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Claude Debussy (1862-1918) 

El Prelude a l’apres-midid’unfaune n'29" 

E Rapsodie pour orchestre et saxophone 10'08" 

La Mer 

Trois Esquisses symphoniques 

E De l’Aube a midi sur la mer 9'05" 

H Jeuxdevagues 7'00" 

E Dialogue du vent et de la mer 8'33" 

Maurice Ravel (1875-1937) 

CH LaValse lyis” 

Poeme choregraphique 

S Bolero i5'38” 

Jeanne Baxtresser, flute El 

Kenneth Radnofsky, alto saxophone El 

New York Philharmonic 
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From Symphonic Poem to Ballet 

The younger generation of French composers who 

were active during the early 20th century bade a 

temporary farewell to one of the principal forms of 

musical expression, with neither Claude Debussy 

nor Maurice Ravel broaching the large-scale sym¬ 

phony, with its solid weight of tradition and often 

sprawling dimensions. In its place came the sym¬ 

phonic poem a la Liszt and Berlioz, the orchestral 

poem, symphonic sketch, choreographic poem 

and “sculptural” dance. The result was shorter 

works, formally compact and with a vague pro- 

grammatical content that did not explicitly in¬ 

clude a coherent literary programme, thus aiding 

composers in their attempts to gain their bearings 

within the field of ambitious orchestral music. It 

is no accident that the resultant reformist works 

come close to the world of ballet music. 

Debussy’s symphonic triptych LaMer (1905) is an 

orchestral suite from his middle period that stands 

on the very threshold of the transition to the newer 

form outlined above. While it is still possible to 

find in this work traces of the traditional Allegro 

and the playful splashes of colour associated with 

the orchestral Scherzo, themes and motivic writ¬ 

ing are no longer central to a formal language 

generally described as “Impressionistic”: instead, 

it is sound as such that acquires a structuring 

force. The scenario is neither novelistic nor dra¬ 

matic but is made up of simple, easy-to-follow 

natural episodes - the play of the waves and the 

elemental interplay of wind and water - that hold 

the listener’s attention, with Debussy creating his 

effects through his use of binary opposites (sun¬ 

rise/midday) or by means of passages of dialogue 

(as in the third movement). The large-scale cli¬ 

maxes in the final sections of the two outer move¬ 

ments suggest that, for all its impression of unity, 

this self-contained cycle could easily become a 

choreographic poem. Indeed, Debussy originally 

called the third part “Le vent fait danser la mer” 

(The wind makes the sea dance). 

Composers’ affinities with dance theatre were fos¬ 

tered by the presence in Paris of two sensational 

ballet companies, the Ballets Russes (1909-29) 

and the Ballets Suedois (1920-24), with Sergey 

Diaghilev and Rolf de Mare embodying the ideal 

of the creative impresario, and legendary solo 

dancers such as Vaslav Nijinsky, Jean Borlin, 

Leonide Massine, Isadora Duncan, Loie Fuller 

and Ida Rubinstein triumphing in the French 

capital and enabling choreographers to introduce 

bold new ideas, thus bringing about a revolution 

in the European dance theatre. It was a revolution 

that went hand in hand with a radical upheaval 
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in the contemporary understanding of what 

orchestral music was all about. 

Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes and the company’s 

most ardent champion, muse and Maecenas, 

Misia Sert, also approached Debussy and Ravel, 

commissioning from the latter such widely differ¬ 

ing scores as Daphnis et Chloe (1912) and La 

Valse (1919), while in Debussy’s case it was an 

earlier piece - the orchestral poem, Prelude a 

Vapres-midi d’un faune, of 1894 - that Dia- 

ghilev staged in 1912. The avowed model of the 

two most important innovators in the field of 

French music was neither the late flowering of the 

symphonic tradition embodied by Camille Saint- 

Saens and Cesar Franck nor the overwhelming 

apotheoses of composers such as Bruckner and 

Mahler but the formal language and idiom of the 

young Russian school in general and of Modest 

Mussorgsky in particular, to which they were in¬ 

troduced at a whole series of World Fairs in Paris 

and through the first French performances of 

Boris Godunov at the Paris Opera in 1908. An ex¬ 

cerpt from Debussy’s review of Mussorgsky’s The 

Nursery reads like a description of his own 

Prelude a Tapres-midi d’un faune: “Never be¬ 

fore has such a refined sensibility expressed itself 

with such simple means: it is almost as if he were 

an inquisitive savage discovering music for the 

first time, guided in each step forward by his own 

emotions. There is no question of any such thing 

as ‘form’ [...]. He composes in a series of bold 

strokes, but his incredible gift of foresight means 

that each stroke is bound to the next by a myster¬ 

ious thread.” 

