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Gabriel Fauré  (1845-1924)    La bonne chanson Op. 61 (1892-4)   
Une sainte en son auréole • Puisque l’aube grandit • 
La lune blanche luit dans les bois • J'allais par des 
chemins perfides • J'ai presque peur, en vérité • 
Avant que tu ne t’en ailles • Donc, ce sera par un clair 
jour d'été • N’est-ce pas? • L'hiver a cessé  

Interval    

Maurice Ravel  (1875-1937)   Shéhérazade (1903) arranged by George Strivens for voice, wind 
quintet and piano 

Asie • La flûte enchantée • L'indifférent  

Joseph Canteloube  (1879-1957)  Tè, l'co, tè! (1954) 

      arranged by George Strivens  Postouro, sé tu m'aymo (1954) 
      for voice, wind quintet and piano  N’aï pas iéu dè mîo (1923) 

     Lo calhé (1923) 

     La delaïssádo (1923) 

Hé! Beyla-z-y dau fé! (1954) 

Baïlèro (1923) 
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‘Fauré is completely out of his mind!’ Such was the 

reaction of Fauré’s former teacher, Saint-Saëns, on 

hearing La bonne chanson in 1894. Marcel Proust, on the 

other hand, declared the work a masterpiece. Well over a 

century later, we might wonder what could have been 

the problem. Fauré’s exquisitely nuanced melodies, 

unfolding over gently flowing accompaniments, are 

surely a high point of French elegance, charm and 

subtlety. 

A close listening to La bonne chanson, however, 

reveals a sense of emotional restlessness that became a 

hallmark of Fauré’s mature style. Even his admirers 

complained of the incessant modulation, as the music 

sidesteps from one key to another within the space of a 

few bars. But not only is this done with consummate skill, 

it’s always used to enhance the expressive nature of the 

song. 

In ‘Une sainte en son auréole’, for example, the 

contradiction between the simplicity of the word setting 

and the complex harmony tells us early on that things 

are not quite what they seem. In ‘J’allais par des chemins 

perfides’ the chromatic harmony reflects the instability 

of the lover’s emotions, fluctuating between passionate 

hope and self-doubt. Yet by the last song, ‘L’hiver a 

cessé,’ the same quality serves a quite opposite end, 

capturing the intoxication of love and its dizzy sense of 

overflow in the plenitude of spring. 

If La bonne chanson marked a new direction in Fauré’s 

style, we might ask why then and why this work? Fauré 

turned 47 in 1892 and though biography does not always 

provide a key, it may do so here. In the summer of that 

year and the next he was a frequent guest of the Parisian 

banker Sigismond Bardac and his much younger wife, 

the soprano Emma Bardac. Not only was she the 

dedicatee of Fauré’s song cycle, she was quite clearly its 

inspiration. 

It’s not hard to hear this piece as charting the progress 

of his falling in love with her, the beginning of a 

relationship that was to last for several years. A decade 

later in 1905, Emma Bardac became the second wife of 

Claude Debussy, an overlap between the lives of the two 

composers that interweaves singers, lovers, song-

writing and poets. Of the latter, none was more 

important than Paul Verlaine (1844-96). 

Verlaine’s La bonne chanson was written in 1869 for 

the 16-year old Mathilde Mauté, with whom he was about 

to enter a disastrous marriage. The idealised world of 

these poems was in stark contrast with the reality of his 

own life. Two years after his marriage, Verlaine eloped 

with fellow poet Arthur Rimbaud. In a lovers’ argument 

Verlaine shot and wounded Rimbaud and ended up in 

prison. By the 1890s Verlaine was an alcoholic with his 

reputation marred by scandal. In that context, the wistful 

evocation of the past in La bonne chanson takes on a 

new resonance. 

Fauré’s most famous pupil, Ravel, was 28 when he 

composed Shéhérazade in 1903. The texts are by the 

poet Tristan Klingsor, whose adopted name signals an 

association not only with the Wagnerisme of the 1890s, 

but also the world of Arthurian legend, the medievalism 

of the pre-Raphaelite painters and the Orientalism that 

flavours so much French culture of the time. Both poet 

and composer express the fin-de-siècle fascination with 

dreamlike evocations of far-off places, scenes of vivid 

colour and sensuality. But these are neither real 

destinations nor actual journeys: they are flights of the 

soul, journeys into the imagination. 

The ‘Asie’ of the first song is a land of childhood 

picture-book images. Klingsor boasted that not only had 

he never been to Persia, he hadn’t even looked at a map. 

His poem is about the desire to be elsewhere (witness 

the repetition of ‘je voudrais’), an attempt to escape the 

lassitude of European culture. Ravel’s music offers a 

voluptuous response to the rich poetic images, 

sometimes violent in the first song, often erotic in the 

second and third. 

‘La flûte enchantée’ captures beautifully how this 

longing to be elsewhere is realised through the 

enchantment of music. The prominent use of the flute 

and the sense of an intimate monologue might recall 

Debussy’s equally erotic Orientalism in Chansons de 
Bilitis (1897). ‘L’indifférent’ offers a vision of a beautiful 

stranger, ‘gentle like a girl’, who speaks in a mysterious 

dialect ‘like music out of tune’. The stranger is invited to 

enter through the open door but walks on into the 

distance. A scene of seductive sensuality which comes 

to nothing, it rounds off the cycle with a sense of 

unconsummated desire. 

While Ravel epitomizes a concern for distant, 

fantastical places, Canteloube (1879-1957) exemplifies a 

later, post-1918 return to the landscapes and folk 

cultures of regional France. His Chants d’Auvergne 
(1923-54) are not only rooted in the rural and 

mountainous region of central France where he grew up, 

but set folksong texts in the local language of Auvergnat, 

a dialect of the ancient Occitan language. 

The perennial delight in Canteloube’s collection is 

surely linked to its wonderful freshness of character as it 

alternates between lively dances, haunting love songs, 

lullabies and humorous folk scenes. The recurrent 

protagonists are shepherds and shepherdesses (as in 

‘Baïlèro’), and sometimes even their animals (as in ‘Hé! 

Beyla-z-y dau fé!’). The recurrent themes are love and 

loss, as in the heart-rending lament of ‘La delaïssádo’. 

Canteloube’s setting of 27 songs (in five series) is often 

described as an ‘arrangement’ of folksongs but that is no 

more accurate than to say a master-jeweller has 

‘arranged’ a few gemstones. The raw directness of folk 

poetry is here framed by a refined sensuality worthy of 

Ravel, not least through Canteloube’s extraordinarily 

atmospheric orchestration, a quality wonderfully 

preserved in this version for chamber ensemble by 

George Strivens. 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 
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arranged by George Strivens 
Tristan Klingsor 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Song continues overleaf. Please turn the page as quietly as possible. 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 
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Translations of Fauré and Ravel by Richard Stokes from A French Song 
Companion (Johnson/Stokes) published by OUP. 

 




