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ABSTRACT 

This document is a study of the musical and literary unity Gabriel Faure applied 

to the La Bonne chanson, Opus 61 and La Chanson d'Eve, Opus 95. This paper further 

is an in depth examination of the two versions of La Bonne chanson and how Faure uses 

the colorful string texture to specifically illustrate thematic material as well as textual 

themes. The original string quintet version will be analyzed in the voicing of string 

accompaniment illustrating just how Faure eliminates these unifying themes in each string 

color juxtaposed with thematic material in the piano accompaniment as well. In the 

second version, which is piano/vocal, these musical themes are far less distinct to the 

listener due to the complex thematic texture of the accompaniment. 
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Introduction 

"The art of imagination consists in trying to formulate all one's desires for the 

best, everything that goes beyond reality ... For me art, and music above all, consists in 

lifting us as far as possible above what is. "1 These words written by Gabriel Faure in 

a letter to his son Phillippe in 1908 are a reflection of the faith he held in the art of 

music, and in what he held as a standard in his composition of music. 

Faure had his own unique musical style or signature which developed out of his 

exposure to the musical masters of his time, and those who preceeded him. Faure was 

born in 1845, and his musical studies began at an early age. He entered the Ecole 

Niedermeyer in 1855 at the age of ten and remained there untiil 1865 where he studied 

composition with Prof. Camille Saint-Saens. Saint-Saens introduced the young Faure to 

the style and chromaticism of Lizst and Wagner. Faure was later organist at Saint

Sulpice where he was assistant to the great organist Widor. He was later organist at the 

Church of the Madaleine in Paris. In 1896, Faure was appointed professor of 

composition at the Paris Conservatoire where Ambroise Thomas was then director. In 

1905 Faure himself became the Director of the Conservatoire, a post he held until 1920, 

when he was forced to resign due to loss of hearing. He retired with the "grand cordon" 

of the Legion of Honor. 

Faure arrived at his own musical language after emulating composers he admired: 

Lizst, Mendelssohn, Chopin and Schumann. Faure also had exposure to Wagner, and 

we know through his correspondence with Debussy that Wagner's innovations did not go 
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unnoticed by the two French composers. Faure frequently traveled to Bayreuth with 

Debussy where he attended Parsifal, Die Meistersinger von Nurenburg and Der Ring des 

Niebelungen. Faure and Debussy agreed that Wagner's innovations could not be 

disregarded. 

When contemplating Faure's musical achievements in attaining the mysterious 

uplifting force that lies at the heart of great art music, one can easily call to mind the 

sublime movements in his Requiem, the Pie Jesu, the Angus Dei, the Pavane, the Suite 

Masque et Bergamasque (op. 69), and the melodies lei-bas, Apres un Reve, and Clair 

de Lune to name but a few. The goal of the symbolist movement, of which he was a 

part and by which he was inspired, was to remove the listener from the perceived reality 

and experience the essence (symbol) of that art, be it literature, music or visual. 

Roughly half of his mel odie are based on the settings of the symbolist poets Maeterlinck, 

Baudelaire, Verlaine and van Lerberghe. In studying the nine songs which comprise the 

symbolist cycle La Bonne chanson, op. 61, one is continually reminded of the goal Faure 

held before him: expressing the inexpressible. Faure himself said of the construction 

of La Bonne chanson: "There is really only one theme in the various songs of La Bonne 

chanson; it comes from my song 'Lydia' and refers to a singer" (possibly Madame 

Emma Bardac to whom La Bonne chanson is dedicated).2 Faure later admitted that 

other secondary themes also unify the cycle. In choosing the melodic of Lydia (1871) 

on which to base the song cycle of poems of love by Paul Verlaine, Faure achieves the 

Romantic symbolist character in the principle musical themes when the melody on which 
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Lydia (1871) is based alternates between a perfect fourth and an augmented fourth found 

in the Lydian mode. This interval of the augmented fourth gives the musical theme a 

moveable character and an ephemeral quality not dissimilar to Wagner's Tristan chord 

based on the tritone. Therefore, the melodic line of Lydia lends itself to an ephemeral, 

moveable, unreachable character. One can see Wagner's influence in the use of 

chromaticism within the modal framework of Faure's writing (Examples 1-3). 

This paper focuses primarily on two versions of La Bonne chanson (op. 61) 

composed during Faure's middle period (1887-1906) and the "pendant" to this cycle, La 

Chanson d'Eve (op. 95) composed during Faure's late period (1882-1929). The original 

version (1892-94) is a setting of nine songs for high voice and string quintet; the second 

version ( 1898) is scored for low voice and piano. The comparison of the textual settings 

of the poetry in these works further reveal Faure's ideal of thematic structure he hoped 

to achieve. The musical themes, always present in the accompaniment become more 

distinct as the rich, chromatic harmonies unfold. As a result, the subtleties of the 

passionate French text are illuminated more consistently in the string version. 

Furthermore, this feature of the original string quintet version clarifies the literary 

associations connected with each musical theme. The strings add a subtext, of sorts. 

The greatest strength of the original version of La Bonne chanson lies in the enhancement 

of this complex thematic texture generated by the additional color of the string quintet. 

In addition, the citing the five musical themes which unify La Bonne chanson underscore 

the composer's intentions. These themes bring to light Faure's idea of thematic unity 
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and are identified in the "New Grove" article by the Faure scholar Jean-Michel Nectoux. 