Debussy’s Prelude is inspired by a poem of the 

same name by Stephane Mallarme and evokes a 

world of dreams, erotic images and southern 

landscapes. By means of minutely polished in¬ 

strumentation, arpeggios, glissandos and the 

famous flute solo of the introduction, the com¬ 

poser depicts the ebb and flow of sensual desire 

and fulfilment, an electrically charged and in¬ 

creasingly tense account of the world of Nature 

and physical sensations. Debussy’s aim was to 

write music that would be “a very free illustration” 

of Mallarme’s poem. Although Mallarme himself 

was initially unenthusiastic about the idea, since 

he thought that his verse was already sufficiently 

musical in its own right, his reservations were 

rapidly overcome by the composer’s sympathetic 

and impassioned treatment of his poem. 

Put off by its “unnatural” moves, Ida Rubinstein 

declined to involve herself in the production, 

thereby giving Nijinsky an opportunity to court 

scandal in a part that was to prove one of the most 

spectacular in the history of dance. The erotic, un¬ 

conventional permissiveness of his portrayal, his 

almost invisible costume, orgiastic contortions 
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and nervous, angular movements flew in the face 

of the demands of the sceptical first-night audi¬ 

ence, but his epoch-making exhibitionism found 

passionate advocates in Auguste Rodin and Hugo 

von Hofmannsthal, who praised his “sculptural 

concentration”, finding it in perfect concord with 

Debussy’s musical vision of antiquity. 

But Ida Rubinstein continued to exercise her in¬ 

fluence by commissioning and championing 

modem art: in 1928 she commissioned Ravel’s 

Bolero, creating the leading role at the Paris 

Opera, and in 1929 she rescued from near obli¬ 

vion the composer’s choreographic poem, La 

Valse, which Diaghilev had earlier spurned. 

Bolero is perhaps the most famous of all 20th- 

century commissions and certainly Ravel’s best- 

known work, although he himself wryly com¬ 

mented: “Malheureusement il est vide de mu- 

sique.” The piece is based on a hypnotic and in¬ 

sistent melody in C major that successively as¬ 

sumes the most varied nuances and shades of in¬ 

strumental colour in the manner of a kaleido¬ 

scope. The obsessive iteration of the two-part 

theme, which, rhythmically speaking, is in fact 

closer to that of a fandango than a traditional 

bolero, builds to a climax in the coda, with its un¬ 

forgettable modulation to E major suggesting a 

longing for death and finding release in an explo¬ 

sive orchestral tutti. 

Dedicated to Misia Sert, La Valse shares with 

Bolero the same idea of an apocalyptic climax, 

with the dancers literally hurtling themselves into 

the abyss. Faced with this demonic deconstruction 

of the Viennese waltz, Ravel’s supporters spoke of 

“la grande kermesse” - a great fair. With the eight 

waltz tunes that the piece contains and that are 

made virtually unrecognizable by the unusual 

treatment to which they are subjected, Ravel 

harked back to his eight-part piano cycle, Vaises 

nobles et sentimentales, of 1911: in the interval- 

lie leaps of the fourth main theme one may even 

hear an echo of the fourth piano waltz. 

Diaghilev had reproached Ravel for wanting to 

write a ballet about a ballet with this portrait of 

old Vienna: the self-referential nature of the score, 

with its glorification of dance, meant that it was 

impossible to choreograph it in an appropriate 

manner, the impresario maintained. Arguments 

with the composer over Daphnis et Chloe had al¬ 

ready led to a rift between the two men, making 

Diaghilev fear that La Valse would be a failure, 

too. But Diaghilev, who was normally right to 

trust his instincts, failed to recognize the immense 

potential of La Valse, which has since come to 

lead a life of its own in the concert hall as an or¬ 

chestral work in its own right. For this farewell to 

the cosseted world of the waltz, Ravel was content 

with a simple stage-direction: “An imperial court 

7 



in 1855.” To the echoing strains of Schubert, Lan- 

ner, StrauB and Chopin, the Danube monarchy, 

still outwardly resplendent in all its social lustre, 

sinks gradually deeper into the mire of political 

reaction. “I am waltzing madly”, the composer 

wrote, and with his ballet created a vivid meta¬ 

phor of revellers dancing as the Titanic goes 

down. 

