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MARECHAL, Maurice

Born: 1892 (Dijon, France)
Died: 1964 (Dijon, France)

Maurice Maréchal was born in Dijon, France. He began studying the cello
from around seven or eight years old at the Conservatoire of the same
town. He made his public debut at ten. Whilst he was not a prodigy as
such, his progress was none-the-less very rapid. He was accepted into the
‘Conservatoire de Paris’ in November 1905, aged 13, where he studied
under Jules Leopold-Loeb (1857-1933). At age 15 he won first prize

performing the Davidov Second Concerto. He graduated at the age of 19.

He joined the Lamoureux Orchestra as the deputy principal cellist and,
before long, as the principal. Many well-known guest conductors and
famous soloists performed frequently with this orchestra, and Maréchal
had a marvellous chance to observe their different podium styles and

interpretations.

From 1911 he began to give his professional first solo concerts, but in 1912
he had to undertake his military service. He became a drummer in the
Rouen 74th infantry regiment band. War broke out in August 1914. Until
February 1919, Maurice Maréchal confided his thoughts daily in his diaries
(nine books), including tales of tragic events, his hopes and fears. On a
number of occasions he acted as a bicycle-messenger; but, as soon as he
could, he sought contact with music, reading sheet music and, ultimately,
renting an instrument. He came across two like-minded people, good

amateur players, with whom he played as a trio.



It was in May 1915 that he took possession of a very strange instrument: a
cello, made by two soldiers in a munitions factory. What happened was
that two of his comrades were carpenters and woodworkers, and he
persuaded them to make a primitive cello from the wood of a gunpowder
chest! It was more-or-less serviceable, and with it Maréchal entertained

his fellow soldiers throughout the war. A. Lambert said:

"Maréchal needed all his talent to rescue this cube-shaped instrument,

which was nicknamed Le Poilu, from derisory and rude remarks"

... and it was with this instrument by his companions that, in 1916, he
joined up with the musicians Caplet, Durosoir and Lemoine, already
serving together in the s5th division led by General Mangin. A period of
time began during which music erased somewhat the horrors of war; the
musicians played as a duo, trio, quartet, or quintet, and would, during
their rest days, devour the music sent to them by their friends and

relatives, or which they would bring back with them from their time off.

He was demobilized after the war, and settled in Paris. He was eager to
return to his career as a soloist. Meanwhile, he met a young American
actress, Louise Perkins, who was to become his wife in 1920. From that
base, he started an international touring career, and Marechal concertized
extensively in the 1920s and ’30s. He was truly living on the international
stage and he performed in concerts throughout all Europe, as well as

Egypt, the United States of America, Canada, the USSR and Asia.



His career was again interrupted by war. When the Germans occupied
France in 1940, Maréchal supported the Resistance. He also steadfastly
refused all offers to play in Germany, or even on the German-dominated
French radio programme concerts. Fortunately, his wife and two children
moved to America, away from danger. He concentrated on teaching,
succeeding as cello professor at the Paris Conservatoire in 1942 on the
death of Dutch cellist Gerard Hekking. However, the war this time around
brought with it a period of difficult hibernation for Marechal’s musical
talents. The interruption to his career was especially regrettable in his
case because by the time he resumed his career he was stricken with a
progressive muscular disease that took the strength from his bowing arm.
He gave his last public concerts in 1950, and spent the rest of his life
teaching as Professor at the Paris Conservatory, and appearing as a jury

member for international competitions.

He died in Dijon in 1964.

His importance as a cellist in the years between the two World Wars
cannot be over-estimated. He was at that time “recognised as the most
complete French cellist, combining the skills of musical intelligence and
domination of the instrument”, according to A. Lambert, and this without
intending to discredit Paul Bazelaire or the Hekking cellists in any way
(see the separate article - VLC 20 - about Bazelaire in johnstone-music).
Even further than that, Maréchal is credited with having helped establish
today’s view of French music as beautiful, refined in tone, and making its
point by emphasis of shading. This is especially notable in subsequent
French cello playing in such artists as Fournier, Tortelier and Gendron,
even if they were not direct students. I shall very briefly say a few words of

each cello master:-