A study of La Chanson d'Eve (composed during Faure's late period, 1906-1924) further 

illuminates the thesis presented in this paper. Faure was increasingly refining and 

simplifying thematic musical material found in his middle a".d late periods due to 

increasing sclerosis (auditory nerve damage and sensitivit"J). This trend of musical 

"streamlining" is initially found in the rewriting of La Bonne chanson and continues 

throughout the musical output of his late period which La Chanson d 'Eve particularly 

illustrates. Faure's correspondence with his wife Marie, son Phillippe, and various 

colleagues reveals that during the time of Faure's composition of La Bonne chanson and 

La Chanson d'Eve he was suffering from a severe auditory impairment which continued 

to worsen throughout his life. This traumatic, ever-increasing physical malady had a 

direct bearing on his compositional style. 

Fortunately, much is known about Gabriel Faure's life and the music which was 

born of his brilliance. The personal relationships he sustained in his lifetime are 

reflected in his work, and these reflections are easily recognizable. All of this 

information has been substantiated, and yet something is missing from the numerous 

studies involving his work. While there is ample discussion available regarding the 

relation between the compositional styles of Faure and his contemporaries Debussy and 

Ravel, little has been written concerning the thematic unity and parallels found in Faure's 

last song cycles. 
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Chapter l 

lA Bonne chanson 

Verlaine' s Literacy Themes as Unification Devices 

In examining the romantic nature of the nine songs which comprise La Bonne 

chanson, one should begin by looking at Faure's source of inspiration-that being the 

nine poems of love by the great French symbolist poet, Paul Verlaine. Verlaine 

dedicated these poems to his new bride, Mathilde Maute, and the poems take us on an 

emotional journey through their romantic love and resulting marriage. These poems are 

ardent expressions of love for his new bride. However, their marriage was not 

successful and Mathilde left Verlaine. Unfortunately, this being a poor period during his 

life, Verlaine was arrested and imprisoned for attempting to murder his friend and fellow 

symbolist poet, Arthur Rimbaud. Faure chose Verlaine's poetry for the simple, flowing 

text that would be easily set a melodie and inspired but not too wordy. The familiar and 

most well known poem, Clair de Lune, inspired so many artists and composers. This 

poetry serves the romantic spirit of the composers Debussy and Faure in that in its 

symbolist nature an ideal of non-reality is impressed upon us. This poetry then can 

uniquely serve Faure's desire for music to lift us out of reality. 3 Faure turned once 

again to Verlaine for romantic inspiration and set several other Verlaine poems, those 

being Spleen (1888), Cinq melodies de Venise (1891) and Prison (1884). Faure was 

organist at Verlaine's funeral in 1896. 
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Faure spent the summer and fall of 1892 with Emma Bardac, an attractive 

banker's wife, at Bougival (Faure's summer home in the Seine Valley and frequented by 

the Impressionist painters of the time). Faure was on an extended holiday here and 

Emma Bardac interpreted the songs as he wrote them. He drew great inspiration from 

her for their eventual completion in February 1894.4 Faure wrote: "I've never written 

anything as spontaneously as I did La Bonne chanson. I may say, indeed I must, that 

I was helped by a similar degree of comprehension on the part of the singer who was to 

remain its most moving interpreter. The pleasure of feeling those little sheets of paper 

come alive as I brought them to her was one I have never experienced since." 

Faure's passion for Emma Bardac not only disrupted the even, bourgeois tenor 

of his life (as Director of the Paris Conservatoire and church organist), but, unusual for 

him, had the effect of completely reorienting his compositional activity. In La Bonne 

chanson he made a deliberate break with his habitual blandness; he cast off from the 

moorings of what was reasonable, what was respectable, what "sounded well," and at a 

stroke achieved the sovereign liberty that marks the great creative artists. 

Here, at Bougival, Gabriel Faure first composed Done, ce sera par un clair jour 

d'ete (the seventh song of the cycle) written on August 9, 1892 with Emma Bardac 

singing and Faure himself at the piano. It is interesting to note that Emma Bardac later 

became the second Mrs. Claude Debussy in 1908. Maurice Ravel dedicated L 'Indifferent 

from SHEHERZADE to her in 1902, and even Debussy's librettist, Pierre Louys, wrote 

of her liaison with Debussy. 
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Faure organizes the poetry of Verlaine (see Table 1) to paint a portrait of a 

beloved. These songs are a "song cycle" in the truest sense in that they are being 

thematically unified and are not merely a series of art songs that go together nicely. This 

thematic unity is sensitive to the text in the portrayal of the poetry through subtle and 

delicate style of French nuance. In the ftrst poem Une Sainte en son aureole (A Saint 

in Her Halo), a reflective and serene portrait of the beloved is offered. The text uses the 

symbolic medieval chatelaine in her tower to embody the romantic qualities of the 

fiancee. The French ideal of romance finds its origin in this type of poetry, which later 

was transformed into the roman (novel) dealing with the medieval pure, chaste, 

unattainable love from afar. Henri Duparc, Faure's contemporary, also uses this 

Romantic image in his dramatic melodie Au pays ou se fait Ia Guerre which uses the 

Table 1 - La Bonne chanson 

Development of La Bonne chanson (from manuscript sources) 