Jens Rosteck 

Translation: Stewart Spencer 

Some Thoughts on Elise Hall and the Debussy Rapsodie 

The Rapsodie for alto saxophone was written 

under quite unusual circumstances. It was com¬ 

missioned by America’s first classical saxophonist, 

a Boston woman, Mrs Elise Hall. But what 

brought Mrs Hall to the saxophone in her mid¬ 

forties, and ultimately to commission Debussy? 

Some time after her marriage to Richard John 

Hall, a prominent surgeon in New York and Santa 

Barbara, Mrs Hall began suffering a loss of hear¬ 

ing. Her husband prescribed playing a wind in¬ 

strument! A saxophone was found, and Mrs Hall 

began studying, but when her husband died sud¬ 

denly in 1897, she moved back to Boston, where as 

a member of one of Boston’s most prominent 

families she began renewing relationships with 

friends, many of whom were music-loving ama¬ 

teurs who would meet once or twice a week to play 

chamber music. Within a year of Mrs Hall’s return 

(she was the catalyst, and remained so) the group 

grew more serious, with a desire to play for others. 

A committee was formed and they began to search 

for a conductor. 

Georges Longy came to Boston in 1898 as prin¬ 

cipal oboe of the Boston Symphony. He was al¬ 

ready experienced as a conductor and so was cho¬ 

sen to lead the group, to which he gave a very real 

sense of direction, at the same time becoming a 

lifelong friend and mentor not only of Mrs Hall 

but also of the newly formed Orchestral Club of 

Boston. Indeed, it was this group of talented 

amateurs who gave the American premiere of 

Debussy’s Prelude a Vapm-midi d’un fame. 

At the inception of the club and early in her own 

career, Mrs Hall played in Paris. Debussy heard 

her play, and although he may have been unim¬ 

pressed (Mrs Hall was an amateur, aged fifty, who 

had been playing for approximately five years!), 

he nevertheless accepted a commission, which he 
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delivered some seven or eight years later. This 

“Rapsodie mauresque” was delivered in the form 

of a short score: in other words, the piece was or¬ 

chestrated utilizing three or four lines of music 

with instruments noted, rather than an entire 

written page. Owing to its late delivery, its format 

and her involvement with other commissions, Mrs 

Hall never got around to playing the work herself. 

The Rapsodie was first performed in Paris on 

11 May 1919 (a year after Debussy’s death), with 

Yves Mayeur as soloist and Andre Caplet conduct¬ 

ing. The work is gorgeous, evocative and exotic, 

truly representative of Debussy’s mature middle 

period, which is also the period that produced La 

Mer. The composer Roger-Ducasse, a colleague of 

Debussy, is given credit by some for orchestrating 

the work, but in fact he merely realized the work 

from its short score, a not uncommon occurrence 

at that time and even today. 

The original Durand edition contains a few edit¬ 

ing errors (primarily articulations in the saxo¬ 

phone part), which have been corrected according 

to the manuscript given to Mrs Hall, thereby re¬ 

storing the composer’s original intentions. 

© Kenneth Radnofsky 

—M X1 i % l ,iri7i f if an £4 

tt* I 
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Autograph manuscript of Debussy's Rapsodie, bars 1-16 (Bibliotheque Nationale de France) 
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KENNETH RADNOFSKY has appeared as soloist 

with leading orchestras and ensembles through¬ 

out the world, including the Leipzig Gewandhaus 

Orchestra (under Kurt Masur), the Dresden 

Staatskapelle, Boston Pops, Pittsburgh Symphony, 

Hollywood Bowl Orchestra, BBC Concert Orches¬ 

tra, Taiwan Symphony and Marlboro Festival. He 

has commissioned or premiered the major saxo¬ 

phone works of Gunther Schuller, David Amram, 

Morton Subotnick, Christopher Theofanidas, 

Milton Babbitt, Donald Martino, Ezra Sims, Larry 

Bell and John Harbison. 

