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Composed
1911, as incidental music 
for Gabriele d’Annunzio’s 
miracle play

First performance
complete: May 22, 1911, 
Théâtre du Châtelet, Paris

Four symphonic fragments 
arranged by André Caplet: 
January 4, 1914, Paris, 
Edgard Varèse conducting

First CSO 
performance
March 28, 1913, Frederick 
Stock conducting (excerpts)

Most recent 
CSO performance
December 16, 1995, Pierre 
Boulez conducting

Instrumentation
four flutes and two piccolos, 
two oboes and english horn, 
three clarinets and bass 
clarinet, three bassoons 

and contrabassoon, six 
horns, four trumpets, three 
trombones and tuba, three 
harps, timpani, celesta, 
cymbals, bass drum, 
tam-tam, strings

Approximate 
performance time
21 minutes

CSO recording
1995, Pierre Boulez conduct-
ing, From the Archives, vol. 19

Symphonic Fragments from The Martyrdom 
of Saint Sebastian

No one was more surprised by 
the failure of The Martyrdom 

of Saint Sebastian than Gabriel 
Astruc, its producer at the Théâtre 
du Châtelet: “I have brought 
together the greatest musician, the 
greatest poet, the greatest designer, 
the greatest choreographer—and, 
it’s bad!” The poet was Gabriele 
d’Annunzio; the designer, Léon 
Bakst; the choreographer, Michel 
Fokine; and the composer, Claude 
Debussy. A man of no apparent 
talent himself, Astruc had hoped to 
take credit for combining so much 
genius on one stage, even though 
the idea was not his to begin with.

For many years, d’Annunzio had 
dreamed of writing a work based 
on the story of Saint Sebastian, 

who was martyred by Emperor 
Diocletian’s archers. When 
d’Annunzio saw Ida Rubinstein, 
the tall Russian ballerina of “mys-
teriously androgynous beauty,” in 
Sheherazade at the Paris Opéra in 
1910, he is said to have exclaimed: 
“Here are the legs of Saint 
Sebastian for which I have been 
searching for years!” D’Annunzio, 
who had already created a sensation 
with his flamboyant poetry and 
the novel The Flame of Life, which 
depicted his mistress, the cel-
ebrated actress Eleonora Duse, now 
envisioned a grand miracle play that 
combined drama, dance, staging, 
and music.

Once Rubinstein agreed to 
dance the role of Saint Sebastian, 

Claude Debussy
Born August 22, 1862, Saint Germain-en-Laye, France.
Died March 25, 1918, Paris, France.
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d’Annunzio began to pick his other 
collaborators. Debussy was not even 
his first choice—at Rubinstein’s 
suggestion, he initially approached 
Jean Roger-Ducasse, who declined. 
(Florent Schmitt also was under 
consideration.) D’Annunzio finally 
wrote to Debussy on November 25, 
1910, and the composer promptly 
replied: “The mere thought of 
working with you gives me a sort of 
anticipatory fever.” But he told his 
wife that the proposal meant noth-
ing to him. Still, perhaps mainly 
because he needed the money, 
Debussy joined d’Annunzio’s 
dream team.

By the end of January 1911, 
Debussy had not written a note of 
music (he told d’Annunzio that he 
had “reached the point where all 
music seems to me useless by com-
parison with the constantly renewed 
splendors of your imagination”). 
By mid-February, panic set in. 
Realizing that he could not com-
fortably finish composing nearly an 
hour of music in time for the May 
premiere—just two months to pull 
off “a score which would normally 
have taken me a year,” as he put it—
he enlisted André Caplet, who had 
already been engaged to conduct 
the work, to help with the orches-
tration. (For many years, Caplet 
also was credited with composing a 
long stretch of the finale, although 
the manuscript is carefully written 
in Debussy’s own hand.)

Work progressed quickly, but not 
smoothly. Debussy was irritated by 
Rubinstein’s demands and furious 
that he had to work around Fokine’s 
other commitments. Two weeks 
before the premiere, the archbishop 

of Paris threatened to excommu-
nicate any Catholic who attended 
the performances; the spectacle, he 
said, would offend the Christian 
conscience. (He was particularly 
disturbed that Saint Sebastian was 
to be danced by a woman, and a 
Jew at that.) In response to the 
archbishop’s ban, Debussy said, “I 
have written the music as though it 
were commissioned for a church.” 
Trouble continued to overshadow 
the production. On the morning of 
the dress rehearsal, which had been 
marketed as a major society event, 
the French minister of war was 
killed in an airplane crash. (The 
rehearsal went on, but the socialites 
were sent home.)