Final Original 
Title order order Key Date 

'Une sainte en son aureole' I A flat 17 September 1892 
'Puisque l'aube grandit' 2 2 G [1893] 
'La lune blanche' 3 4 F sharp 20 July [1893] 
'J 'allais par des chemins perfides' 4 3 Fsharp [Autumn 1892] 

minor 
'J 'ai presque peur, en verite' s [7?] E minor 4 December 1893 
'Avant que tune t'en ailles' 6 4 D flat Autumn 1892 
'Done ce sera par un clair jour 

d'ete' 7 s B flat 9 August 1892 
'N'est-ce pas?' 8 6 G 25 May 1893 
'L'Hiver a cesse' 9 B flat February 1894 
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"chatalaine en sa tour" as a "ritornello" of sorts in this ballade form of poetry. In 

Puisque l'aube grandit (no. 2) (Since Dawn is Breaking), the excitement of newly 

acquired love is paralleled to the rising sun and the symbol of Dawn itself. The poet's 

confidence and strength in the love returned from the beloved is emphasized in the 

forward steady tempo and rhythmic strength of the 6/8 figure in the arpeggios in the 

piano in Faure's illustration of this text. In La lune blanche luit dans les bois (The 

White Moon is Shining in the Woods), the slow movement of the cycle, is a peaceful 

idyllic serenade in the moonlight, portrays a scene depicting nature, with the poet 

evoking happiness and tenderness and the forces of love that bind him to his beloved. 

In J'allais par des chemins perjides (I Followed Treacherous Paths), the fourth 

poem, the poet portrays his fear of where this journey of love may take him by 

symbolically narrating the perils of a journey through the rocks and p!'ecipices of nature. 

The fifth poem, J'ai presque peur en verite (In Truth, I Am Almost Afraid), continues 

in this rather dark and fearful theme, but in the end declares his love of his fiancee, first 

in the formal French ("que je vous aime"), and then in the familiar ("tu", "je t'aime"). 

The sixth poem, Avant que tune t'en ailles (Before You Vanish) serves as an interlude 

(as does no. 3). A nature scene is again portrayed with the rising star of morning, and 

the sparrows fleeing to greet the dawn symbolizes the poet's euphoria at the 

contemplation of his impending marriage. Poems seven and eight are illustrations of the 

spiritual union and wedding of the couple. The text of the seventh poem, Done, ce sera 

par un clair jour d'ete (So, It Will Be On A Clear Summer's Day), describes a gorgeous 
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summer wedding day which inspired Faure while composing this cycle, so much so that 

he began with this poem and completed it before going onto the remaining texts. In 

N'est-ce pas? (Isn't it true?), the eighth poem of the cycle, Verlaine shows a strength and 

solidarity that the beloved has given the poet. The solidity of text symbolizes the 

certainty that the union with the beloved has given the poet. The ninth poem, L 'River 

a cesse (Winter Has Ended), is a postlude of sorts, and is again a portrayal of nature. 

The text "Winter has ceased," offers a pledge by the poet that even through the harshest 

of seasons his love will endure for his beloved. 

Five Musical Themes as Unification Devices 

In undertaking a detailed examination of Faure's La Chanson d'Eve (op. 95). The 

creative process of its composition clearly demonstrates the cycle's musical origins in the 

thematic material of La Bonne chanson. The differences between the two versions of La 

Bonne chanson made apparent through a comparison of their instrumentation, voicing and 

a juxtaposition of the structural, harmonic and textual settings of their poetry. 

Fortunately, I have secured one of America's few existing copies of this unpublished 

manuscript to use as my major source. The leading French scholar Jean-Michel Nectoux 

mentions the string guartet version in the "New Grove" worklist, as does the leading 

interpreter of French chanson, Pierre Bernac in his writing. At this point in my 

research, however, I have found that only the composer himself makes reference to the 

original string guintet version. Faure's reaction to the original version of La Bonne 
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chanson (which includes double bass in the original key) was later so severe he withdrew 

it and forbade its publication. It was left unpublished by Hamelle who nevertheless 

continues to hold all copyright privileges. A complete set for string quintet (piano sextet) 

was released into the public domain in 1969; however, it continues to be so rare that it 

is not even listed in the "New Grove" Faure worklist. As has been mentioned, Faure, 

like all of his contemporaries, was influenced to some degree by Richard Wagner. When 

one examines the transformations of the musical thematic material, one can see a parallel 

to Wagner's motivic suggestion in his use of the "leitmotiv." Faure, in a delicate, 

subtle, intimate French manner, gives the strings in La Bonne chanson a part or "motive" 

of the original theme. This "suggestion" of the theme can recall memories and emotions 

of music, text and emotion stated before. In this way the unique string colors serve an 

even greater purpose in that each voice can color or recall memories which give a new 

psychological dimension to the music, a subtext. In this way Faure achieves, as Wagner 

had before him, the ability to suggest emotion by utilizing parts of a theme or motive. 

What we now have is the added dimension of subtext uniquely painted in the string 

voices. 

As the French scholar, Jean-Michel Nectoux so aptly states, there are musical 

themes that unify the tonal and textural coherence of the cycle. Three main motives 

dominate the score. The descending curve of A, clearly presented in the piano part in 

the opening bars, is easily recognizable in a number of interludes, such as "vaste et 

tendre apaisement" of La lune blanche luit dans les bois, the breathless accompaniment 
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and the un poco piu mosso section in J'allais par des chemins perjides (Example 4a), the 

brief interjections between each stanza of J'ai presque 

Figure 1 - La Bonne chanson, Theme A 

peur en verite (Example 4b), and, at the very end of the work, the explicit recall of the 

opening in L 'Hiver a cesse. Theme B, climbing stepwise and using the tritone as a 

modulating interval is none other than a new version of the Lydia Theme. 

