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CHARLES CHAYNES:
Quatre poémes de Sappho
" Visions concertantes

Charles Chaynes’ life is all music. He owes his
4 discovery of music in early childhood (he was born in
Toulouse in 1925) to a violonist father and an organist
mother. He himself says: “l was plunged into a sea of
music. First of all into a sea of church masic, for my
. earliest memories are linked to the organ, an instrument
" ladmired considerably but one which also terrified me a
fair deal, with its huge, full, overwhelming sounds... |
never worried myself about it after that: my acquaintance
with music was a practical one, gained by listening to
music lessons being given.”

inturn, he too took lessons: piano lessons, and above
all violin lessons. “Every evening, when | was fifteen, |
used to play sonatas, by Franck, Lekeu, Debussy, Ravel,
with my mother.” Mother and son also used to play avery
new sonata by the young Charles. ..

At the age of eighteen, Charles Chaynes arrived in
Paris and started on the national conservatory’'s great
learning cycle: violin studies with Gabriel Bouillon, har-
mony with Jean and Noel Gallon, then composition with
Darius Milhaud and Jean Rivier. These studies were
crowned with success—first prizes in fugue, harmony
and composition. To earn a living. he spent his spare
time making music, and on one occasion, was even to
find himself playing tangos in a cabaret. Charles
Chaynes’ real musical calling, however, was composi-
tion and he decided to go in for the prestigious Prix de
Rome, which he won in 1951 with his cantata Et Thomme
vit se rouvrir les portes (And man saw the doors re-open).
For him, the stay in Rome was not the drudgery decried
by Berlioz and Debussy. “At the Villa Medicis, he says,
one has time to think, to reconsider things, freed from
care and the demands of a ‘profession’.”

Shortly after his return to Paris, he embarked on a
two-fold career, combining his activities as a composer
with important duties at the radio; as Director of France-
Musique from 1965 to 1975, Charles Chaynes managed
to institute a high quality station devoted to music. He is
currently Head of the Music Creation Department at
Radio-France. Despite these administrative respon-
sibilities, Charles Chaynes has continued to build up his
work, receiving recognition with the Award of the Prince
Rainier of Monaco International Contest in 1960, the

Grand Prix of the City of Paris in 1965, and several prizes -

awarded by the French Record Academy (1968, 1970,
1975). His is a diversified work, but one revealing an in-
nate taste for original instrumental combinations, which
he uses either in small ensernbles or in the symphonic
field, where these sometimes limited groups lend a par-
ticular colouring to his scores.

Apart from a strong feeling for Bartok in his youth,
his fundamental influences are to be sought in other
disciplines, and more particularly in poetry, Charles
Chaynes has set to music the Poémes de Sappho (Poems
by Sappho), as well as Black African texts (Pour un
monde noir, For a black world), but even in the absence of
any textual quotation, other works are equally steeped in
poetry: the spiritual canticle of St. John of the Cross for
the Organ Concerto, ancient Chinese texts for Les llustra-
tions pour la fliite de jade (ltustrations for the Jade Flute).
Attimesthe reference is an historical one, Roman history
~in L'Ode pour une mort tragique Ode for a tragic death)
1954, at others it is pictorial, Dali in Les Visions concer-
tantes (Concerted Visions) recorded here. At all times his
work reflects his broad cultural background, his deter-
gmination to apprehend the world more fully and to ex-
ress it musically. .

Alberto Ponce (photo Jacques Vangansbeke)}

For expression is the key to Charles Chaynes’ work.
He has stated: “My aesthetics are dominated by a desire
always to give the emotional element precedence over

pure technique.” Discussing technique, he adds:
“Whatever language the composer uses, or whatever
research he undertakes, music must always speak in
terms other than the results of intellectual investiga-
tions. To be more explicit, | would say that | understand
Berg better than Schoenberg. Moreover, all forms of
music are such that one is entitled to say one is undertak-
ing research, without necessarily being coldly
calculating. The language { use is always atonal. It occurs
within achromaticbut totally free whole. Consequently, |

always start with a basic series, but its use is not strict.
This ser:es:s one, and only one, of the materials available
to me.’