Opening night did not go well 
either. The concert lasted just over 
five hours, testing the patience of 
everyone save perhaps the ever-
hopeful Astruc. The music was 
sloppily performed, partly because 
Bakst had arranged the chorus 
members on stage by the color 
of their costumes rather than by 
voice part. (Assistant conductors, 
disguised in hooded outfits, roamed 
the stage, quietly giving cues and 
attempting to restore order.) Few 
audience members paid serious 
attention to Debussy’s music—as 
carefully colored as ever, but now 
spare and as tough as steel. The 
critics were baffled by the event, 
although both Marcel Proust and 
the young Jean Cocteau, who were 
present, were deeply moved. The 
failure of Saint Sebastian secretly 
wounded Debussy, who later wrote 
to his publisher that the whole 
experience had drained him more 
than he realized.
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Rubinstein arranged a few subse-
quent productions of The Martyrdom 
of Saint Sebastian, including one at 
La Scala conducted by Toscanini, 
and, in 1914, Debussy and 
d’Annunzio even talked about a 
film version. Although the complete 
work has not been performed in 
recent decades, Debussy’s incidental 
music is occasionally revived, most 
often in a narrated version devised 
by Germaine Inghelbrecht, the wife 
of the original chorus master, with 
the approval of the composer and 
d’Annunzio. Debussy’s score is best 

known, however, in the suite of 
four symphonic fragments arranged 
by Caplet.

The first of the fragments, a 
slow, sustained, and gentle piece 
with massed winds, is the prelude 
to the complete work. The second 
excerpt depicts Sebastian ecstati-
cally dancing on live coals. In the 
brooding music of The Passion, 
Sebastian mimes the role of Christ. 
The Good Shepherd, the luminous 
prelude to act 4 of d’Annunzio’s 
play, finds Debussy reaching for a 
new simplicity of expression. 

 �The use of still or video cameras 
and recording devices is prohibited 
in Orchestra Hall.

 �Latecomers will be seated during 
designated program pauses.

 �Please use perfume, cologne, 
and all other scented products 
sparingly, as many patrons are 
sensitive to fragrance.

 �Please turn off or silence all 
personal electronic devices  
(pagers, watches, telephones, 
digital assistants).

 �Please note that Symphony Center 
is a smoke-free environment.

 �Your cooperation is greatly 
appreciated.

Note: Fire exits are located on all levels and are for emergency use only. The lighted Exit 
sign nearest your seat is the shortest route outdoors. Please walk—do not run—to your exit 
and do not use elevators for emergency exit.
Volunteer ushers provided by The Saints—Volunteers for the Performing Arts (www.saintschicago.org)

Symphony Center Information
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Composed
1990–92

First performance
November 3, 1990, 
Cologne, original 
three-movement version

October 8, 1992, Cologne, 
revised five-movement 
version

These are the first Chicago 
Symphony Orchestra 
performances

Instrumentation
solo violin, two flutes, alto 
flute, soprano and alto 
recorders, piccolo, one oboe 
(doubling soprano ocarina), 
two clarinets, E-flat clarinet 
(doubling sopranino ocarina), 
bass clarinet (doubling 
alto ocarina), one bassoon 
(doubling soprano ocarina), 
two horns, one trumpet, one 
trombone, timpani, percus-
sion (cymbals, tam-tam, 

wood blocks, tambourine, 
snare drum, bass drum, 
crotales, chimes, gong, whip, 
glockenspiel, vibraphone, 
marimba, xylophone, slide 
whistles), strings

Approximate 
performance time
28 minutes

Violin Concerto

When György Ligeti was five 
years old, he was given a book 

by the Hungarian writer Gyula 
Krúdy about a widow who lives 
alone in a house filled with ticking 
clocks. Reading it one hot sum-
mer day, all alone in the loft of his 
family’s house, Ligeti could not 
shake the impression it left on him. 
Afterwards, he gradually began to 
see the world as a place of on-off 
buttons and mechanical devices—
“recalcitrant machinery, unmanage-
able automata,” as he later put it. 
As a child, he loved Modern Times, 
Chaplin’s movie about industrial-
ization, with the Little Tramp as an 
assembly-line factory worker, but it 
only heightened his sense of living 
in a mechanized society. Although 
Ligeti later said Krúdy’s book was 
“quite unsuitable for children,” it 

unlocked in him a sensitivity to 
sound and rhythmic patterns—and 
a view of the modern world—that 
helped to shape the utterly individ-
ual music he would write one day.