Figure 2- La Bonne chanson, Theme B 

It appears in the vocal line of Puisque l'aube grandit on the following texts ("Puisque 

voici l'aurore" ... "les lenteurs de Ia route", Example 5), but is more prominent still in 

the viola and cello parts of La lune blanche luit dans les bois ("sous Ia ramee", Example 

6a, and "que l'astre irise", Example 6b), in J'ai presque peur en verite ("de vous aimer et 



19 

de vous plaire", Example 6c) and in the vocal line of the last song, L 'River a cesse ("ainse 

qu'une flamme entoure une flamme", Example 6d). Finally, Theme Cis a rising arpeggio 

Figure 3- La Bonne chanson, Theme C 

that responds to the deeper emotions: in the powerful "je vous aime" that closes "J'ai 

presque peur" (Example 7) as well as in the calmer endings of "Done ce sera" (Example 

8a) and "N'est-ce pas?" (Example 8b) (marcato in the bass). 

Two other themes are of secondary importance, being purely descriptive and not 

being heard until late in the cycle: D, the bird theme in Avant que tune t'en ailles and 

E, the sun theme in Done ce sera, recur only in the final gathering of the threads in the 

last song where they answer each other in a truly symphonic spirit. 5 

Figure 4 - La Bonne chanson, Themes D and E 
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Chapter 2 

Two Versions of lA Bonne chanson 

Texture of Voice and String Quintet 

The musical themes cited are further elucidated and enlivened by the individual 

string voicing necessary to be heard distinctly in Faure's amazing variety of texture. The 

four-voice polyphony of nos. 1 and 4, to the tune over rich arpeggios of nos. 2, 7 and 

9, the expressive use of staccato in no. 5 (of the cycle) and Faure's favorite, the splitting 

of themes between two hands in the piano in nos. 3 and 8, as well as "motives" of 

thematic material that reappear throughout the cycle are all brought to life in the colors 

of the string palette. 

To refer once again to the Faure scholar Jean-Michel Nectoux's analysis of 

Faure's unification devices: "Harmonic instability in La Bonne chanson reaches a pitch 

rarely equalled in Faure's output. Tonality is undermined by torturous chromaticism so 

that at times (in J'allais par des chemins perfides, for example) a sense of key is almost 

obliterated. Again, like Wagner, the rhythm normally Faure's continuous and unifying 

force, here diversified with moments of extreme fluctuation in meter and tempo: in the 

third song meters 9/8, 3/4 and 4/4 alternate, while the sixth song is built on rapid tempo 

contrasts between quasi adagio and allegro moderato-six different metronome markings 

in three short pages. These extremes are emphasized and clarified in the string version. 

"Variety and flexibility are the cycle's outstanding characteristics. It seems to me 

that apart from the many descriptive figurations in the music, such an upward curve 
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denoting the sunrise in no. 6, a whole thesis could be devoted to the symbolism of light 

and darkness, which constantly alternate both in the words and in the music, giving this 

sunny work an undercurrent of shimmering moonlight. Whatever else one says about 

the cycle, one must emphasize the surging, lyrical flow that carries it forward. Textual 

subtleties and harmonic ingenuities aside, it radiates energy, love and an overpowering 

happiness. "6 Texture changes specifically found in the comparison of the two versions 

are as follows. 

In "Une Sainte en son aureole," of La Bonne chanson, Faure's texture of four 

voice strings (with bass added in the string quintet version) elucidates the thematic 

material. In the piano/vocal version's accompaniment, these voices are not as distinct. 

In "Une Sainte en son aureole" the Lydia Theme (see Figure 2) is found in the vocal line 

and piano while Theme A (see Figure 1) is found in the violins, the viola and cello. In 

"Puisque l'aube grandit," the second melodie of the cycle, the arpeggios in the 

piano/vocal version are found in the piano in the latter version; however, the strings 

"accompany" the arpeggiated piano with sustained chords, thereby adding to the 

transparency, color, and continuity of texture. In La lune blanche luit dans les bois, the 

third work, thematic material of Lydia is found throughout the strings and piano version, 

giving five different theme "colors," each distinguishable to the listener. In La lune 

blanche luit dans les bois, Theme C (see Figure 3) is found in the cello and violins in 

the 3/4 meter and again before the key and meter change; and on the text "profound 

miroir" (Example 9a). Theme C reappears in the strings on the text "que l'astre irise" 
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(Example 9b). In the piano/vocal version, however, thematic material is reduced to 

voicing in treble and bass clefs, thus diminishing the individuality found in the string 

version. 

In the fourth melodie, "J'allais par des chemins perfides" (Example 10), the four 

voiced texture is juxtaposed in strings and in piano. From the text "vos cheres" 

continuing to the end of this song, thematic material from Theme A is found in the 

strings that need to be underscored through the color change of the string voicing as well 

as the texture changes which underscore the text. Conversely, the piano texture is 

continuous in the piano/vocal version and literary images are not emphasized as uniquely 

and distinctly. 

