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In 1880, Mark Twain published a short story called 

A Telephonic Conversation, in which he remarked: ‘a 

conversation by telephone – when you are simply 

sitting by and not taking part in that conversation – is 

one of the solemnest curiosities of this modern life.’ It 

was written barely two years after the invention of the 

telephone and thus indicates how swiftly the 

phenomenon of ‘telephonic conversations’ had 

become part of everyday life. His story in fact evolves 

as a satirical observation on the flighty nature of 

female conversations in particular; and the cliché of a 

woman waiting by the telephone was so common as 

to form the entire material of a Dorothy Parker’s short 

story A Telephone Call written in 1924. 

The premise of Poulenc’s La voix humaine (1958) 

belongs to both of these conventions: the curiosity of 

hearing just one half of a phone conversation, and the 

woman trapped in her apartment, desperately waiting 

for a man to ring her – further amplified in this case 

by an erratic network that keeps cutting her off. The 

scenario is, then, mundane. In Cocteau’s original 

drama on which La voix is based, ‘Elle’ is described by 

the author as a ‘femme médiocre’, an ordinary woman 

in an ordinary situation. Yet Poulenc elevates her into 

another sphere. Her utterances, while initially quasi-

spoken and ‘realistic’ in their telephonic context, gain 

in song-like momentum throughout the work, 

including a five-minute ‘aria’, an outburst of ‘Je 

devenais folle!’ launching up to a high C, and a 

glorious ‘Je t’aime’ at full operatic throttle in the final 

bars. 

The telephonic and technological qualities of the 

work are embedded in Elle’s vocal style at the start 

(her repeated ‘Allô’, usually on a questioning raised 

minor third). The accompaniment is jittery and highly-

caffeinated, representing Elle’s anxiety as she paces 

her room, but also suggesting someone twiddling a 

radio dial, attempting to find a station to settle onto. 

In the first third of the piece Elle is often singing into 

silence, or alternating with fragments of music, and it 

is not clear whether the accompaniment represents 

her lover’s voice at the other end of the line, or her 

troubled spirit. Increasingly, though, as her voice 

gains in ‘operatic’ style, the accompaniment becomes 

ever more present, bathing Elle’s voice in sound. This 

is particularly so in a theme that often accompanies 

her reminiscences, first heard under the words 

'Souviens-toi du dimanche de Versailles...' ('Do you 

remember that Sunday at Versailles...'), and later on 

when she remembers a hotel they used to visit 

together. 

In the final section of the work, despite its 

unconventional structure otherwise, there is a series 

of perfect cadences onto A minor, the key of the 

conclusion. La voix humaine evolves from a position 

of fragmentary, technological isolation into the world 

of harmonic regularity and operatic tradition. It plays 

out a connection between an operatic diva and a 

solitary, isolated ‘woman on the telephone’ and in fact 

makes this figure a single entity. If the opera can 

seem occasionally ludicrous at the same time as it is 

pitiful, it is because the absolutely stylised tones of 

the beautiful operatic voice are employed down the 

telephone wires expressing the most banal, 

‘mediocre’ phrases. 

The central ‘aria’ of La voix humaine, in which Elle 

relates her suicide attempt, is in a melancholy waltz-

time, and Poulenc wondered whether it would sound 

‘too much like Piaf’ – as in Edith Piaf, the Parisian 

queen of the torch-song. The aria is certainly an 

evocative foreshadowing of the second half of this 

programme, which features four glorious examples of 

torch songs, mostly in a similar waltz style. The two 

German numbers made their first appearances in 

films of the 1930s. ‘Nur nicht aus Liebe weinen’ by 

Mackeben is based on a Russian folk melody and is 

sung by Zarah Leander in the film Es war eine 
rauschende Ballnacht (1939), generally known in 

English as The Life and Loves of Tchaikovsky. 

Leander plays Katharina, an aristocratic woman who 

is in love with Tchaikovsky, and secretly finances his 

career. Hollaender’s ‘Ich bin von Kopf bis Fuss auf 

Liebe eingestellt’ is also known as ‘Falling in Love 

Again,’ made famous by Marlene Dietrich’s 

performance of it in Josef von Sternberg’s 1930 film 

Der blaue Engel ('The Blue Angel'). Dietrich plays 

Lola-Lola, a cabaret singer who becomes the object 

of a schoolteacher’s obsession. The knowing, erotic 

text (particularly in the German version) is slyly 

undercut by the wholesome-sounding, sweetly falling 

melody. It has been covered by an extraordinary wide 

range of artists, from The Beatles (in their pre-fame 

Hamburg years) to Christina Aguilera. 

Over in the States, Gershwin’s ‘The Man I Love’ is – 

though one of his most famous songs – a curious 

anomaly in his catalogue, in that it did not belong to a 

show. It was composed (to words by Gershwin’s 

brother Ira) in 1924, originally as ‘The Girl I Love’. Its 

yearning, wistful text, and melody which gradually 

falls down the scale with each line, rendered it out of 

step with the more upbeat numbers written for the 

musicals. It was recorded eventually as a standalone 

work, and is more commonly sung by female singers 

as ‘The Man I Love’. The final torch-song is another 

waltz, but a considerably more optimistic one. Burt 

Bacharach’s ‘What the World Needs Now is Love’, 

with lyrics by Hal David, was first recorded in 1965 by 

Jackie DeShannon. It was originally rejected by 

Dionne Warwick as sounding ‘too country’; 

DeShannon, by contrast, recalled that she ‘heard a 

little bit of a gospel feel in the chorus’. There is, 

indeed, a soul-lifting key-change before the final 

refrain that beautifully amplifies its plea for global 

love and peace. 

© Lucy Walker 2022 
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(1899-1963) 

 (1958)

Jean Cocteau

 
3



 
4



 
5



 
6



 
7



 

 

  

 

 

Due to copyright reasons we are unable to reproduce the original texts 
for the below four songs. 
 

 (1897-1953)  

 (1939) 
Hans Fritz Beckmann 
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 (1896-1976)  

 (1930) 
Friedrich Hollaender 

 

 

 (1898-1937)  

 (1924) 
Ira Gershwin 

 

 (b.1928)  

 (1962-5) 
Hal David 

 

 
 
‘La voix humaine’ Words by Jean Cocteau. Music by Francis Poulenc. 
Copyright © 1958 Editions Durand, a catalogue of Universal Music 
Publishing Classical International Copyright Secured All Rights 
Reserved. Reprinted by Permission of Hal Leonard Europe Ltd. 
Translation by Jean du Monde. Translations of Mackeben and 
Hollaendar by Richard Stokes. 
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