That day, however, was in the 
very distant future, and many other 
influences would play into his 
idiosyncratic musical style. Ligeti 
(pronounced LIG-eh-tee) began 
to study music in Hungary, where 
he was sheltered from the advances 
in contemporary European music 
(there was even a moratorium on 
Bartók’s modernism). He studied 
with two composers of the post-
Bartók generation and wrote the 
earliest pieces he would eventually 
publish, two movements for piano 
duet. After graduating from the 
Academy of Music in Budapest 
in 1949, Ligeti taught harmony, 

György Ligeti
Born May 28, 1923, Dicsőszenmárton, Transylvania.
Died June 12, 2006, Vienna, Austria.
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counterpoint, and analysis there 
for six years (and had several of his 
compositions published), waiting 
for a chance to get out. He was 
eager to try new things, and he 
already understood that he would 
have to “go beyond Bartók,” which 
eventually meant abandoning tra-
ditional forms, and even dispensing 
with bar lines in order to give his 
music a continuous fl ow, “like a 
Gregorian melody.”

In 1956, Ligeti escaped occupied 
Hungary by hiding under mail-
bags in a train, and he settled in 
Vienna, where he could start over 
as a composer. He had risked his 
life once before, during the bomb-
ing of Budapest, when he hid in a 
garret to listen to radio broadcasts 
of new music from West Germany 
rather than seek underground 

shelter. (A Hungarian Jew born in 
Romania, Ligeti and his mother 
were the only family members who 
survived the war; his father died 
in Bergen-Belsen, his brother in 

Mauthausen, his aunt and uncle 
in Auschwitz.) In Vienna, he met 
Karlheinz Stockhausen, one of the 
leaders of the avant-garde, and new 
worlds of music opened up before 
him. He went to Darmstadt for 
the legendary summer courses in 
composition, and he worked for a 
time at the electronic studios of the 
West German Radio in Cologne. 
Th is was his opportunity to leave 
behind the outdated, nationalistic 
music and folk-song arrangements 
of his Budapest years—“prehistoric 
Ligeti,” as he would eventually 
call it.

At the beginning of the sixties, 
Ligeti became a great explorer of 
the sonic landscape, and he cre-
ated several of the most striking 
scores of the time, including the 
landmark Atmosphères of 1961 (a 
title he had intended to give to an 
electronic work left unfi nished), 
which brought him unexpected 
widespread attention when it was 
used—piecemeal and without his 
permission—in the soundtrack 
to Stanley Kubrick’s fi lm 2001: 
A Space Odyssey. But although 
Atmosphères represented Ligeti’s 
desire to revive “the sonorous aspect 
of musical form” in a study of color 
and texture, free of tunes and 
rhythm, it is merely one side of his 
output and it shows only one line in 
his ongoing explorations.

Once he left Hungary, Ligeti 
quickly grew impatient with the 
antagonism between composers 
devoted to serialism and those 
dedicated to “chance” music, 
claiming that such rigid battle lines 
merely prevented composers from 
making their own choices. Instead, 

Ligeti and Pierre Boulez review the score for the 
Violin Concerto
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Ligeti slowly forged his own path, 
a rambling and unpredictable 
journey, seemingly without an 
itinerary, that ultimately led him to 
explore and digest everything from 
the music by Harry Partch, with 
its unconventional tunings, to the 
complex polyrhythms and polyph-
ony of African music, the virtuoso 
piano writing of Liszt, the so-called 
minimalist work of Steve Reich and 
Terry Riley, and the compositions 
by American expatriot Conlon 
Nancarrow, whose overlapping 
rhythmic patterns were so compli-
cated that he wrote for player piano. 
Along the way, Ligeti turned out 
some of the century’s most impor-
tant works, including the opera The 
Grand Macabre, which was pre-
miered in Stockholm in 1978 and 
revised for Salzburg in 1997, and 
three sets of stunningly original 
piano etudes, the first of which 
won the 1986 Grawemeyer Award. 
(At $150,000, it is classical music’s 
largest prize. Ligeti used the money 
to endow a foundation for the sup-
port of young composers.)