The Lydia Theme is found in the strings before the "un poco piu mosso" and 

again just prior to the text: "Nous a reuni dans Ia joie" in an extended form in the piano 

and its intact form in the strings (Example 11). In "J'ai presque peur, en verite," the 

fifth song in the cycle, the Lydia Theme is distinctly voiced in the cello part, 

accompanied by staccato chords in the piano and pizzicato in the other strings (Example 

12). This theme is hidden in the inner voice of piano in the piano/vocal version. In the 

cycle's sixth song, "Avant que tu ne t'en ailles," strings exhibit the themes in key and 

tempo changes, while the piano has the accompaniment figure before the change. When 

the key and the tempo return to the original key and tempo, the texture returns to the 

original piano voicing; the string version emphasizes these changes, thereby emphasizing 

the text as well (Example 13). In the sixth setting, the Lydia Theme (Figure 2) is found 
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just before the "Quasi adagio" and again in the "Adagio" in the strings. Theme C 

(Figure 3) is found throughout the text of "Et fais luire rna pensee .. Car voici le soleil 

d' or!" at the end of the piece. Theme D (Figure 4) is also found in the inner voicing of 

the strings at the "Allegro moderato." In "Done, ce sera par un clair jour d'ete," the 

seventh piece in the cycle, the strings emphasize beats one and three with pizzicato; they 

also alternate sustaining color and transparent texture. In the later piano/vocal version, 

these colors and rhythmic factors are lacking (Example 14). 

In "N'est-ce pas," the eighth piece, the Lydia Theme is evidenced in a distinct 

setting in violins. This theme is not clear in the inner voices of the piano texture in the 

piano/vocal version. In "N'est-ce pas?," the Lydia Theme (Figure 2) is again found in 

the cello part throughout, but begins with the text: "lsoles dans !'amour" (Example 15). 

In both versions, the piano remains in an arpeggiated figure that is found in both hands 

of the piano at different times. In the final song, "L'Hiver a cesse," the rhythmic dotted 

figure on which the piece is based is found in all string parts over the arpeggiated figure 

in the piano. Theme D (Figure 4) and Theme A (Figure 2) are found interchangedly on 

the text "chacque saison" (Example 16) as well as the Lydia Theme (Theme B) which 

recurs at the end in the l'istesso tempo (Example 17). In the piano/vocal version this 

rhythmic figure is not as individual in setting, and therefore does not have the emphasis 

and various colors which are apparent in the string version. 

La Bonne chanson is far more than just a volume of songs. It reaches proportions 

almost of a vocal symphony in which voice and strings and piano are an entity. Such 
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a concept is supported by the fact that two attempts have been made to orchestrate it. 

In 1933, after his death, one of his pupils, Maurice le Boucher, made a version for voice 

and full orchestra which was even recorded in 1934-35 under Piero Coppola. Faure's 

own transcription of the piano part and string quintet (and not quartet, as is often stated) 

served as the framework for this orchestration. In producing this transcription for string 

quintet, Faure made a couple of changes in the cycle's key scheme, transposing the first 

two songs from A flat and G major up into B flat and A major. This reinforces the 

cycle's coherence, with the first and la~t songs now being in the same key and no. 4 (in 

F sharp minor) in ;'he relative key of no. 2. There is a trend of unification also in 

tonality and tonal relationships within the cycle which further reinforces Faure's 

streamlining and simplification. This version was sung at a private concert in London 

on April 1, 1889, with Faure at the piano. This was the cycle's premiere outside of 

France. He wrote to his wife just before the performance: "After the first rehearsal I 

was fairly happy with it. .. Everything went splendidly, both the Franck Quintet and La 

Bonne chanson .. .It was an extraordinary success." 

One of the first public performances of this version in France was at the home 

of Madame LeMoire on the rue de Monclau. This was one of the many "salons" of the 

time, where often gathered such artists as Marcel Proust, Henri Duparc, Albert Roussel, 

Darius Milhaud, Vincent d'Indy, Ernest Chausson, Charbrier and Koechin. 
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Texture of Voice and Piano 

In the piano/vocal version of La Bonne chanson (1898) Faure rewrote the original 

and now rewrote the cycle for high voice and piano alone (which he later lowered). The 

premiere of the second version for voice and piano alone was sung by the tenor Maurice 

Bages at the salon of the Countess de Saussine on April 25, 1894. The first official 

performance was at the Societe Nationale on April 20, 1895, performed by Jeanne 

Remacle. Faure repudiated the original version for string quintet and high voice as he 

wrote: "The work (L.B.C.) is superfluous in the high string writing [it] hurts my 

ears. "7 

Following this cycle, Faure adopted a new musical style noted for extreme 

musical economy of texture and emotional reticence. La Chanson d'Eve, La Bonne 

chanson's "pendant" cycle is the first of many "late" cycles marking his third and last 

period. Upon examination of the condensed piano/vocal score for low voice, which 

came to favor over his high voice string quintet version, and considering the 

"streamlining" that continued into his late period, particularly in La Chanson d'Eve, the 

interpreter must look for an answer to why Faure returns to the simplicity of texture and 

thematic content of his early years as is demonstrated in the symplicity of his early 

melodie Lydia. 

In 1903, in a letter to his wife, Faure confesses that "the problems with my 

hearing remain as fearful and depressing as ever! ... Every moment of the day I have 

occasion to feel the extent to which music is passing me by, and that makes me 



26 

increasingly miserable! There's no doubt, from this point of view, the deterioration over 

the last few years has been terrible ... There are passages of music and isolated timbres 

which I simply cannot hear at all! "8 Faure was to live and compose for another 21 

years. 

