
2022-2023 Musical Interludes
Between the Wars (mostly)⼁France

Musical Interludes, formerly Mansions & Music, explores connections between music,
literature, history, architecture, and culture. This season, PCM presents three programs
featuring works from the first half of the 20th century, written by composers from three
countries: France, the U.S., and Russia.

This first program includes three works written at the tail-end of WWI and one written in
the middle of WWII from a prisoner-of-war camp. Pieces are composed by four
quintessential French composers: Debussy, Poulenc, Ravel, and Messiaen. Each piece
closely reflects the composer’s personal experiences with world events and
incorporates a range of compositional styles, as well as rhythmic, melodic, and
harmonic textures.

PROGRAM NOTES
By Brian Lauritzen

Of his 1917 Sonata for Violin and Piano, Claude Debussy said, “I only wrote this
sonata to be rid of the thing, spurred on by my dear publisher. This sonata will be
interesting from a documentary point of view and as an example of what may be
produced by a sick man in time of war.”

Near the end of his life and bearing witness to the deaths of many of his friends in World
War I, Debussy was not only in ill health physically, he was suffering mentally as well.
Compositionally, he was in the midst of a cycle of six sonatas although he only
completed three of them before his death: the Sonata for Cello and Piano; the Sonata
for Flute, Viola and Harp; and the Sonata for Violin and Piano, his final completed major
work.

As he battled depression, this short, 14-minute piece took Debussy nearly a
year-and-a-half to complete. Despite his mental state and his remarks to the contrary,



what he produced is a little gem of a sonata. Yes, it has the darkness of the clouds of
war around it, but it exists outside of that context as well.

The first movement shifts very quickly from theme to theme. Phrases are very short.
Other musical ideas don’t last very long at all. The second movement has a definite hint
of sarcasm to it, even an impish quality. The finale starts and stops and also has all
sorts of cool cascades of notes throughout falling and rising. One writer described the
final movement as, “Having a certain breathlessness, an inability to rise to the old
flights, like a mortally wounded bird, which has a beauty and pathos of its own.”

***

Francis Poulenc was a spiky-haired baby-faced 19-year-old just coming into his own
as a composer while World War I was ending. His Sonata for Piano Four Hands
exhibits influences from a wide range of older composer/mentors, including Prokofiev,
Bartók, and most notably, Erik Satie, who stressed three things in his music: purity,
balance, and reserve.

There are two ways to write for piano duo--one piano with two players or two actual
pianos--and Poulenc ended up writing sonatas for both options. In three movements,
the Sonata for Piano Four Hands has musical gestures that would become calling cards
for Francis Poulenc: short and repetitive phrases, lyricism balanced with unsentimental
directness, and a good deal of sarcastic humor.

Poulenc also requires literal flexibility from the two pianists with the player in the upper
register beginning the piece with their left hand lower down the keyboard than the player
in the lower register. (It would be another 48 years before the Milton Bradley game
Twister would be invented.) In the end, Poulenc leaves us in a state of ambiguity which
caused one writer to ask the question, “has [the Sonata] overall been serious, comic,
anxious, joyful, sarcastic, tender?” Or a combination of all of these things?

***

Although La valse is undeniably a post-World War I piece, Maurice Ravel first came up
with the idea to write a large-format waltz in 1906. He was originally going to call it Wien
(German for Vienna), for the city that made the waltz so famous and it was originally
going to be a tribute to the waltzes of Johann Strauss, Jr., aka The Waltz King.



“All composers have the desire to write a really good waltz,” Ravel said at the time.
“Unfortunately, it is very difficult. Therefore, I have tried to write a symphonic waltz as a
tribute to Strauss.”

However, Ravel didn’t actually begin working on La Valse until after World War I, in
1919. He had wanted to serve in the infantry, but wasn’t medically cleared for combat.
Instead, Ravel worked as an ambulance driver on the front lines. He saw the carnage of
the war firsthand and while he was away at war, his mother died suddenly and
unexpectedly. Except for a single piece of music, Ravel didn’t compose anything during
the entirety of World War I.

La valse was the first piece he wrote after the war.

He gave a detailed scenario of what the music is designed to evoke: Through whirling
clouds, waltzing couples may be faintly distinguished. The clouds gradually scatter: one
sees an immense hall peopled with a whirling crowd. The scene is gradually illuminated.
The light of the chandeliers bursts forth. An imperial court, about 1855.”

As Ravel described, the piece begins in near silence. It’s as if we are overhearing a
waltz from another room—or another century. A melody begins haltingly. Then, the light
of the chandeliers bursts forth. Ravel then sends us on a kaleidoscopic journey,
spinning through various waltz themes in brilliant colors. The music builds and builds,
getting more and more frenzied until it careens to a climactic conclusion where
everything crashes down upon itself.