Ligeti’s output, like that of many 
adventuresome composers today, 
is not easy to categorize. “There 
has been a general changing of 
the modern to the postmodern 
in all the arts,” he said. “I myself 
became less and less happy with 
experimental and modernist music, 
but I also reject this à la mode 
post-romantic style and aspects of 
postmodernism.” Since he found 
the international music world its 
own kind of prison—“one wall is 
the avant-garde, the other wall is 
the past, and I want to escape,” 
he said—he became something of 

a solitary figure in the history of 
modern music. Belonging to no 
particular school, yet borrowing 
ideas from many sources, over time 
he developed a musical style all its 
own—a personal language that 
is truly sui generis. If there is a 
single underlying thread that runs 
through his works, it is the desire 
“to hold on to time, to suspend its 
disappearance, to confine it in the 
present moment.”

In a sense, all of the disparate 
influences and interests Ligeti 
has accumulated throughout his 
career—from Krúdy’s clockwork 
to African Pygmy rhythms—play 
a part in each of his composi-
tions, although their selection and 
importance shifts from one piece to 
the next. In three concertos—for 
piano, violin, and horn—written 
late in his life, Ligeti even returned, 
in concept if not in actual blueprint, 
to the traditional forms he had long 
before rejected.

The Violin Concerto began as 
a work in three movements, 

but in the middle of composi-
tion, Ligeti scrapped the first one 
entirely and wrote three new move-
ments to replace it. The original 
second movement, a passacaglia, 
and the finale were then shifted to 
fourth and fifth place. The finished 
concerto has a symmetrical arch 
form (fast-slow-fast-slow-fast) that 
links it to the Bartók tradition 
Ligeti never completely abandoned.

Ligeti himself spoke of the 
“glassy shimmering character” 
of the first movement, and of its 
“expression of fragility and danger.” 
The entire movement is a single 
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paragraph of arpeggios, trills, and 
elaborate ornamental lines unfold-
ing and spinning forward in a vast 
yet surprisingly delicate polyphony. 
At times, Ligeti’s complex, layered 
rhythms suggest “unmanage-
able automata,” and the effect is 
haunting. Two instruments in the 
orchestra, a violin and a viola, are 
written con scordatura (Italian for 
“mistuning”)—abnormally tuned 
to help create a wonderfully hazy 
harmonic cloud that hangs over 
the music.

The second movement creates 
even greater sonic tricks, with the 
horns playing in natural harmonics, 
leading to unexpectedly out-of-tune 
sonorities, and the wind players 
performing on a quartet of oca-
rinas (a small, oval-shaped wind 
instrument found throughout the 
world and almost never used in 
symphonic music) to unforgettably 
striking effect. (In his performance 
notes to the score, Ligeti warns the 
ocarina players that “the intonation 
can vary; in forte the intonation 
is sharper” and admonishes both 
the ocarina and horn players not to 
“correct” their wayward pitch.) The 
whole movement, launched by the 
solo violin, is built of tiny melodic 
fragments repeated again and again 
in new configurations. The hoquetus 
of the movement title refers to the 

“hiccupping” broken-up lines of 
medieval monophonic music that 
Ligeti here emulates.

The third movement is a grand 
aria for solo violin, moving some-
times quite independently of the 
orchestra’s two-tiered “accompani-
ment”: sustained chorale-like tones 
in the winds and torrential showers 
of descending scales in the strings.

Initially, the fourth-movement 
passacaglia brings complete repose; 
the solo violin plays single notes 
that soar above a low “ground bass” 
that slowly rises up through the 
registers. The music soon turns 
unexpectedly complex, with violent 
outbursts and more otherworldly 
harmonic colors produced by ocari-
nas, now joined by recorders.