Faure also later complains of hearing "noises that don't exist, sounds of imaginary 

clocks, sounds that split in two, an appalling din. I feel I'm going mad. "9 In 1910 

whilst in the middle of writing Preludes Faure complains of hearing the middle register 

faint but in tune, "while the bass and treble are an incoherent jumble. "1° Faure further 

wrote to his wife from Monte Carlo: "The intervals in the bass change the lower they 

go, those in the treble the higher they go. You can imagine what the result is like-an 

infernal row ... The singing voice is the least painful to listen to. But combinations of 

instruments are pain and torture." 11 Faure took the waters at Bad Ems during the 

summer of 1910 to get treatment for his hearing problems. Faure had to admit: "My 

hearing goes from bad to worse. I can't tell you the torment it's causing me ... This year 

the disease has gotten noticeably worse. "12 Faure's son recalled that "he heard bass 

notes a third higher and treble notes a third lower ... All through the last years of his life 

Faure was determined to hide his infirmity, partly out of delicacy (he hated complaining) 

and partly to keep hold on his livelihood. For ten years he was music critic of Le 

Figaro, for fifteen years the Director of the Paris Conservatoire. 13 At the end of his 

life, when he could no longer hear, he went his own way regardless, not noticing that 
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the singer was sometimes two or three bars behind him ... because she slowed down while 

he kept strict tempo. "14 

Yves Gerard has suggested a bi-partite division of Faure's musical compositions, 

not the normal three, and considers compositions up to 1894 as one category and music 

beginning with La Bonne chanson up to the end of his life (1924) as comprising the 

second half of his compositional output in that these mark such a dramatic change in 

style. 15 

The tripartite division that most musicologists consider valid are: the first period 

(1860-86) being that of his search for a style and the absorption of his Romantic 

inheritance ("L' Absent," "Lydia", "Chanson du Pecheur," "Eiegie"); the second (1886-

1905) being marked by a period of maturation in which Faure developed a personal style, 

marked by chromaticism and experimentation in counterpoint and harmony ("Seventh 

Nocturne," La Bonne chanson, the "Prelude to Pelleas et Melisande"); and the last 

(1906-24) being a period of radical self-renewal, involving a lightening of instrumental 

textures, a stiffening of melodic lines and a still greater harmonic audacity resulting from 

a more consistent emphasis on counterpoint. 16 Florent Schmitt, who was a pupil of 

Faure's, wrote in the Revue musicale that Faure "depending on the circumstances, made 

simultaneous use of these three styles which people try and treat in isolation." 17 

Scholars agree Faure's major stylistic adaptations were affected by his 

increasingly acute deafness." Both Nectoux and Robert Orledge concur that this 

condition factored greatly into Faure's life and music after 1900. However, little 
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research has been done on Faure's physical condition prior to 1900. Immediately after 

the premiere of the string quintet version of La Bonne chanson Faure writes, "Everything 

went to a 'T' with La Bonne chanson ... The success has been extraordinary ... However 

for my ow.' part, I continue to fmd that this accompaniment to La Bonne chanson is 

superfluous, and I prefer the simple piano accompaniment. "18 

Despite his debilitating condition, Faure continued to compose, adapting and 

fmding new ways to unify his music. Most intriguing is his decision to link both of these 

disparate works with similar thematic material. However, if Faure's deafness accounted 

for the musical contrast heard after 1900, could this physiological condition have factored 

in his vehement disdain for his 1898 string quintet version of La Bonne chanson? 

In the summer of 1862 the friendship of Camille Saint-Saens and Gabriel Faure 

is documented in letters between the student and teacher. 

It is clearly evident that he (Faure) was already suffering the headaches and 

dizziness (ear problems) which were to trouble him for much of his life. 19 

On August 2, 1903, Faure wrote to his wife Marie from Lausanne: "I am 

stunned by this curse which has struck me in the very place which I most need to protect. 

It is disrespectful, or at the very least, inconsiderate to think of Beethoven. 

Nevertheless, the latter half of his life was nothing but a long period of despair! Now 

there are areas of music, sonorities, where I can hear nothing, nothing! Of my own, as 

well as others. This morning I put some manuscript paper on the table, I wanted to try 

to work. Now I feel only a dreadful mantle of misery and discouragement on my 
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shoulders. "20 Eight days later on August 20, 1903, another reference is made by Faure 

to his ear condition: "Apart from my ears, I feel very much better and look well. 

However, every day is different and as yet this does not indicate a complete 

recovery. "21 The significance of this correspondence shows that Faure's compositional 

style was severely affected by his loss of hearing while composing La Bonne chanson and 

La Chanson d'Eve. In La Bonne chanson we fmd the first example of how his hearing 

difficulties caused him to simplify and streamline aural parameters of his work. In the 

compositional output that followed La Chanson d'Eve this austere trend continues 

throughout his life. 

Nectoux states: "For the summers of 1907 and 1908, Faure returned to 

Lausanne. He chose this city in 1907 partly because of its attractiveness and partly 

because he thought it prudent to be close to Dr. Combe (and) an oculist M. Dufour, who 

told him that the symptoms affecting both his eyes and ears were attributable to the same 

disorder: sclerosis. This was to trouble Faure more and more right up to his death in 

1924. "22 In April 1910, Faure left Paris to compose: "Again Faure left Paris during 

the summer in order to work on Penelope. It was, unfortunately, an upsetting summer. 

