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Gounod
BALLET MUSIC FROM FAUST

1 No.1  Allegretto (Tempo di Valse)  3’04
2 No.2  Adagio  4’01
3 No.3  Allegretto  2’00
4 No.4  Moderato maestoso  1’54
5 No.5  Moderato con moto  2’54
6 No.6  Allegretto  2’06
7 No.7  Allegro vivo  2’44

Saint-Saëns
8 LE ROUET D’OMPHALE 9’54

Debussy
9 PRÉLUDE À L’APRÈS-MIDI D’UN FAUNE 10’44

Bizet
JEUX D’ENFANTS SUITE Op.22

10 No.1  Marche  2’13
11 No.2  Berceuse  2’55
12 No.3  Impromptu  1’06
13 No.4  Duo (petit mari, petite femme)  3’40
14 No.5  Galop (le Bal)  1’54

Fauré
PELLÉAS ET MÉLISANDE SUITE Op.80

15 No.1  Prelude  7’15
16 No.2  Andantino quasi allegretto  3’05
17 No.3  Sicilienne (de Pelléas et Mélisande)  3’41
18 No.4  Molto adagio  4’43

Ravel
19 LE TOMBEAU DE COUPERIN (NO.4: RIGAUDON)  2’46

Fauré
20 PAVANE Op.50 7’08
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Goethe’s 1823 version of the Faust story sent ripples through 19th-century Europe,

and versions inspired by the original proliferated in France. Among these were the

play Faust et Marguerite (1850) by Michel Carré, who permitted the librettist Jules

Barbier to adapt his text freely. The result was set to music by Gounod, and the

opera was premiered on 19 March 1859, at the Théâtre-Lyrique in Paris. Gounod’s

opera was a great success, both in its immediate acclaim, and in its longevity and

widespread popularity. The work was translated into Italian – the language which, at

the time, was the mark of quality opera, Wagner excepted; thus, the translation

represented a stamp of approval. In its Italian form, Gounod’s Faust inaugurated

New York’s Metropolitan Opera House in 1883, and became a staple at London’s

Covent Garden, where it was performed during every season between 1863 and

1911. Writing in the widely-circulated weekly, The World, in 1890, George Bernard

Shaw gave his first critical review under his own name, including these words: 

Something had better be done about this Royal Italian Opera. I have heard
Gounod’s ‘Faust’ not less than 90 times within the last 10 or 15 years; and I
have had enough of it. 

Even Gounod himself was surprised by the opera’s enormous success, preferring his

own Roméo et Juliette. Gounod wrote in his (unfinished) autobiography, Mémoires

d’un artiste, that Faust was: 



“These performances invite comparisons with entries by Furtwängler, Böhm, 
Szell, Karajan rather than figures of lesser stature.”

American Record Guide

“An outstanding talent. Butt is absolutely the master of Strauss’ dramatic style.”

Robert Marsh, Chicago Sun-Times

“Butt performs with brilliant imagination and dramatic command.”

Music and Musicians

“Yondani Butt conducts with much verve and accurate colour.” 

The Financial Times, UK

... the greatest theatrical success I ever had. Do I mean that it is the best thing
that I have written? That I cannot tell. I can only reiterate the opinion that I
have already expressed, that success is more a result of a certain concatenation of
favourable elements and successful conditions than a proof and a criterion of the
intrinsic value of a work.

Debussy, in the guise of critic Monsieur Croche, also wrote of the opera’s apparently

unstoppable popularity, but gave Gounod credit for avoiding Wagner’s influence,

creating instead a work which ‘represented a moment in French sensibility’.

Gounod’s Faust ballet music begins with ‘Les Nubiennes’, a charming waltz, followed

by the famous ‘Adagio’. There is a vigorous ‘Danse antique’, graceful ‘Variations de

Cléopâtre’, elegantly orchestrated ‘Les Troyennes’ and sprightly ‘Variations du

Miroirs’. The final movement, ‘Danse de Phryné’, is a galloping dance with a lyrical

central section. 