The last movement is a kaleido-
scopic reshuffling of much of what 
we have already experienced—a 
true finale in the way it gathers 
together music previously heard in a 
new light. It is dizzyingly complex 
in the speed and brilliance with 
which it jumps between ideas and 
layers disparate kinds of music. At 
the very end, the solo violin has 
a cadenza that the concerto’s first 
performer, Saschko Gawriloff, 
made by piecing together fragments 
from Ligeti’s discarded first move-
ment—past and present all rolled 
into one. 
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Composed
1908–10, as a suite of five 
pieces for piano duet

1911, orchestrated and 
refashioned as a ballet, 
rearranging the five pieces 
and adding two new ones 
and four brief interludes

First performance
piano version: April 20, 1910, 
Paris

complete ballet: January 28, 
1912, Paris

First CSO 
performance
December 27, 1912, 
Frederick Stock conducting

Most recent 
CSO performance
April 20, 2010, Carlos 
Kalmar conducting

Instrumentation
two flutes and piccolo, two 
oboes and english horn, two 
clarinets, two bassoons and 
contrabassoon, two horns, 

timpani, triangle, cymbals, 
bass drum, tam-tam, 
xylophone, glockenspiel, 
celesta, harp, strings

Approximate 
performance time
16 minutes

CSO recording
1968, Jean Martinon 
conducting, RCA

Mother Goose Suite

Although he had none of his 
own, Ravel loved children. 

Throughout his life he kept his 
ability to see the world through a 
child’s eyes, and he never outgrew 
his passion for creating elabo-
rate toys and reading fairy tales 
aloud. The adult composer, little 
taller himself than most children, 
particularly enjoyed the company 
of Mimie and Jean Godebski, the 
daughter and son of his friends 
Cipa and Ida Godebski, a young 
Polish couple whose Paris apart-
ment was a gathering place for 
some of the greatest artists of the 
day, including André Gide, Jean 
Cocteau, Erik Satie, and, from time 
to time, Igor Stravinsky. Ravel was 
a regular visitor to the Godebskis’ 
salon, and it’s possible that he was 
drawn as much by the enchanting 

games and conversation he shared 
with Mimie and Jean as he was by 
the more rarefied discussion among 
the grown-ups.

Ravel often made up stories to 
tell the Godebski children, and 
when they were apart, he sent them 
funny postcards. But the great-
est treasure among his many gifts 
to Mimie and Jean is a suite of 
pieces inspired by the Mother Goose 
tales, originally written for piano 
duet and intended to be played by 
children. Ravel dedicated the score 
to Mimie and Jean in the hope that 
they would give the first perfor-
mance, but although they were 
unusually accomplished pianists for 
children, they happily accepted the 
gift but declined the premiere. “To 
us,” Jean later recalled, “it mainly 
meant a lot of work.”

Maurice Ravel
Born March 7, 1875, Ciboure, France.
Died December 28, 1937, Paris, France.
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Two more precocious children, 
Geneviève Durony and Jeanne 
Leleu, then only six and seven years 
old, premiered the suite in April 
1910. Ravel was so enchanted by 
Jeanne’s performance in particular 
that he wrote to her:

When you are a great vir-
tuosa and I either an old fogey, 
covered with honors, or else 
completely forgotten, you will 
perhaps have pleasant memories 
of having given an artist the 
very rare joy of hearing a work 
of his, one of a rather special 
nature, interpreted exactly as it 
should be.

Mother Goose is one of Ravel’s 
most exquisite creations. “The idea 
of evoking the poetry of child-

hood in 
these pieces,” 
Ravel later 
explained, 
“naturally led 
me to simplify 
my style and 
to refine my 
means of 
expression.” 
Even when he 
orchestrated 
and enlarged 
the suite into 
a ballet score 
in 1911, he 

managed to heighten the music’s 
sense of fantasy and adventure 
without taking away its grace 
and innocence.

Ravel borrowed his title and two 
tales (Sleeping Beauty and Tom 
Thumb) from Charles Perrault, the 

seventeenth-century French writer 
who is responsible for preserving 
a number of well-known stories, 
including those of Little Red 
Riding Hood and Bluebeard. (It’s 
Perrault’s 1607 volume, Histoires ou 
contes du temps passé avec des moral-
itez—Stories or tales of olden times, 
with morals—that became known 
in France as “Mother Goose.”)

The Pavane of the Sleeping 
Beauty is as simple as the briefest of 
fairy tales—just twenty measures of 
limpid melody over plain, magically 
colored harmonies.

Ravel prefaces Tom Thumb with 
a quote from Perrault: “He thought 
he would easily find his way, thanks 
to the bread he had scattered 
wherever he had passed, but he was 
quite surprised when he couldn’t 
see even a single crumb of it. Birds 
had come along and eaten every 
bit.” Ravel shows us Tom Thumb’s 
meanderings—the meter changes 
often and unpredictably—and also, 
unforgettably, the birds making off 
with the crumbs.