His hearing difficulties increased and it was now obvious that the condition was serious 

and not responding to the various remedies which had been tried. "23 The dates of 

roughly 1900-1910, when Faure complains (in his correspondence) of his painful 

sclerosis and the dates, when he was receiving medical treatment, are in direct 

correlation to his revisions of La Bonne chanson and his beginning work on La Chanson 
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d'Eve (1906-1910). One can deduce that this physical impainnent greatly influenced 

these revisions and stylistic trends. 
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Chapter 3 

La Chanson d'Eve 

In 1906, Faure began composition on lA Chanson d'Eve, a lengthy work by the 

symbolist Dutch poet, Charles Van Lerberghe. The mystical and meditative aspects of 

the poetry inspired Faure to compose music that was almost completely opposite to the 

impassioned, intricate music found in lA Bonne chanson. The deliberate imprecision of 

the verse gives Faure inspiration and freedom of harmonic experimentation. 

These melodies composed between 1907 and 1910 show him at the pinnacle of 

his achievement, as does lA Bonne chanson. The two unifying musical themes taken 

from the thematic material of lA Bonne chanson further show lA Chanson d 'Eve to stress 

simplicity and allow for textual transparency and comprehensibility. The melodic line 

is closely intertwined with the text, and further, the piano accompaniment is of greater 

importance in La Chanson d'Eve than in lA Bonne chanson. In lA Bonne chanson, the 

text and music are extroverted and at times even frenzied whereas in lA Chanson d 'Eve 

a more introverted text is adhered to musically. The introspective text of lA Chanson 

d'Eve was a technical challenge in the creation of this cycle. 

As he returned to a simpler style, as is noted in the following letter he wrote to 

his wife, Marie, on September 5, 1906: "I worked for seven hours, and I've resolved 

the problem of making God sing. When you see what His eloquence consists of, you'll 

be amazed it took me so long to fmd. But I'm afraid absolute simplicity, in the current 

musical climate, is the hardest thing of all to discover. "24 
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In Musica, February 1911, "The form is very important to me, but the 

atmosphere is moreso .. .Indeed the role of music is to bring out the deepest feelings in 

the poet's heart, which words cannot possibly describe with exactitude." 

Faure made numerous changes in the poetry of van Leberghe to achieve this 

simple introspective character of Eve (to give one example). Faure chose a text for its 

intrinsic quality of melodic lyricism while still having the potential for direct clear 

enunciation. In choosing poetry that elicits a simple atmosphere of enunciation and 

introverted of character, Faure shows an extreme change in La Chanson d'Eve from the 

fabric and character of La Bonne chanson. 
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Table 2- La Chanson d'Eve 

Order in the 
first, 

No. in incompkte, 
the performance 

Date of Despatch to 1907-9 on 26 May 
Composition composition the engraver Publication edition 1909 

I 'Paradis', E minor 27 Aug-8 Sept 3 Oct 1906 Jan 1907 
1906 

2 'Prima verba', G flat 2S-28 Sept 1906 3 Oct 1906 Jan 1907 2 2 
major 

3 'Roses ardentes', E June 1908 22 July 1908 Nov 1908 3 3 
major 

4 'Comme Dieu rayonne', before 26 May S June 1909 Oct 1909 s s 
C minor 1909 

S 'L'aube blanche', D flat June 1908 22 July 1908 Nov 1908 4 4 
major 

6 'Eau vivante'. C major before 26 May S June 1909 Oct 1909 7 6 
1909 

7 'Veilles-tu rna senteur Jan 1910 IS Jan 1910 Feb 1910 
de solei!', D major 

8 'Dans un parfum de before S June S June 1909 Oct 1909 6 
roses blanches', G 1909 
major 

9 'Cr~puscule', D minor 4 June 1906 13 June 1906 Aug 1906 no 
number 

10 '0 Mort, poussiere Jan 1910 IS Jan 1910 Feb 1910 10 
d'~toiles', D flat major 

Figure 5 - La Chanson D 'Eve, Themes A and B 
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In a juxtaposition of La Chanson d'Eve to La Bonne chanson, one observes the 

marked difference in texture. In La Bonne chanson, Faure uses several different 

"bodies" or "blocks" of texture, emphasized by the strings in the piano sextet version, 

whereas in La Chanson d'Eve, Faure uses one type of texture throughout, which is a 

further simplification of style. In La Chanson d'Eve one could almost call this style 

polyphonic. The vocal line often is accompanied by a bass line only, and the style is one 

of recitative or arioso. The texture as a whole is lighter, more linear, more transparent 

than La Bonne chanson's dense fabric. The harmony in La Chanson d'Eve is tighter than 

in La Bonne chanson's chromatic tonality alternating with modality and is achieved by 

use of the major and minor second and perfect fifth, as well as whole-tone scale. The 

extroverted character of La Bonne chanson is like an interwoven tapestry of emotion and 

color through the contemplative and introspective La Chanson d 'Eve. While La Bonne 

chanson has a thematic structure based on five musical phrases, La Chanson d 'Eve is 

unified by two themes. In "Crepuscule", Theme A (see Figure 5) is found in the 

arpeggio in E minor and is also found in "Paradise" in a slower dotted rhythmic form. 

