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Preface

Composed: 1892-94

First performance: 22 December 1894 in Paris

Original publisher: Fromont, Paris, 1895

Instrumentation: 3 Flutes, 2 Oboes, Cor anglais, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
4 Horns — Cymbals — 2 Harps — Strings

Duration: ca. 10 minutes

Not only is the Prélude a l'aprés-midi d'un faune the first masterpiece by the young Achille-
Claude Debussy, but it may also be considered one of the most — if not the most — important
starting points of modern music, anticipating some characteristic and colourful instrumental
touches that he himself would employ in his later works.

By 1890, Debussy and many other Parisian artists were delighted by Stéphane Mallarmé’s
quest for an Ideal, in which extreme refinement of language and blank verse lead to a diffuse
syntactical order. In the latter, words transcend their literal meaning to become themselves
genuine musical sounds. Mallarmé’s eclogue L'Aprés-midi d'un faune — which in its first draft,
Monologue d’'un faune, dates from 1865 — was completed and published in 1876. Debussy
probably became acquainted with the poem after his return to Paris from the Italian capital in
March 1887, where he had spent almost two years after having won the coveted Prix de Rome
in June 1884 with his cantata L'Enfant prodigue.

As has recently been established, the two artists met for the first time in the fall of 1890
through A.-Ferdinand Hérold, grandson of Louis-Joseph-Ferdinand Hérold, composer of
the successful opéra-comique, Le Pré aux clercs (1832). By that time, Mallarmé was looking
for a composer able to write some incidental music for a production of his Aprés-midi d'un
faune at the Théatre des arts. The premiere was to take place on 27 February 1891, but was
postponed for unknown reasons, and eventually cancelled. Debussy, however, did not give up
the project, carried on the work on his own, and undertook a triptyque for orchestra entitled
Prélude, Interlude et Paraphrase finale sur L'aprés-midi d’un faune. However, being busy with
the completion of his string quartet (premiere December 1893) and the composition of his
opera Pelléas et Mélisande, he finally changed his mind and reduced the planned tryptique to
its initial Prélude. The score was finalized during the summer of 1894, and on 23 October of
that year Debussy signed a receipt for 200 francs from the publisher Georges Hartmann,
assigning him all the rights for the full score and the 2-piano reduction. Hartmann, of Bavar-
ian origin, patronized most of the young French composers of the time (including Bizet,
Saint-Saéns, Lalo, Franck and more particularly Massenet), but got entangled in financial
setbacks which forced him to sell his company in 1891 with the interdiction of another pub-
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lishing house. However, he quickly resumed his business thanks to an authorized agent,
Eugéne Fromont. The printed score was dedicated to Debussy’s lifelong friend Raymond
Bonheur, whom he had met at the Conservatoire de Paris in 1878. The publisher Jobert
bought both the plates and the autograph MS in 1922.

The Prélude a l'aprés-midi d'un faune was first performed in the Salle d’'Harcourt on Saturday
22 December 1894, by the Société Nationale de Musique. According to Pierre Louys, the
orchestra conducted by Gustave Doret did not play satisfactorily: ‘the horns stank, and the
rest were hardly better’, he wrote to the composer the following day.! Nonetheless, the piece
was encored and repeated on Sunday 23rd. After these two performances, Mallarmé sent a
letter-card to Debussy, acknowledging that the score went ‘further, indeed, into the nostalgia
and the light, with finesse, with languour, with richness’? However, according to a letter
Debussy sent to Georges Jean-Aubryon dated 25 March 1910, Mallarmé had become en-
thusiastic about the score as soon as he heard it played on the piano: ‘T was not expecting
anything like this! The music prolongs the emotion of my poem and evokes the scenery
more vividly than colour could’.’ The work was performed again on 13 October 1895 at the
Concerts Colonne. Three days earlier, on the 10th, Debussy had written to the journalist
Willy (Henri Gauthier-Villars), who was to review the concert, his wittiest testimony about
the score:

‘The Prelude to “L’aprés-midi d’un faune”, cher Monsieur, might it be the leftovers of the
dream at the bottom of the faun’s flute? Put more simply, it is a general impression of the
poem, because to follow it more closely, the music would be panting along like a cabhorse
running against a thoroughbred in the Grand Prix. It’s also a rebuff to that analytical spirit
which encumbers our finest minds, so it shows no respect for key, preferring a mode that
seeks to encompass all the nuances, as can be quite logically demonstrated. Still, it follows the
ascending shape of the poem — there is all the marvellous scene-painting of the text with the
added human element brought to it by 32 violinists who have got up too early in the morning!
The ending is a prolongation of the last line: “Farewell the pair of you, I'll see just the shadow
you have become.”™

Since then, the Prélude spread all over the world, sometimes conducted by the composer
himself. On 29 May 1912, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes produced a famous and controversial
choreography, in which Vaslav Nijinsky danced the Faun in the well-known spotted costume
designed by Léon Bakst. The performance, however, which took place at the Théatre du
Chatelet, did not meet with the expected success. Debussy’s refined music jarring too much
with Diaghilev’s dionysiac approach to the piece. The Russian company nonetheless commis-
sioned the composer to write a new score, Jeux.

' Edward Lockspeiser, ‘Pierre Louys, Neuf lettres a Debussy (1894-1898)’, Revue de musicologie 48 (1962), 62
(letter dated 23 December 1894)

Frangois Lesure, Claude Debussy. Biographie critique (Klincksieck: Paris, 1994), 158

Claude Debussy, Correspondance 1884-1918, ed. Francois Lesure (Hermann Editeurs des sciences et des arts:
Paris, 1993), 265

* Debussy, Correspondance 1884-1918, 113-114
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If Mallarmé’s eclogue is rather forgotten today, the Prélude d l'aprés-midi d’un faune remains
without any doubt Debussy’s most popular work — it has since been transcribed several times
for various instrumental combinations — and a work which eventually inspired many other
composers such as Jacques Ibert, whose suite, Escales (1922), particularly in its first move-
ment, recalls the delicate and colourful atmosphere of the Prélude.

Jean-Paul C. Montagnier
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Prélude a I’aprés-midi d’un faune
A Raymond BONHEUR

Claude Debussy
(1862-1918)
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