa spirits in Haitian Vaudou and Louisiana Voodoo. He is the Sky Father, primordial creator of all life.”

D’UN FEU SECRET
(Michel Lambert, air de cour, 1660)

He sees her bathing in her tub, brushing her hair, and beating the water with her enormous snake’s tail. 
 
“I first learned this song when I was twenty, early in music school when I wanted to be a Baroque singer. It’s an ‘air de court’—a song about romantic love between a man and a woman, to be sung for kings and queens and nobility.

“Sullivan started playing with the synthesizer—shaking it out of its usual context. The synth offered this textural contrast that’s really special, and it opened the song up for me, right from that first line— ‘By a secret fire, I feel myself being consumed.’ The sounds allowed me to approach this melody without considering what the genre might be. It’s just songs!”

LE TEMPS EST ASSASSIN
(Veronique Sanson)

Mélusine realizes he is spying on her and turns into a dragon.

“The lyrics are heartbreaking: ‘When the craziest love is struggling at the end, I say that this is true misery. I say that time is an assassin, and I don’t want anything.’

“This is what I grew up with—dramatic French pop. Veronique Sanson was huge, I love imitating her voice. I had to find a way to make one of her songs work. This comes at the moment Mélusine realizes Raymondin is spying on her, and she turns into a dragon. It doesn’t tell the story; it’s here almost as a comment on the story.”

FENESTRA
(Cécile McLorin Salvant)

 She flies out the window. 

This song deals with mythology, a reading from Old Testament apocrypha, a section that comments on scopophilia and the destructive potential of a man’s gaze— ‘He was spying on her.’ And it’s the pivot moment of the story, when she turns into a dragon and flies out the window. It’s loose and free and unconcerned about structure yet somehow it brings everything together. The perspective shifts several times—there is the chorus but there’s also a first-person thing, addressed to Aida Wedo.

“‘Fenestra’ means window in Occitan, which is an ancient language that was spoken in Southern France. It’s got a lot of the same roots as French. I started taking Zoom lessons to learn how to pronounce it. My grandmother spoke a little, and her brother used to teach it. He tried to teach my cousins and me when we were small, but we mostly ignored him. Now my grandmother and great uncle are gone, and this language has faded from my family. As I get older, I’m aware of things like that fading away with the generations.”

DOMNA N’ALMUCS
(Iseut de Capio, female troubadour, 12th century, in Occitan) 

DAME ISEUT
(Almucs de Castelneau, female troubadour, 12th century, in Occitan and translated to Haitian Creole by Alix Salvant) 

“The album ends in Occitan and Kreyol—languages of my ancestors that I can’t speak. French binds those two languages together. ‘Dame Iseut’ was translated into Haitian Kreyol by my dad. Together, ‘Domna N’almucs’ and ‘Dame Iseut’ form a tenso, a debate song between two female troubadours, like a rap battle. They are about both the desire and impossibility of forgiveness when confronted with an unrepentant transgressor. ‘If I knew he was repentant for his betrayal, I would forgive him.’ It deals with the complexity of wanting to forgive someone who hasn’t apologized.”



