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1 Introduction and Background

The three songs that belong to this set complete the work begun by Charles Koechlin when he set the
first 21 poems of Theodore de Banville’s collection of 24 Rondels. This project was commissioned as part
of a university-community impact program by Professor David Evans and Mezzo Soprano Tania Holland-
Williams. Professor Evans is located at the University of St. Andrews in Scotland where he lectures on and
researches French poetry from the 19thcentury. In the beginning of this project, Prof. Evans was working
with Tania on developing a program to showcase the 21 songs written by Koechlin, and through this process,
I was commissioned to complete the set in a contemporary idiom. The three songs I have written are Le
Feu, Le Café, and Le Soir. The premiers of Le Feu and Le Café were given in Younger Hall on the campus
of the University of St. Andrews on 10 April, 2013, and the premiere of Le Soir was given on 8 May, 2013
in the Brooke Theater in Chatham.

2 An analysis of Le Feu

I interpreted the poem Le Feu as a story about the narrator rejecting the world and seeking immolation as
a means to reach his favorite author, Rabelais. The text of Le Feu with a translation by Prof. Evans is
provided below:

1 J’ai fait allumer un grand Feu, I’ve lit a great fire,
2 Tout est clos, fenêtre et volets. The windows and shutters are closed.
3 Je veux lire; viens, Rabelais; I want to read; come, Rabelais,
4 Ce temps-ci m’intéresse peu. The present doesn’t interest me much.

5 La flamme de rose et de bleu The pink and blue flame
6 Teint ma chambre, comme un palais; Colours my room, like a palace;
7 J’ai fait allumer un grand Feu, I’ve lit a great fire,
8 Tout est clos, fenêtre et volets. The windows and shutters are closed.

9 Foin des gens qui parlent hébreu, Im tired of people speaking nonsense,
10 Foin des songeurs tristes et laids! Im tired of sad and ugly thinkers!
11 O géant qui les immolais, O colossus who spared none of them,
12 Causons, parle-moi, demi-dieu. Let us speak; talk to me, demi-god.
13 J’ai fait allumer un grand Feu. I’ve lit a great fire.

As this text creates what I found to be a vivid and dramatic narrative, I decided to approach the
composition of the song in a way that sets this narrative in an almost operatic manner. Additionally, the
theme of immolation as a means of cleansing brought to mind the music from Wagner’s Der Ring Des
Nibelungen. As a result, I took as a starting point the Magic Fire leitmotif from The Ring, shown in Fig.
2.1 and extracted the pitch-set from the leitmotif and used that to build all the possible major and minor
triads from those pitches.
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Figure 2.1: In the first measure is an excerpt of the Magic Fire leitmotif from Wagner’s Götterdämmerung.
The second measure consists of the pitches that make up the music from measure 1. The last measure
consists of all the major and minor triads that can be constructed from those pitches.

Chords EM Fm FM Am AM C]m C]M

EM 3 1 0 1 1 2 1
Fm 1 3 2 1 0 1 2
FM 0 2 3 2 1 0 1
Am 1 1 2 3 2 1 1
AM 1 0 1 2 3 2 1
C]m 2 1 0 1 2 3 2
C]M 1 1 1 0 1 2 3

Table 2.1: In this table, the common tones between each chord derived from Fig. 2.1 are shown. A symmetry
becomes clearly visible around the diagonal, as is to be expected.

With these chords in hand, I set about comparing the number of common tones between each chord. The
results of this can be found in Table 2.

The compositional constraint I then set myself was to use only combinations of chords that had 1 or 0
common tones in the left and right hands of the piano part. I allowed the vocal line to freely move between
these two parallel harmonic worlds. The resulting harmonic language is one that is reminiscent of the Magic
Fire from The Ring but with an entirely new perspective.

The form of the song follows closely the narrative arc of the poem while also adhering to the poem’s
structure. There are three sections and a coda in the song, the outer two are closely related, while the middle
is made of an entirely different texture. The middle section deals with lines 5 and 6 of the poem where the
image of immolation is painted for the listener, and as such, the music is most closely related to the textural
construction of the Magic Fire leitmotif. The coda section prepares the text for the final utterance of the
opening (and closing) line. Here the piano part abandons the compositional process of distributing chords
into either hand and instead plays single chords against the vocal line which now takes the roll as ’the other’
chord.

In general, I think it is important to note that of the three poems I was charged to set, Le Feu is by far
the most serious setting. I found this poem to be much more compelling and moving than the other two,
and accordingly, I tried to create a song that captured the necessary emotional depth required by the text
and the world it creates.

