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Claude Debussy (1862-1918)   

Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune (1894) 

 

The music of this prelude is a very free illustration of the beautiful poem by Mallarmé; it does not pretend 

to be a synthesis. Rather, it provides a backdrop to the faun's desires and illusions that pass through the 

afternoon heat. Finally, weary from chasing frightened nymphs and naiads, he surrenders to intoxicating 

sleep, achieving fulfillment of a Worldly nature in his dreams. (From the program notes for the first 

performance)  

Modern music was born December 22, 1894 with the Paris premiere of Debussy's Prelude to the Afternoon of 

a Faun. Stéphane Mallarmé's poem, about a mythical, panpipe-playing half man-half goat, is described as less 

about telling a story and more about recreating the sensual, hazy mood between dreaming and waking. 

Debussy's diaphanous music was the perfect complement to his friend's already famous eclogue, 

complimented by the poet himself for "going much further ... into nostalgia and into light, with finesse, with 

sensuality, with richness," than words alone could go. Decades later, composer Maurice Ravel tearfully 

reminisced that it was the fateful first performance of Debussy's most famous orchestral work that had 

revealed to him "what music was all about." 

 

LISTEN UP: As much as anything, Debussy's transparent yet voluptuous orchestrations were a revelation. The 

music gives the illusion of being very free, but forms a traditional ABA' structure, much like the poem uses 

traditional rhyming couplets while suggesting a sometimes almost nonsensical stream of consciousness. The 

musical phrases within Debussy's main sections blend together like crossfading cinematic scenes, while the 

overall tonal outline moves from E major (essentially) to D-flat and returns to E.  But it's a tenuous, 

chromatically charged "extended tonality" that conjures the whole-tone scale, used by Russian composers as 

early as Glinka to summon the otherworldly. Debussy's score has the same number of measures as 

Mallarmé's poem has lines, and there are seven main appearances of the opening flute melody, which parallel 

the seven sections of the poem. Representing the faun, the sinuous, improvisatory theme glides between C-



sharp and G-natural (an augmented fourth, or tritone). This "diabolical" interval anticipates the ambiguous 

harmonies that follow, which come into focus as our hero rouses from his groggy stupor.  

 

Benjamin Britten (1913-1976) 

Simple Symphony, Op. 4 (1934) 

 

Contrary to what you may think, little Benjamin Britten didn't become a composer when he grew up. He already 

was one as a child, with more than 100 works penned by the time he was 15 years old and began private 

composition lessons with Frank Bridge. At 17, Britten won a scholarship to the Royal College of Music in 

London, but didn't really learn much new there from the conservative composition faculty. He did credit his 

professors with providing moral support, which, however, didn't extend to post-graduate work. Britten 

completed his studies at the RCM in 1933, and the following year he heard a concert performance of Alban 

Berg's Wozzeck. Britten was determined to study in Vienna with the "radical" opera composer, only Sir Hugh 

Allen, the director of the Royal College, convinced Britten's parents not to waste money on the venture.  

 

With the expedition into Berg's "future" quashed, Britten dug into the past hunting treasure in his trove of 

childhood compositions. The resulting gem was Simple Symphony for string orchestra, so named because the 

20-year-old composer hoped to cash in on sales to school orchestras. In the preface to the published score 

Britten said the thematic material is drawn entirely from songs and piano tunes composed between ages 9-12, 

adding, "Although the development of these themes is in many places quite new, there are large stretches of 

the work which are taken bodily from the early pieces—save for the re-scoring for strings."  

 

LISTEN UP: Britten uses sonata forms for his outer movements, but, as the alliterative titles allude, his 

enduringly popular makeover also recalls the Baroque dance suite – served with a Vaughan Williams chaser. 

Boisterous Bourrée, suggesting fancy footwork en pointe, is followed by Playful Pizzicato, a plucky scherzo 

with a strummed trio that supports a Celtic jig. Almost as long as the other movements combined, Sentimental 

Saraband progresses solemnly, finding solace as the midsection moves from minor to major. Sorrows 

forgotten, the Frolicsome Finale reverts to the high spirits of the first movements., 

 

Maurice Ravel (1875-1937)  

Le Tombeau de Couperin (1914-1917 / 1919)  

 

The dead are sad enough in their eternal silence. – Maurice Ravel 

In 1919, Ravel made an orchestral arrangement of four movements from his piano suite, Le Tombeau de 

Couperin. Begun soon after France entered World War I, he intended his original six-movement piano version 

as a tribute to French music from times past. For the orchestral suite, Ravel dropped the second-movement 

Fugue and the sixth-movement Toccata, and moved the middle-movement Rigaudon to the end as the new 

finale.  

