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PROGRAM
Maurice Ravel (1875-1937)
La valse (1919)

Hector Berlioz (1803-1869) 
Les nuits d’été, Op. 7 (1840-41)
 I Villanelle 
 II La spectre de la rose 
 III Sur les lagunes: Lamento
 IV Absence
 V Au cimetière: Clair de lune
 VI L’île inconnue

Gabriel Fauré (1845-1924)
Élégie, Op.24 (1880)

Claude Debussy (1862-1918)
Première Rhapsodie (1909-1910)

Paul Stanhope (b.1969)
Song of the Seven Maidens (Theory of the Rainbow) 

George Gershwin (1898-1937)
Rhapsody in Blue (1924)
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ABOUT THE MUSIC
Maurice Ravel La valse
Ravel is regarded as one of the most original and sophisticated musicians of the twentieth-century. His fascination 
with the past and the exotic meant that Ravel’s music has a distinctively French sensibility and refinement.

La valse is a piece full of dark and brooding contemplations, and was the second ballet commissioned by Diaghilev. 
Composed after Ravel’s time serving in World War I, La valse was originally titled Wien (Vienna) and intended as 
a tribute to the waltzes of Johann Strauss Jr. However, the end product is a sinister representation saturated with 
reflections of war, carnage and the Austria Ravel fought against during the war.  

Another sad event has been attributed to the work’s dark feel — the death of Ravel’s mother in 1916. Swirling clouds 
provide glimpses of waltzing couples, before the clouds scatter to provide a slightly brighter fortissimo scene. The 
work premiered asa concert work in 1920, after Diaghilev decided he was not satisfied with the work as a ballet. 

Hector Berlioz Les nuits d’été
This French composer was, over the period of his lifetime, the leading musician in his country. He composed 
during a period in which France’s principal artistic endeavour was literature and the pioneers of music were from 
Germany. Although he is known as the embodiment of Romanticism, his music shows deep connections to the 
Classical masters and displays a struggle of gaining acceptance for his new ideas. 

One of Berlioz’s highest achievements, Les nuits d’été is six settings of poems by Théophile Gautier. Originally 
composed for voice and piano, the popularity of the work has seen many arrangements for various instrumental 
combinations. While Berlioz never performed these works as an entire cycle during his lifetime, it does have an 
overriding sense of emotional balance and wholeness of mood linking each of the works.

Gabriel Fauré Élégie
One of the most famed French composers in history, Fauré had a considerable influence over many early twentieth-
century composers. In particular, his harmonic and melodic innovations affected the teaching of harmony for many 
generations. His mother was a member of the minor aristocracy and Fauré was afforded a quality education. He 
was taught the organ by Clément Loret, harmony by Louis Dietsch, counterpoint and fugue by Xavier Wackenthaler 
and the piano, plainsong and composition by Niedermeyer and Saint-Saëns. 
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Originally intended to be part of a full sonata for cello and piano, the Élégie is the lone movement Fauré completed 
for the unfinished sonata. It has since taken on a life of its own as an appealing and popular concert work and was 
dedicated to the cellist Jules Loeb. Labelled by some as Fauré’s Requiem, it provides an insightful link between the 
declining Romantic era and the twentieth century. Élegié depicts elements of Romantic music, before entering a 
more simplistic and sometimes monochromatic setting. The somber and straight lines of the work display Fauré’s 
gift for combining passion with grace. 

Claude Debussy Première Rhapsodie
As one of the most important musicians of his time, Debussy had a profound influence over countless composers 
across many generations. Debussy’s curious relationship with his alma mater, the Paris Conservatoire, serves 
as the basis for the Première Rhapsodie’s genesis. After studying at the institution for twelve years, Debussy’s 
compositional genius became well-known and appreciated. Despite this success, he had some choice words for 
the faculty and upset a number of his teachers by labeling the Conservatoire’s instruction in composition and 
harmony as ‘behind the times.’

Debussy professed himself dumbfounded when, years later, he was asked to join the Conservatoire’s governing 
council. Nevertheless, he accepted the post, and as part of his duties was assigned an adjudicator for the concours 
(exit examinations). Debussy was then asked to compose works for the clarinet concours, one of which was the 
Première Rhapsodie.

Debussy’s version of a concours piece follows the typical model that tests the player’s musicality and technical 
dexterity. It comprises two sections — the first is marked ‘dreamily slow’ and has been described as languid, serene 
and lyrical, with a playful cadenza. The second section is a scherzando, which explores lyrical and boisterous 
moods, before finishing in a lighthearted fashion. Debussy was rather pleased with the finished composition, and 
labeled it as ‘one of the most charming I have ever written.’

Paul Stanhope Song of Seven Maidens (Theory of the Rainbow)
This jaunty and dance-like work takes its text by Garcia Lorca from a series of “theory” poems that play with the 
folk-like telling of legends. The Seven Maidens personify the colours and forms of the rainbow. The bright imagery 
of the poem has prompted a rhythmically quirky and slightly mischievous musical response. Numeric imagery is 
behind much of the musical construction of this song: rhythmic groupings of seven are prominent throughout, not 
only in 7/8 time signatures, but also through the division of the seven rhythm into groups of different combinations 
of 2 and 3. This creates cross-rhythms which propel the music forward. A middle section, describing the “dying” of 
the maidens, is a brief respite from the dance which resumes and hurtles the movement toward its climax before 
a more peaceful, flowing setting of the music suggests the image of a river at the end of the work.

George Gershwin Rhapsody in Blue
American composer, pianist and conductor George Gershwin began his career as a song plugger in New York’s Tin 
Pan Alley. By the time he was 20 years old, he had established himself as a notable Broadway composer and at 30, 
Gershwin was America’s most famous and renowned composer of concert music.

Rhapsody in Blue was first performed in a concert advertised as “An Experiment in Modern Music.” The goal of 
the evening was to demonstrate that the new, rhythmically vivacious genre of jazz (which most concert musicians 
deemed to be beneath them) could be integrated and elevated to the same status as serious art music. It was 
a success amongst audiences and critics alike, and has since cemented Gershwin’s fame as the composer who 
brought jazz to the concert hall. 

Although most observers saw Rhapsody in Blue as a new direction for the young songwriter, it reaffirmed Gershwin’s 
continuing involvement with classical music. The musical juxtapositions of Rhapsody in Blue had roots in a mindset 
that never fully accepted a separation between popular and classical genres.

ABOUT THE ARTISTS
Established in Brisbane in 1995 and now an internationally successful ensemble, Southern Cross Soloists has 
helped set the benchmark for Australian chamber music. With a well-deserved reputation for artistic excellence, 
the Soloists continue to delight audiences with their constantly evolving programs. As Company in Residence at the 
Queensland Performing Arts Centre, the ensemble enjoys a busy schedule of regional and national performances 
and is regularly joined by visiting international artists. The Southern Cross Soloists present an annual program of 
flagship events, including their subscription series, the Bangalow Music Festival and their APRA award-winning 
education program.
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