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CLAUDE DEBUSSY 

Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune  

b. August 22, 1862 St. Germain-en-Laye, France 

d. March 25, 1918, Paris 

Written: 1894 

Style: Impressionistic 

Duration: 9 minutes 

 

There are historical markers in the world of classical music after which the art form 
changed dramatically. Two of those watershed events are on this concert. We begin with a piece 
that announced the modern era in music at the end of the 19th century. 

Claude Debussy loved the poetry of his countryman Stéphane Mallarmé. Though born 
one generation earlier, Mallarmé’s symbolist verses anticipated much of the work that would 
form the basis of the French artistic movements of La Belle Époque, a heady time of creativity 
that ended only with the horrors of World War I. Debussy wrote songs to Mallarmé poetry, but 
one poem in particular formed the basis of this short orchestral work, a piece that has become 
Debussy’s most popular work of all. 

Of the poem Prelude to the Afternoon Of A Faun, the composer himself wrote:  “The 
music of this prelude is a very free illustration of Mallarmé's beautiful poem. By no means does 
it claim to be a synthesis of it. Rather there is a succession of scenes through which pass the 
desires and dreams of the faun in the heat of the afternoon. Then, tired of pursuing the timorous 
flight of nymphs and naiads, he succumbs to intoxicating sleep, in which he can finally realize 
his dreams of possession in universal Nature.” 

What makes this languid, erotic, lush and dreamy work so revolutionary?  On the surface, 
it seems almost like an improvisation. No traditional form seems evident. But close study shows 
that it is highly organized in tiny fragments of material, manipulated with the utmost finesse, a 
beautiful example of the art that conceals art. The other aspect of this work that gives it a place in 
the pantheon of revolutionary music is its free-floating, almost nonexistent tonality. Before 
Debussy, Wagner, in his opera, Tristan und Isolde, effectively removed the tonal center from the 
music, creating ambiguity and tension over a four-hour span of time. Debussy accomplishes this 



and more in a mere eight minutes; yet the piece holds no terror for the listener, so persuasive is 
the music in its sensuous journey through the heat of a late afternoon in antiquity. 

 

 

MARIE-JOSEPH CANTELOUBE DE MALARET 

Songs of The Auvergne  

b. October 21, 1879, Annonay, Ardèche, France 

d. November 4, 1957 Grigny, Essone, France 

Written: 1923-1930 

Style: Early 20th Century 

Duration: 20 minutes 

 

Joseph Canteloube was part of a 20th century, pan-European movement to preserve the 
folk music traditions of his country. England had Vaughan Williams and Holst; Hungary had 
Bartok and Kodály. While his English and Hungarian counterparts roamed their respective 
countries far and wide, Canteloube focused his attention on his native region known as the 
Auvergne. Not only were its folk traditions in music rich and deep, but the language spoken in 
this region of central France was different than anywhere else in the country – much more than 
just a dialect, a language all its own. Canteloube wrote:  "Peasant songs often rise to the level of 
purest art in terms of feeling and expression.” 

What Canteloube accomplished in his collection was nothing short of a compendium of a 
people, vanishing before his eyes with each passing year of modernization and homogenization 
of culture. These songs, given orchestral dress, evoke the mores, traditions, loves and losses of a 
people.  

On this concert, we have six songs: Malurous qu'o uno fenno is a playful bourée 
exploring the dilemma whether it is better to be in love or out of love. Lo fiolaire is a sensuous 
tribute to a beautiful girl, spinning at her wheel, with the onomatopoeia of the sound of wheel 
forming a lilting refrain. The three songs follow that center around amorous shepherds. 
Pastourelle, though sung by a single voice, is a duet between a shepherd sitting on one bank of a 
river and the girl he wishes to woo sitting on the other. La pastoura als camps is another 
shepherd’s song, more languid and full of longing. Bailero, the most famous of the Auvergne 
settings, is the song of the shepherd’s lady love plaintively lamenting the river that divides them. 
Closing the set is Lou coucut, one of the many bird songs in the Auvergne collections, this one 
about a noisy cuckoo. Is there any other kind? 

 



 

LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN 

Symphony No. 3 in E-flat major, Op. 55  

b. December 16, 1770, Bonn, Germany 

d. March 26, 1827, Vienna, Austria 

Written: 1803-1804 

Style: Romantic 

Duration: 47 minutes 

 

With two crashing chords in E-flat major, Beethoven astonished his first listeners with a 
musical manifesto that simply said: “Music will no longer be the same.” In this symphony, 
Beethoven demolishes the traditions he inherited from Haydn in nearly every possible way. The 
Symphony No. 3 is nearly twice as long as any symphony previously composed. There are 
innovations in the accepted forms in three of the four movements, and the harmonic daring 
throughout can still raise goosebumps today. 

We can only imagine the perplexed reactions of its first listeners, including Beethoven’s 
royal patron, the Bohemian Prince Joseph Franz von Lobkowitz. The very first performance, 
something of a run-through before the public premiere, took place in the Prince’s palace in 
Vienna. The orchestra assembled was only 25 or so players, a far cry from the 70-plus musicians 
you will hear in this concert. Yet, the impact was electric on those who understood, particularly 
Beethoven’s pupil Ferdinand Ries, whose memoirs vividly recount the premiere. 

Then there is the subtitle “Eroica” or “Heroic.” We probably will never know the actual 
truth or sequence of events, but it does appear that Beethoven admired the early exploits of 
Napoleon Bonaparte. So much so that he intended to dedicate this symphony to him. But, 
according to Ries, when Beethoven learned that Napoleon had crowned himself Emperor of 
France and his conquered territories, the composer flew into a rage and scratched out the original 
dedication, declaring that Napoleon had now become just another despot. While there is some 
physical evidence of this act on two manuscript copies, the story as recounted by Ries has been 
questioned by many scholars since.  In the end, the symphony bears a dedication to the “memory 
of a great man.” What man is not specified, and it is also supposed that Beethoven was being 
politic so as not to offend his royal patron who certainly was not a fan of Napoleon Bonaparte! 

 

 

 

 



 

 


