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Claude Debussy  (1862-1918)    Chansons de Bilitis (1897-8)   
La flûte de Pan • La chevelure • Le tombeau des naïades  

        

5 poèmes de Baudelaire (1887-9)   
Le balcon • Harmonie du soir • Le jet d'eau • 
Recueillement • La mort des amants  

 
Interval    

 

Claude Debussy     Ariettes oubliées (1885-7 rev. 1903)   
C'est l'extase • Il pleure dans mon cœur • 
L'ombre des arbres • Chevaux de bois • Green • Spleen  

 

Olivier Messiaen  (1908-1992)    From Poèmes pour Mi (1936)   
L’épouse • Ta voix • Les deux guerriers • 

Le collier • Prière exaucée  
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Debussy composed his 3 chansons de Bilitis in 

1897-8, on the erotic poems which his friend Pierre 

Louÿs had claimed were translations of ancient 

Sapphic texts, but which were in fact Louÿs’s own 

inventions. Edward Lockspeiser wrote that Debussy’s 

settings were ‘the most moving revelations of [his] 

hedonistic, pagan art’, developing the evocative style 

of the Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune into 

something yet more strange and remote. The secret 

world and shifting moods of ‘La flûte de Pan’ give way 

to ‘La chevelure’, with its echoes of Pelléas et 
Mélisande, and the icy vision of desolation presented 

in ‘Le tombeau des naïades’. 

It is uncertain when Debussy and Louÿs first met, 

but it may well have been at the Librairie de l’Art 

indépendant, the bookshop and publishing house 

established by Edmond Bailly. It was Bailly who first 

issued the 5 poèmes de Baudelaire in February 1890, 

in an edition of just 150 copies. These songs, 

Debussy’s only settings of Baudelaire, were 

composed between 1887 and 1889 and show the 

influence of Wagner. This is unsurprising given that 

Debussy visited the Bayreuth Festival in 1888 (for 

Parsifal and Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg) and 

1889 (for Tristan und Isolde) – though all the while he 

did his best to resist the impact of Wagner’s music on 

his own. But in spite of Debussy’s ambivalent view of 

Wagner, his shadow is certainly in evidence here. ‘Le 

balcon’ is conceived on an unusually large scale; it is 

by far the longest of Debussy’s songs, an immensely 

subtle setting which seems alive to every nuance of 

Baudelaire’s poem. As Roger Nichols wrote, it ‘shows 

how sensitive Debussy was … to the double need of 

recapitulation/confirmation and of forward 

movement.’ In ‘Harmonie du soir’, Baudelaire used the 

Malay pantoum as his form and Debussy mirrors this 

in a sonorous and richly crafted musical setting. In ‘Le 

jet d’eau’ Debussy seems to put thoughts of 

Wagnerism to one side to explore a musical language 

that prefigures Mélisande’s music in Pelléas et 
Mélisande. This light-filled song is followed by the 

more pensive ‘Recueillement’, its piano introduction 

certainly Debussy-like, but with clear nods in the 

direction of Tristan (Roger Nichols has speculated 

that it may have been written after Debussy saw 

Tristan in 1889). The last song in the set, ‘La mort des 

amants’, was the first to be composed, in December 

1887. Like ‘Recueillement’, Baudelaire’s poem is a 

sonnet, and here the text concerns the ecstasy of two 

lovers, followed by their ‘death’ (whether real or 

metaphorical) which brings some kind of happiness. 

Debussy’s music falls mostly into regular phrases, 

giving it a more formal quality than some of the other 

songs in the set. 

The Ariettes oubliées, six settings of poems by Paul 

Verlaine, were composed between 1885 and 1887, 

then revised by the composer in 1903, at which point 

he added a dedication to the Scottish soprano Mary 

Garden, the ‘unforgettable Mélisande’ to whom ‘this 

music (already a little old) is dedicated in affection 

and admiration.’ In May 1904 Garden and the 

composer made a recording of three of the Ariettes 
oubliées which demonstrates why Debussy thought 

so highly of her; but when he first wrote the songs, the 

singer he had in mind was Marie-Blanche Vasnier, an 

earlier muse (with whom Debussy was infatuated for a 

time) at whose house he first encountered Verlaine’s 

poetry. It is certainly possible to see the whole set as 

having its origins in a kind of declaration of love, at its 

most languorous in ‘C’est l’extase’ and ‘Il pleure dans 

mon cœur’, at its most despairing in ‘L’ombre des 

arbres’ and at its most vulnerable in ‘Green’ and 

‘Spleen’. 

There’s no such uncertainty about Messiaen’s 

Poèmes pour Mi. In 1936, Messiaen and his first wife, 

Claire Delbos, were able to spend the summer at the 

small lakeside house they had built at Petichet in the 

Isère, a spectacular setting, overlooked by mountains, 

where Messiaen was to do most of his composing 

over the next five decades. ‘Mi’ was his pet name for 

Claire, and the songs he wrote that summer are a 

rapturous series of love songs, on poems by the 

composer himself. During the same summer, Delbos 

– a composer herself – wrote her settings of L’âme en 
bourgeon, the poems written by Messiaen’s mother 

while he had been in the womb. These two intimate 

explorations of family life were both given their 

complete premières at a concert in Paris on 28 April 

1937, sung by the Wagnerian soprano Marcelle Bunlet 

with Messiaen at the piano. The same year, Messiaen 

made a version of the songs for voice and orchestra. 

Beautiful as the orchestration is, the original voice 

and piano version emphasises the private nature of 

these songs. They were published in March 1937 by 

Durand in two volumes, the second of which 

comprises five songs: ‘L’épouse’, ‘Ta voix’, ‘Les deux 

guerriers’, ‘Le collier’ and ‘Prière exaucée’. In 

‘L’épouse’, the bond linking man and woman in 

marriage is compared with that of Christ and the 

church: to Messiaen, love and faith were indivisible, 

and the one was a joyous mirror of the other. In ‘Ta 

voix’, the beloved is a window to eternity who will 

come to number among the angels, while ‘Les deux 

guerriers’ are two soldiers of Christ, marching 

towards the gates of paradise. ‘Le collier’ describes an 

exotic necklace and likens it to the beloved’s arms 

around the poet’s neck, while ‘Prière exaucée’ begins 

with a paraphrase of words from the Mass (‘only say 

the word and my soul shall be healed’) and ends in 

bliss – as passionate, carnal love mingles with the joy 

of the Resurrection in the kind of glorious mélange 

only Messiaen could have imagined. 
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Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 



 (1887-9) 
Charles Baudelaire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 



 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 (1885-7 rev. 1903) 
Paul Verlaine 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please do not turn the page until the song and its accompaniment have 
ended. 



 

 

 

 (1908-1992)  

 (1936) 
Olivier Messiaen 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Olivier Messiaen ‘Poèmes pour Mi’ printed with kind permission from 
Hal Leonard. 
All translations by Richard Stokes from A French Song Companion 
(Johnson/Stokes) published by OUP. 

 