3 Le Café

For all of the seriousness of Le Feu, Le Café has not an ounce of seriousness in it. Instead, Le Café is a
simple, silly poem about the stirring sensation coffee (and really, caffeine) brings to us. The poem is included
below:
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1 Ce bon élixir, le Café That good elixir, coffee
2 Met dans nos coeurs sa flamme noire; Puts its black flame in our hearts;
3 Grâce à lui, fier de sa victoire, Proud of its victory, it helps
4 L’esprit subtil a triomphé. The subtle mind to triumph.

5 Faux Lignon que chantait d’Urfé, DUrfés false Lignon,
6 Tu ne nous en fait plus accroire; You cant trick us any longer;
7 Ce bon élixir, le Café That good elixir, coffee
8 Met dans nos coeurs sa flamme noire; Puts its black flame in our hearts;

9 Ne faisons qu’un autodafé Let us throw on the pyre
10 Des vieux mensonges de l’Histoire; The old lies of History;
11 Et mêlons, sans peur du grimoire, And let us, with no fear of
12 A notre vieux sang rêchauffê, Mix with our warmed old blood,
13 Ce bon élixir, le Café That good elixir, coffee.

Due to the banal nature of this poem, I decided to try and capture the inner humor of it and write a
song that decays in energy in the same way our energy decays as our morning cup of coffee wears off. My
method to accomplish this was to write a regenerative canon that is always slowing down. The subject of
the canon is the 8-note tone-row that does not include the notes C, A, F, or E. I took the row, and iterated
transpositions of it through each of the starting pitches, creating 8 ’subjects’. Then I inserted n − 1-rests
into each nth subject, so that the 8th subject had 7 rests (one between each pitch). Finally, I distributed the
notes over an iso-rhythmic figure and built the canon at the octave and with a one-measure delay. The first
subject can be seen in Fig. 3.1.

Figure 3.1: The first three measures of Le Café are shown, with the opening subject of the canon found in
measure 1 in the right hand and measure 2 in the left hand. The first rest is inserted into the right hand of
measure 2 and the two rests of the third iteration of the theme are found in measures 3 and 4 (not shown).

The other significant compositional feature of Le Café is the insertion of texturally unrelated material
to accompany certain lines of the poem. The points of insertion were derived from the pattern of accents in
the text for each line, where certain patterns were assigned accompanying material that differed from the
every-slowing canon. These two other textures are shown in Fig. 3.2.

Figure 3.2: The first measure of this excerpt shows the first type of texturally different material used. The
rest of the excerpt shows the other material used.
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The method to produce the vocal line in this piece was really an exercise in capturing the essence of what
one sounds like when they are hyped-up on caffeine and when they are not. The vocal writing begins in a
very marcato manner and finishes, ultimately, in a ”sloppy, gooey”, nearly sprechstimme, sound.

4 Le Soir

The poem Le Soir was such an incomprehensible text from the standpoint of narrative structure and mean-
ing that a completely absurd compositional approach was required. Accordingly, I decided, after discussion
with my collaborators on the project, to create a world in which this poem exists. The poem is suggestive
of a salon environment as it has a ’gossip-like’ tone. The poem and its translation are presented below:

1 On cause, chez Victor Hugo, Chez Victor Hugo, you talk
2 Sans redouter nul pianiste. Without fearing any pianist.
3 Tout flûtiste ou violoniste All flautists or violinists
4 Est reçu là comme Iago. Are as unwelcome as Iago.

5 Vı̂nt-il de Siam ou du Congo, Were he to come from Siam or the Congo,
6 Pas d’accueil pour le symphoniste; The symphonist is not welcome there ;
7 On cause, chez Victor Hugo, Chez Victor Hugo, you talk
8 Sans redouter nul pianiste. Without fearing any pianist.

9 A d’autres La Reine Indigo, You can keep your Indigo Queen,
10 Ce chef-d’oeuvre d’un harmoniste, That harmonists masterpiece,

11 Mme Le Petit Ébéniste, Even Le Petit Ébéniste,
12 Vous aussi Donna del Lago: You too, Lady of the Lake;
13 On cause, chez Victor Hugo, Chez Victor Hugo, you talk.

After doing some research into the salon culture of late-19th century Paris, I thought it would be inter-
esting to capture the essence of an opium den as the setting for this song. The roles of the vocal line and
the piano were construed to create an atmospheric background in which the singer exists, in other words,
the piano plays the role of a diegetic sound coexisting with the singer.