Saint-Saëns’ Le Rouet d’Omphale (‘Omphale’s Spinning Wheel’), Op.31, was

composed in 1872, one of several symphonic poems he wrote that was inspired by

Greek mythology. In this case, the music is based on the depiction of the Queen

Omphale and her spinning wheel. Saint-Saëns’ music from this piece became well-

known to radio audiences when its ominous central section was used for the 1930s

drama series The Shadow. The work opens with antiphonal exchanges between strings



Yondani Butt was born in Macau. He studied music at Indiana University and the
University of Michigan. He also has a Ph.D. in Chemistry, on which subject he has
published numerous research papers. As founder of Symphonie Canadiana, he has led
the orchestra on major tours throughout North America. In addition, since 1983, he has
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the highly successful Concerti Extravaganza series. Frequently in demand as a guest
conductor, Yondani Butt has recorded and performed in the United States, Canada,
Latin America, Asia and Europe. He has conducted the Philharmonia Orchestra of
London, London Symphony, Royal Philharmonic, American Symphony, Hamilton
Philharmonic of Canada, Orquesta Sinfónica del Estado de Mexico, Singapore
Symphony, Seoul Philharmonic, Japan Gunma Symphony and Het Gelders Orkest,
amongst many others. Hailed by Robert Marsh of the Chicago Sun-Times as “an
outstanding talent” and acclaimed by critics and audiences alike for his many CD
recordings and concert performances, Yondani Butt received an MRA Gramophone
Award in the Symphony Category 1995 for his recording of Glazunov’s Sixth Symphony.
He had previously won the same Award in 1986 for Rimsky-Korsakov’s Third
Symphony. His recording of Glazunov’s Third Symphony is recognised by the Glazunov
Society as definitive and earned him the title of Honorary Patron of the Society. His
extensive discography features the more exotic pages of the orchestral catalogue with
works by Saint-Saëns, Elgar, Sibelius, Lalo, Grieg, Barber, Kodály, Mahler, Strauss, Raff
and Liszt. His recording of Goldmark’s Rustic Wedding Symphony featured in the Classical
Charts and was Gramophone magazine’s Critics’ Choice for 1992. In 2009 Yondani Butt
was selected to be the first conductor for the Masterworks of Giants cycle of the Brahms
Symphonies with the London Symphony Orchestra, recorded in state-of-the-art
recordings at Abbey Road Studios. 

Yondani Butt ~ conductor

and woodwinds, increasing in speed and intensity, before blossoming into a playful

texture with a constant sense of skittish forward-motion to reflect the incessant

spinning of the wheel. A deep, brooding theme infiltrates the levity, building in a

series of surging waves, before the tone lightens again. 

One of the most significant works of the late 19th century, Debussy’s Prélude à

l'après-midi d'un faune (1894) exudes a perfumed atmosphere that belies its status as

one of the first truly ‘modern’ pieces of music. Debussy used Wagner’s ‘Tristan’ chord,

but without resolving it (thus breaking harmonic conventions), and the long, sinuous

flute theme – which descends the interval of a tritone before sliding back up again –

is repeated without being ‘developed’, as Germanic melodic tradition would have

demanded. Reflecting the poem by Mallarmé (written and revised between 1892 and

1894), Debussy unfolds music of languorous eroticism; the title Prélude reflects his

unfulfilled intention to write a suite to accompany the poem. A faun desires to

capture the memory, or dream, of two beautiful nymphs by playing a melody on his

flute, aware that the music cannot fully express the physical intensity of the

experience: ‘No water, but that which my flute pours, murmurs / To the grove

sprinkled with melodies...’

Reactions to the Prélude were varied. Le Figaro was dismissive: ‘It is amusing to write

pieces like these, but they are nothing to the listener.’ Yet Paul Dukas recognised the

work’s qualities, arguing: ‘It is his ability to build a logical entity by using fantasy



alone that puts M. Debussy’s talents beyond comparison.’ Mallarmé himself wrote

on a copy of the score: ‘If the flute has played well, the primal woodland breath

hears all the light that Debussy has inspired in it.’