 

The slightly built composer was thwarted in repeated attempts to enlist, but, at age 40 he finally became a 

driver with an artillery unit. In the meantime Ravel had written a friend about working on "something for the 

Pope," namely a transcription of Forlane-Rondeau by French-Baroque composer François Couperin as a study 

for his original work. Ravel's joke referred to a call from Pope Pius X for dance-halls to replace "immoral" 

tangos with the forlana, a Venetian dance from the 1500s. But Ravel's joking soon gave way to the harsh 

realities of war.    

 

Ravel did little more composing before his military discharge in June 1917. Despite failing health compounded 

by despair over his mother's death that January, he finished the piano suite by the end of the year. He 



resurrected the title, tombeau ("tomb" or "tombstone"), from 16th-century poets who'd used it for verses 

eulogizing dead nobles and such. For Ravel it had a double meaning. In addition to paying homage to earlier 

French composers, he dedicated each of the movements to friends who'd fallen in battle. Burying his personal 

grief, Ravel created music that joyously celebrates the lives of those remembered rather than dwelling on the 

loss felt by those left behind.  

 

LISTEN UP: Ravel's suite retains the grace and elegance of the pieces that inspired it, but with decidedly 

modern harmonies and melodic contours. The opening Prélude provides a whirlwind start, with perpetual 16th-

notes swirling throughout. Like Couperin's model, Ravel's courtly Forlane has a rondo-like structure, with spicy 

dissonances to keep things moving. The tender Menuet contains the only hint of tragedy, rising over the drone-

like bass of the central Musette; it's the last music Ravel turned to before his own death. The brassy Rigaudon, 

patterned after a spry folk-dance from Provence, brings the orchestral suite to a spirited close. 

 

Pyotr Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) 

Romeo and Juliet (1869-1870; rev.1880) 

 

Among all the music inspired by Shakespeare's best-known play, none is more popular than Tchaikovsky's 

Romeo and Juliet. Conceived in the fall of 1869 and revised the following summer, the fantasy-overture is 

usually cited as the Russian composer's "first masterpiece," although it wasn't recognized as such until after 

Tchaikovsky undertook another revision a decade later.  

 

Assigning biographical impetus to so passionate a work has proven irresistible. Modest Tchaikovsky, the 

composer's brother, thought the impulse arose from an unrequited love for Vladimir Gerard, a former 

schoolmate who delivered Pyotr's graveside eulogy; more recent speculation suggests an infatuation with a 

student, Eduard Zak. Another theory stars Belgian diva Désirée Artôt, whom Tchaikovsky had considered 

marrying until she sneaked off with some tenor shortly before the jilted fiancé began work on the score. Mily 

Balakirev, the paterfamilias of Russian nationalist composers, even wrote that while playing through the love 

theme he imagined Tchaikovsky taking a bath while the mezzo-soprano rubbed his tummy with perfumed soap!  

 

But the verifiable, non-biographical impetus is less romance novel, more academic prose: Tchaikovsky had 

complained to Balakirev about writer's block, and his mentor suggested he compose an overture based on 

Shakespeare's masterwork, also proposing the sonata-form structure and outlining what each thematic group 

should portray.  

 

LISTEN UP: When Tchaikovsky sent Balakirev his sketches he summed up the basics: "the scheme is yours – 

an introduction depicting the Friar; the Feud (the Allegro); and Love (the second subject)." Love has two parts, 

the first, perhaps representing Romeo, is introduced by English horn. A harp arpeggio leads into a demure 

second part (Juliet?) played by muted violins. "Romeo" becomes increasingly ardent, underscored by 

throbbing horn, and the exposition ends with "Juliet" played by harp. No Love is lost in the development section, 

devoted to the Friar trying unsuccessfully to contain the family Feud, which continues unabated into the recap, 

swords crashing. Love returns, rising above the fray and reaching a big climax. The Feud resumes strong as 

ever, until halted by the fateful suicide signaled by a dying burst from the timpani. In the epilogue Love 

becomes a funeral procession, the Friar a funereal pipe organ. Love ascends in a transcendent apotheosis, but 

in the end the star-crossed tragedy is hammered home. 

 

©2015, by Edward Lein, a finalist in Jacksonville Symphony Orchestra's 2006 Fresh Ink composition contest, 

and producer of Jacksonville Public Library's Intermezzo concerts. 