A native of Texas, Kenneth Radnofsky lives in Bos¬ 

ton, where he joined the faculty of his alma mater, 

the New England Conservatory, upon his gradua¬ 

tion (in 1976). He continues as the school’s pro¬ 

fessor of saxophone, and also serves as visiting 

professor at the Hartt School and Boston Conser¬ 

vatory. His teachers included Joseph Allard, Jeffrey 

Lerner, Terry Anderson and Duncan Hale. Kenneth 

Radnofsky’s editions of the music commissioned 

by Elise Hall, including the Debussy Rapsodie, are 

currently being prepared by Southern Music Com¬ 

pany. He performs exclusively on Selmer saxo¬ 

phones. This live concert recording represents his 

New York Philharmonic debut. 1997 

KURT MASUR, who began his tenure as Music 

Director of the New York Philharmonic in Sep¬ 

tember 1991, has left his hallmark on an orches¬ 

tra that has felt the diverse influences of Mahler, 

Toscanini, Bernstein, Boulez and Mehta in this 

century. The impact of his leadership has at¬ 

tracted worldwide attention, and his distinctive 

approach to music-making has won praise from 

the media as well as the public. Concurrent with 

his Philharmonic post, Kurt Masur has served as 

Music Director of the Gewandhaus Orchestra of 

Leipzig, a position he has held for 26 years. With 

the 1995-96 season Kurt Masur celebrated his 

25th anniversary with the Gewandhaus Orchestra 

and his fifth with the New York Philharmonic. 

Since January 1992 he has also held the lifetime 

title of Honorary Guest Conductor of the Israel 

Philharmonic Orchestra. 

Kurt Masur was named Musician of the Year for 

1993 by Musical America. At the 1993 Classical 

Music Awards in London, the New York Philhar¬ 

monic was honoured as Orchestra of the Year in 

recognition of its new initiatives and audience 

outreach efforts, as well as the artistic excellence 

the orchestra has achieved under Kurt Masur’s 

leadership. Noted for his commitment to the 

New York community, Kurt Masur has been an 

outspoken advocate for music education. He has 

conducted concerts and open rehearsals with the 

orchestras of a number of New York’s music con¬ 

servatories and settlement schools. 
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Kurt Masur led the New York Philharmonic in a 

highly acclaimed season-long celebration of its 

150th anniversary in 1992-3, which included the 

150th Anniversary Commissions - a series of 32 

new works premiered over a 10-year period - and 

a 15-concert tour of ten European cities. Success¬ 

ful new initiatives introduced under his leader¬ 

ship have included the Rush Hour Concerts, 

Casual Saturdays, Philharmonic Celebrations, 

Children’s Promenades, and Philharmonic 

Forums. 

In July 1995 Kurt Masur and the Philharmonic were 

in residence at Avery Fisher Hall for a two-week 

series “Mostly Vienna”. Highlights of Kurt Masur’s 

1994-95 season with the Philharmonic included 

the U.S. premiere of Minoru Miki’s Symphony of 

Two Worlds in October, and a week-long celebra¬ 

tion - “The Choral Music of Brahms” - in March. 

Kurt Masur has been guest conductor with the 

world’s leading orchestras and has toured exten¬ 

sively with both the New York Philharmonic and 

the Gewandhaus Orchestra. 

Kurt Masur and the Philharmonic record exclu¬ 

sively on the TELDEC label. 

Born in Brieg, Silesia, in 1927, Kurt Masur studied 

piano, composition and conducting at the Music 

College of Leipzig. Upon graduation, he served as 

orchestral coach at the Halle Landestheater and 

later as Kapellmeister of the Erfurt Stadttheater 

and Leipzig Stadttheater. He accepted his first 

major orchestral appointment in 1955, as con¬ 

ductor of the Dresden Philharmonic, and in 1958 

returned to opera as general music director at the 

Mecklenburg Staatstheater, Schwerin. From i960 
to 1964, Kurt Masur was senior director of music 

at Berlin’s Komische Oper, collaborating with 

Walter Felsenstein, one of opera’s most influential 

directors. In 1967, he was appointed the Dresden 

Philharmonic’s chief conductor, a post he held 

until 1972. A professor at the Leipzig Academy 

of Music since 1975, Kurt Masur holds honorary 

degrees from Yale University, the Manhattan 

School of Music, Leipzig University, the Uni¬ 

versity of Michigan, the Cleveland Institute of 

Music, Westminster Choir College and Hamilton 

College. 1997 
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«Nijinski, dans 

I'Apres-Midi d’un 

Faune» (Title-page 

of the booklet for 

the first perform¬ 

ance in the Theatre 

du Chatelet, Paris 

1912; Archiv fiir 

Kunst und 

Geschichte, Berlin) 
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