Laideronnette, Empress of the 
Pagodas is an oriental tale by the 
countess d’Aulnoy, a Perrault 
contemporary and imitator. The 
empress is serenaded at her bath by 
her subjects: “At once mandarins 
and mandarinettes set to singing 
and to the playing of instruments: 
some had lutes made of nutshells, 
some had viols made from the 
shells of almonds, for their instru-
ments had to be in proportion to 
their own scale.” In the original 
four-hand version, the upper piano 
part is written entirely for the black 
keys, automatically producing  
melodies in the pentatonic scale, 

French author 
Charles Perrault
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that most convenient way of conjur-
ing up the Orient. When Ravel 
made his orchestral transcription, 
he serenaded the empress with 
an array of bell-like and percus-
sive sounds—cymbals, xylophone, 
glockenspiel, celesta, harp, and 
the ceremonial striking of the 
tam-tam—recalling the Javanese 
gamelan ensemble the fourteen-
year-old composer had watched 
in wonder at the Paris Exhibition 
of 1889.

Ravel took the Conversations 
of Beauty and the Beast from the 
Moral Tales of Marie Leprince 
de Beaumont:

“When I think of your good 
heart you no longer seem so 
ugly to me.” “Oh yes, good lady! 
I have a good heart, but I am 
a monster.” “Many a man is 
more a monster than you.” “If I 
had the wit, I should pay you a 
great compliment, but I am only 
a beast.”

“Beauty, will you be my wife?” 
“No, Beast.”

“I die happy, for I have the joy 
of seeing you once more.” “No, 
my dear Beast, you will not 
die: You will live to become my 
husband!” . . . The Beast had 
disappeared, and she saw at her 

feet only a prince more beauti-
ful than the god of love, who 
thanked her for having put an 
end to his spell.

Ravel gives the dialogue to the 
clarinet, playing Beauty, and the 
contrabassoon as Beast. She dances 
to a gentle waltz, and they talk. 
Finally, with a sweeping harp 
glissando, he is transformed into a 
princely violin.

The Enchanted Garden is Ravel’s 
own private place—the world of his 
own childhood memories viewed 
with the wisdom and affection of 
a grown man who has learned that 
only in fairy tales does one live 
happily ever after.

Without children of his own, 
or even any important students or 
disciples, Ravel grew, in his final 
years, to lament that no one would 
carry on his name or continue his 
work. “I have left nothing,” he said. 
“I have not said what I wanted to 
say. Alas, I am not one of the great 
composers!” But nearly all of the 
sixty-some pieces of music he left 
behind have found a permanent 
place in the repertory—an aston-
ishing and rare accomplishment—
and Ravel’s deep-seated fear that, 
as he told seven-year-old Jeanne 
Leleu, he would die “an old fogey,” 
completely forgotten, turned out to 
be groundless. 
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Composed
1903–March 1905

First performance
October 15, 1905, Paris

First CSO 
performance
January 29, 1909, Frederick 
Stock conducting

Most recent CSO 
subscription 
performance
May 8, 2010, Ludovic 
Morlot conducting

Instrumentation
two flutes and piccolo, two 
oboes and english horn, two 
clarinets, three bassoons 
and contrabassoon, four 
horns, three trumpets and 
two cornets, three trom-
bones and tuba, timpani, 
cymbals, tam-tam, triangle, 
glockenspiel, bass drum, two 
harps, strings

Approximate 
performance time
23 minutes

CSO recordings
1960, Fritz Reiner  
conducting, RCA

1976, Sir Georg Solti 
conducting, London

1978, Erich Leinsdorf con-
ducting, CSO: The First 
100 Years

1991, Sir Georg Solti 
conducting, London

2000, Daniel Barenboim 
conducting, Teldec

La mer

Although Debussy’s parents once 
planned for him to become 

a sailor, La mer, subtitled Three 
Symphonic Sketches, proved to be 
his greatest seafaring adventure. 
Debussy’s childhood summers at 
Cannes left him with vivid memo-
ries of the sea, “worth more than 
reality,” as he put it at the time he 
was composing La mer some thirty 
years later. As an adult, Debussy 
seldom got his feet wet, preferring 
the seascapes available in painting 
and literature; La mer was written 
in the mountains, where his “old 
friend the sea, always innumerable 
and beautiful,” was no closer than a 
memory.