And we’re left with a question: is La valse a masterpiece of a tribute to a musical form
nearly every composer has tried to tackle? Or, is it a commentary on the waltz as a relic
of a bygone era? Is La valse nostalgic for simpler times? Or does it represent the death
of the waltz in a world which will never be the same? The answer, perhaps, is both.

***

Like Ravel in World War I, Olivier Messiaen also served in the medical corps in World
War II. He served as a hospital nurse beginning in 1939 until he was captured and sent
to Stalag VIII-a, a prisoner-of-war camp in Gӧrlitz, Germany, in 1940.

Conditions were brutal. Not only were the prisoners underfed and unprotected from the
brutally cold winters, the camp was crowded to more than 300% capacity with some
50,000 French and Belgian soldiers occupying 30 barracks buildings which had been
designed for 500 prisoners each.



“When I arrived at the camp, I was stripped of all my clothes, like all the prisoners,”
Messiaen said. “But naked as I was, I clung fiercely to a little bag of miniature scores
that served as consolation when I suffered. The Germans considered me to be
completely harmless, and since they still loved music, not only did they allow me to
keep my scores, but an officer also gave me pencils, erasers, and some music paper.”

On that paper and written for the combination of instruments available to him (violin,
clarinet, cello, and piano), Messiaen wrote the largest and most ambitious work of his
life so far: Quatuor pour la fin du temps (Quartet for the End of Time).

Rehearsals took place in one of the camp’s bathrooms and the first performance was
before a large audience of prisoners and guards, many of whom were hearing modern
chamber music for the first time. Messiaen later remarked, “Never had I been listened to
with so much attention and understanding.”

The inspiration came from a passage from the last book of The Bible, Revelation, which
references the end (or the absence) of time. Messiaen gave detailed descriptions of
each of the eight movements:

I. Liturgy of crystal. Between the morning hours of three and four, the awakening of
the birds: a thrush or a nightingale soloist improvises, amid notes of shining sound and
a halo of trills that lose themselves high in the trees. Transpose this to the religious
plane: you will have the harmonious silence of heaven.

II. Vocalise, for the angel who announces the end of Time. The first and third parts
(very short) evoke the power of that mighty angel, his hair a rainbow and his clothing
mist, who places one foot on the sea and one foot on the earth. Between these sections
are the ineffable harmonies of heaven. From the piano, soft cascades of blue-orange
chords, encircling with their distant carillon the plainchant-like recitativo of the violin and
cello.

III. Abyss of the birds. Clarinet solo. The abyss is Time, with its sadnesses and
tediums. The birds are the opposite of Time; they are our desire for light, for stars, for
rainbows and for jubilant outpourings of song!

IV. Interlude. Scherzo. Of a more outgoing character than the other movements but
related to them, nonetheless, by various melodic references.

V. Praise to the eternity of Jesus. Jesus is here considered as one with the Word. A
long phrase, infinitely slow, by the cello expatiates with love and reverence on the



everlastingness of the Word, mighty and dulcet, “which the years can in no way
exhaust.” Majestically the melody unfolds itself at a distance both intimate and
awesome. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God.”

VI. Dance of fury, for the seven trumpets. Rhythmically the most idiosyncratic
movement of the set. The four instruments in unison give the effect of gongs and
trumpets (the first six trumpets of the Apocalypse attend various catastrophes, the
trumpet of the seventh angel announces the consummation of the mystery of God). Use
of extended note values, augmented or diminished rhythmic patterns, non-retrogradable
rhythms – a systematic use of values which, read from left to right or from right to left,
remain the same. Music of stone, formidable sonority; movement as irresistible as steel,
as huge blocks of livid fury or ice-like frenzy. Listen particularly to the terrifying fortissimo
of the theme in augmentation and with change of register of its different notes, toward
the end of the piece.

VII. Cluster of rainbows, for the angel who announces the end of Time. Here
certain passages from the second movement return. The mighty angel appears, and in
particular the rainbow that envelops him (the rainbow, symbol of peace, of wisdom, of
every quiver of luminosity and sound). In my dreamings I hear and see ordered
melodies and chords, familiar hues and forms; then, following this transitory stage I
pass into the unreal and submit ecstatically to a vortex, a dizzying interpenetration of
superhuman sounds and colors. These fiery swords, these rivers of blue-orange lava,
these sudden stars: Behold the cluster, behold the rainbow!

VIII. Praise to the immortality of Jesus. Expansive violin solo balancing the cello solo
of the fifth movement. Why this second glorification? It addresses itself more specifically
to the second aspect of Jesus – to Jesus the man, to the Word made flesh, raised up
immortal from the dead so as to communicate His life to us. It is total love. Its slow rising
to a supreme point is the ascension of man toward his God, of the Son of God toward
his Father, of the mortal newly made divine toward paradise.