This theme reappears in counterpoint on the text: "Comme Dieu rayonne." This theme 

symbolizes God and creation as the text which this theme illustrates and always refers 

to these poetic images. Theme A returns in its original slower form in "Crepuscule." 

Theme B (see Figure 5) is a chromatic outline demonstrated in E major on the second 

page of "Paradise" on the text: "Un jardin bleu s'epanouit." Theme B is also found in 

the second part of "Comme Dieu rayonne," and in the baseline of "Dans un parfum de 
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roses blanches." There are many songs in La Chanson d'Eve that do not contain 

thematic material. However, thematic unity is achieved by Faure in that the text has 

thematic unity and Faure is consistent to the textual portrayal of purity mixed with 

sensuality. The transparent texture of this cycle is dramatically demonstrated in 

"Paradise," "0 mort," "L'aube blanche," "Dans un parfum de roses blanches" and 

"Crepuscule." Because the piano part is so rich in harmony, the vocal line at times 

seems to be unimportant and monochromatic, and in a more compressed range than La 

Bonne chanson. Much of the vocal line is based on a descending whole tone scale, and 

like La Bonne chanson, seems to have its roots in modality on the verge of atomlity. 

Two of the songs "Veilles-tu" and "Eau vivante" are based on the recitative style, with 

some contrasts in tempo. 

In this cycle which serves as a "pendant" to La Bonne chanson, Faure muses 

dreamlike on the subject of love, and with equal unemotional observance, death (through 

the unfolding of Nature and the unfolding of Creation). La Chanson d 'Eve and La Bonne 

chanson are both song cycles in the truest sense of the word in that they take the listener 

on a psychological journey (in La Chanson d'Eve) and an emotional as well as 

psychological sojourn in La Bonne chanson. In La Bonne chanson the journey is 

Romantic love, which is symbolized in several movements in Nature, while in La 

Chanson d 'Eve the melodies form a metamorphosis in the observance of Creation through 

Eve, and further Nature as it unfolds and evolves under God. 
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Both cycles are complete and satisfying as entities in that the pieces relate to one 

another as a series of emotional and musical landscapes. Because La Chanson d'Eve is 

more refmed in style and texture, and based on only two musical themes (taken from La 

Bonne chanson), it can be seen as a "pendant" or coda to La Bonne chanson, which were 

Faure's intentions. Texturally, Faure uses a thoroughly contrapuntal texture, whereas 

in La Bonne chanson, the texture is a concertante25 or thicker texture. This refining of 

texture further shows this cycle to be the addition or addendum to La Bonne chanson. 

Yet the nature of these greatly reserved songs belie the physical turmoil Faure 

was experiencing during their composition. 
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This study of only a few examples of Faure's rich and copious work, gives a 

glimpse of how his creative genius evolved in part due to a natural maturing as a 

composer and in part due to physical impairment. Faure overcame his disability in that 

he often comes close to the "summits of perfection" he pursued. At the end of his life 

Faure felt that he was never understood, and further that he was often betrayed by the 

musicians who performed his works. The works analyzed in this paper bring to light 

Faure's musical intentions and through this analysis aid in understanding the composer. 

"The greater they are the worse they play (perform) me. "26 Virtuosity itself often got 

in the way of the deeper meaning of his music. Of singers Faure wrote: "I dream of 

hearing them perform (these works) perfectly, but I don't know of any (who can do this) 

among the professionals. It's the amateurs who understand and interpret me best." In 

the words of the great Faure exponent, Jean-Michel Nectoux: "Faure's work is, like so 

much French music all too dependent on its interpretation and often demands qualities 

that are contradictory; precision and rigor need to be tempered with a touch of fantasy 

and the occasional drop of mischief. Too often, the opposition of light and shade in this 

music is reduced to an insipid, boring level somewhere between mezzo forte and mezzo 

piano. Faure's music needs to be grasped firmly, with a gentle violence and with the 

fervent intensity of true love. "27 
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Because of Faure's physical impairments, he was indecisive about his song cycle, 

La Bonne chanson, and its textural setting. The all inclusive style changes after La 

Bonne chanson (which concur with the style changes made during La Bonne chanson and 

its two later versions) show that the physical difficulties which were develping during the 

time of this work's composition greatly influenced Faure's perspective of this work and 

works of his late period. The major evidences of the physical origins of these changes 

are the dates of Faure's deafness which correlate with these stylistic changes. Further, 

the letters from Faure himself reveal how he heard his compositions in a distorted 

manner all through this time of La Bonne chanson and continuing through his life. 

In July 1924, Faure finished work on the Finale of his String Quartet. As in La 

Chanson d'Eve, Faure uses an economy of unifying themes and "compresses" these 

themes throughout the work. Again we see an austere transparent texture, yet with 

sweeping gestures of melody while using restraint in range. The trend of refined 

simplicity found in La Chanson d'Eve, so different from the lush "density" of La Bonne 

chanson, is seen again in the late chamber music of the composer. The String Quartet 

in particular demonstrates this stylistic trend, and can be viewed as further evidence for 

the thesis that Faure's loss of hearing in the early 1900s can be seen as a great influence 

on his compositional style. The style changes initially found in the rewritten version of 

La Bonne chanson (voice and piano) remained consistent and became increasingly severe, 

as was earlier cited in La Chanson d 'Eve and is indeed shown in the later chamber 

music. 
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Example 4a 
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