In order to articulate the roles of each part, I wrote the vocal line first. The vocal line was written with a
general sense of over-the-top gesture that attempts to capture both intensity and absurdity. The vocal line
evolves from being a simple sprechstimme line, notated on a 3-line staff where the top line corresponds to a
general ’high’ voice, the middle line to a ’middle’ voice, and the bottom line to a ’low’ voice. As the vocal
line progresses through the text it becomes ever more operatic until it finally becomes a full-voiced, sung,
dramatic aria.

The content of the piano accompaniment was originally going to be a pastiche Parisian salon tune.
However, this proved too difficult to balance with the vocal line in a way that suggested the diegetic role the
accompaniment was supposed to take. Instead, I decided to try and mimic the sound of a crowded room
chatting away. I did this by performing a spectral analysis of a recording of a crowded room and then trying
to best recreate the spectral density and distribution with the piano. The notation I ultimately used to
achieve this sound can be seen in Fig. 4.1.

As the voice increases in dramatic intensity, the piano part does as well. Eventually, the piano part
breaks free of its spectrally-defined confines and begins to mimic, using unspecified pitches, the dramatic
pianistic writing we normally associate with Liszt and Rachmaninoff which can be seen in Fig. 4.2.

The narrative goal of this conglomeration of the piano and vocal lines into an intense sonic experience
is to overwhelm the listener as they journey deeper into the opium den and the opium journeys deeper into
them. Right when the intensity of the piano and vocal line seems it cannot increase anymore, both the piano
and vocal part snap suddenly back into the diegetic and quiet relationship of the opening to close the song.
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Figure 4.1: These are the opening measures of Le Soir. This excerpt demonstrates both the sprechstimme
vocal writing and the piano technique used to approximate a crowded room.

Figure 4.2: This is an excerpt from when the piano and vocal line have reached the the height of their
dramatic intensity. There is a mix of pitched and un-pitched notations in the piano creating a cacophony
through which the ’essence’ of a harmonic structure can seep through.

5 Printed Program Notes

The three songs presented here are part of a project to complete a song cycle started by Charles Koechlin
that uses a set of 24 poems by Theodore de Banville. The project was developed by Professor of French,
David Evans of the University of St. Andrews in Scotland. In a collaboration with him and Tania Holland-
Williams, a profession singer and performing artist, we explored different interpretations for each of the
remaining three poems. In particular, it is important to note that each of the poems is in a very old form
called a Rondel, which has 13 lines, a specific rhyming scheme, and a collection of repeated lines including
the repetition of line 1 in line 13.

The first poem I set was Le Feu, which I found to be the most serious and emotionally intriguing poems
of the three. Because the poem discusses the idea of immolation and disgust with the world, I was inevitably
drawn to the parallels with Wagner’s Der Ring Des Nibelungen. I chose to draw the harmonic material
for this song from the Magic Fire leitmotif that occurs throughout The Ring. I thought that there was a
sense of almost stately resolve apparent throughout the poem, so I tried to create a texture within both
the piano and vocal lines that captured the resolve with which the narrator is describing their own (literal
or not) immolation. Formally, the song takes on a fairly standard ternary form with an added coda at the
end. The first and third sections have similar textures while the middle section most closely captures the
Magic Fire sound of this poem’s destruction. The coda is harmonically separated from the rest of the song
by redistributing the poly-tonal structures that are consistent throughout the rest of the song. In the first
three sections, the left and right hands of the piano operate in different ’keys’ that are always rotating but
never identical, while the voice jumps between either ’key’ as needed. In the final section, the piano occupies
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a single ’key’ while the voice occupies the other.
Le Café is a much more trivial poem and as a result, I was inclined to set it in a humorous manner.

The narrative arc I fit over the poem was that of the experience of coming off a caffeine high. The opening
tempo marking is ’Caffeinated’ and the final tempo marking is ’Post-Caffeinated’. To achieve this sense of
inevitable exhaustion setting in, I employed a continuous canon that has rests inserted each time the subject
of the canon is repeated. To capture the sporadic nature we’ve all experienced while under the influence of
caffeine, there are also, inserted in a somewhat unpredictable fashion, two other sections of music. These
sections are designed simply to be different from the canon and are employed at points in the text where the
rhythm of the poetry changes slightly.

The final song, Le Soir, is the most adventurous of the three. Imagine you’re in an opium den in late-19th

century Paris. The host of the den (the singer) approaches you and begins to talk to you about what is
simply the most trivial matters. This experience becomes evermore intense as the opium seeps through your
veins and soon the sounds you hear in the background and her voice have morphed into one overwhelming
sonic experience. Just when the intensity is at its maximum, the music returns to its quiet and calm opening.

Figure 5.1: Follow this QR Code to learn more about the techniques and thoughts that went into the
composition of these three songs!
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