Like the great British painter 
J.M.W. Turner, who stared at 
the sea for hours and then went 

inside to paint, Debussy worked 
from memory, occasionally turn-
ing for inspiration to a few other 
sources. Debussy first mentioned 
his new work in a letter dated 
September 12, 1903; the title he 
proposed for the first of the three 
symphonic sketches, “Calm Sea 
around the Sanguinary Islands,” 
was borrowed from a short story by 
Camille Mauclair published during 
the 1890s. When Debussy’s own 
score was printed, he insisted that 
the cover include a detail from The 
Hollow of the Wave off Kanagawa, 
the most celebrated print by the 
Japanese artist Hokusai, then 
enormously popular in France.

We also know that Debussy 
greatly admired Turner’s work. 
His richly atmospheric seascapes 

Claude Debussy
Born August 22, 1862, Saint Germain-en-Laye, France.
Died March 25, 1918, Paris, France.
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recorded the daily weather, the 
time of day, and even the most 
fleeting effects of wind and light in 
ways utterly new to painting, and 
they spoke directly to Debussy. 
(In 1902, when Debussy went to 
London, where he saw a number 
of Turner’s paintings, 
he enjoyed the trip but 
hated actually crossing 
the channel.) The name 
Debussy finally gave 
to the first section of 
La mer, From Dawn to 
Noon on the Sea, might 
easily be that of a Turner 
painting made sixty 
years earlier, for the two 
shared not only a love of 
subject but also of long, 
specific, evocative titles.

There’s something in 
Debussy’s first sym-
phonic sketch very like 
a Turner painting of the 
sun rising over the sea. 
They both reveal, in their 
vastly different media, 
those magical moments 
when sunlight begins to 
glow in near darkness, 
when familiar objects 
emerge from the shad-
ows. This was Turner’s 
favorite image—he even 
owned several houses 
from which he could 
watch, with undying 
fascination, the sun 
pierce the line separating 
sea and sky. Debussy’s 
achievement, though 
decades later than Turner’s, is no 
less radical, for it uses familiar 
language in truly fresh ways. From 

Dawn to Noon on the Sea can’t 
be heard as traditional program 
music, for it doesn’t tell a tale along 
a standard time line (although 
Debussy’s friend Eric Satie reported 
that he “particularly liked the bit 
at a quarter to eleven”). Nor can 

it be read as a piece of symphonic 
discourse, for it is organized 
without regard for conventional 

The Chicago Symphony Orchestra performed 
La mer for the first time, with Frederick Stock 
conducting, on January 29, 1909
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theme and development. Debussy’s 
audiences, like Turner’s before him, 
were baffled by work that takes as 
its subject matter color, texture, 
and nuance.

Debussy’s second sketch, too, is 
all suggestion and shimmering sur-
face, fascinated with sound for its 
own sake. Melodic line, rhythmic 
regularity, and the use of standard 
harmonic progressions are all shat-
tered, gently but decisively, by the 
fluid play of the waves. The final 
Dialogue of the Wind and the Sea 
(another title so like Turner’s) cap-
tures the violence of two elements, 
air and water, as they collide. At 

the end, the sun breaks through the 
clouds. La mer repeatedly resists 
traditional analysis. “We must 
agree,” Debussy writes, “that the 
beauty of a work of art will always 
remain a mystery, in other words, 
we can never be absolutely sure 
‘how it’s made’.”

La mer was controversial 
even during rehearsals, when, 
as Debussy told Stravinsky, the 
violinists tied handkerchiefs to 
the tips of their bows in protest. 
The response at the premiere was 
mixed, though largely unfriendly. It 
is hard now to separate the reaction 
to this novel and challenging music 
from the current Parisian view of 
the composer himself, for during 
the two years he worked on La mer, 
Debussy moved in with Emma 
Bardac, the wife of a local banker, 
leaving behind his wife Lily, who 
attempted suicide. Two weeks after 
the premiere of La mer, Bardac gave 
birth to Debussy’s child, Claude-
Emma, later known as Chou-Chou. 
Debussy married Emma Bardac on 
January 20, 1908. The night before, 
he conducted an orchestra for the 
first time in public, in a program 
which included La mer. This time, 
it was a spectacular success, though 
many of his friends still wouldn’t 
speak to him. 

Phillip Huscher is the program annota-
tor for the Chicago Symphony Orchestra.

The front cover of the first edition of La mer, for 
which Debussy chose Hokusai’s print The Hollow 
of the Wave off Kanagawa
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