Bizet’s Jeux d’enfants (‘Children’s Games’), Op.22, began life as a 12-movement piano

cycle composed in 1871. Of these miniatures, five were later orchestrated. After a

lively opening March depicting those favourite nursery instruments, trumpet and

drum, comes a tender, lilting piece entitled ‘The Doll’. Bizet conjures up the

whirling of a ‘Spinning Top’ with fast-paced, witty motivic exchanges, before the

more solemn, touching ‘Little Husband, Little Wife’. Finally, ‘The Ball’ is full of

dancing exuberance, bringing this colourful ‘Petite Suite’ to a resounding close. 

Though perhaps less famous than later versions, Fauré was the first composer to

write music inspired by Maeterlinck’s play Pelléas et Mélisande. The actress Mrs

Patrick Campbell initially offered the commission to Debussy, but he was too busy

working on his operatic version of the play to write incidental music. Schoenberg

and Sibelius would follow suit later; so it was Fauré who set the precedent, writing

incidental music for the London premiere of the play in 1898. With a tight deadline

to meet, Fauré re-worked some of his own previously-written material, and enlisted

the help of his student Charles Koechlin, who helped with orchestration. However,

Fauré himself orchestrated the concert version of the music to create a four-

movement suite, Op.80. The Suite opens with a Prélude that creates a similar



atmosphere to Debussy’s l’après-midi: seductive and dream-like. A wistful, warm

string sound pervades the movement, with woodwinds subtly added to the string

texture. This blended orchestration gradually gives way to a building sense of passion

and drama, interspersed with woodwind solos. In the second movement, a

shimmering intermezzo, a lilting oboe solo is underscored by a playful, gossamer

string texture punctuated with harp and pizzicato strings. For the famous Sicilienne,

the harp accompanies an enigmatic flute solo before the melody is taken up and

developed by the strings. The final movement is noble and elegiac, reflecting the

tragic end for these ill-fated lovers. 

Like Bizet’s Jeux d’enfants, Ravel’s Le Tombeau de Couperin began life as a piano suite,

though its genesis was rather more poignant than that of Bizet’s work. By the Spring

of 1916 Ravel was immersed in the horrors of World War One, working as a truck-

driver just behind the front lines. He saw the horrific consequences of the Battle of

Verdun, and after walking through an abandoned town, wrote: ‘I don’t believe I will

ever experience a more profound and stranger emotion than this sort of mute terror.’ 

Le Tombeau de Couperin may, at face value, seem a surprising response to this; unlike

the more overt darkness of Debussy’s Flute, Viola and Harp Trio, for example, Ravel

shied away from the horror by evoking the French Baroque, harking back to the

keyboard suites of Rameau and Couperin. Yet there is a desolate undercurrent

beneath the veneer; each movement is dedicated to a friend who died in battle. The

lively ‘Rigaudon’ captures the slightly antiquated feel of a work modelled on the

Baroque, but pointillistic orchestral colours and a gentler middle section, with its

long-breathed oboe solo, hint at the sadness underneath. 

Fauré’s famous Pavane, Op.50, like Ravel’s Tombeau de Couperin, evokes an earlier

musical age. Its delicate pizzicato accompaniment conjures up the 18th-century

galant style, above which sings a melancholy melody. Fauré wrote the Pavane in

1887 for Jules Danbé’s concert series, and dedicated the work to one of the leaders

of Parisian society, Vicomtesse Greffulhe. The Vicomtesse then persuaded Count

Robert de Montesquiou to add a text to the score, to be sung by an offstage chorus,

illustrated by decorative costumes and dancing onstage. This would foreshadow the

Pavane’s later transformation into the ballet Les Meninas, staged by the Ballets

Russes in 1917; but it is as an independent orchestral work that the piece is most

frequently enjoyed.

© Joanna Wyld, 2012 
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