The first material in the Quatre poémes de Sappho
(Four poems by Sappho) is obviously the text to be
rendered by Mady Mesplé’s voice (a gift from one fellow
“Toulousain” to another) and it was the singer’s “vocal
prowess” which initially prompted the score. In addition,
there is also the composer’s predilection for antiquity
revealed in his use of these texts by Sappho, whether
complete poems or fragments, forming an amalgama-
tion of lines preserved by posterity. “l was fascinated by
the musical possibilities presented by the interiority and
intimacy of Sappho’s work, as it establishes a poetic
mood very rare in classical times. These short poems
which excell in the art of suggesting and creating an at-
mosphere in few words (in this respect they can be com-
pared to Oriental poetry)sound the depths of human sen-
sitivity. It is this sensuous sensitivity, strongly tinged
with eroticism | sought to translate into music.”

This musical translation makes use of a very free
language containing some serial elements. The com-
poser takes maximum advantage of all the resources of
the coloratura voice (including amurmur to be amplified
microphonically) and of those of the string trio, and at
times also uses the quarter tone,

The first poem “Eros qui donne la douleur, Eros qui
tisse les mensonges” (Eros who gives suffering, Eros who
weaves deceit) establishes a mood. The voice is not sung
but murmured. The second poem “Tu me briles... Je
désire, j'aspire ardemment. Autour de toi tourne mon
désir” (You burn me... I desire, | ardently yearn. My
desire wheels around you) is the song of waiting, waiting
for Gongyla, the faithful friend. Then, with the third
poem, desire is fulfilled: “Gongyla, j'offre a ta beauté,
comme en sacrifice, toute ma beauté” (Gongyla, | offer
up to your beauty, as in a sacrifice, all my beauty). Finai-
ly, in the fourth poem, Sappho delivers her last song:



Mady Mesplé {photo Gérard Neuvecelle)

“Dans ma douleur, qui coule goutte agoutte, un désirme
vient de mourir, et de voir les rives humides de 'Acheron
ol fleurit le lotus, et de descendre vers Hadés™ (In my suf-
fering flowing drop by drop, the desire for death comes
over me, a desire to see the moist banks of the Acheron
where the lotus blooms and to-descend towards Hades).

Quatre poémes de Sappho was finished in September
1968 and the recording of the work was awarded the
“Prix du disque lyrigue” (lyric record prize)in 1974.

For Visions concertantes (Concerted Visions), a com-
mentary on four paintings by Salvador Dali, Charles
Chaynes himself has given us some indications which
are of more assistance than any explanatory notes might
be:

“Lines, forms, colours, the architecture of a land-
scape transcended and remodelled.

Remembrances of pictorial origin or based on a vi-
sion of nature.

The desire to express, to share a felt emotion.

Light, colours, the visual rhythms of solids and
volumes becoming momentum, movement, various
elements in the musical work. Its definitive form is no
more than the outcome of the technical work. Fun-
damentally assimilated technique being no more than
the necessary tool.
1 - Static vision of nature, oppressively calm, but sur-
rounded by astonishing, ever growing ridges, by rapidly
contrasted colours. A static vision in which the imagina-
tion creates phantasms.
2 - Harsh, linear vision. Clash of sharp lines, opposition
between very violent spots and lines in a stark
black/white contrast. Impetuses checked at the centre of
a powerful but brilliant fight.
3 - Dream, sleep, temporary suspension of the mind (and
of reason). Emptiness but receptivity to the world of the
imaginary. The mind fixated on one central, obsessional
paint. Sleep curiously filled with impalpable dreams.
4 - A moving vision. Blocks of dark, changing colours
from which supple yet rhythmic characters emerge.
Transformation, recreation of visions already fleetingly
seen. Vitality and movement leading to a maximum in-
tensity in the colours of the exaltation.”

Visions concertantes was written for solo guitar and

an ensemble of twelve string instruments.
Claude SAMUEL
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Charles Chaynes was born in Toulouse in 1925 and
studied music at the Paris Conservatoire, where he was
the pupil of Darius Milhaud and Jean Rivier. In 1951,
be obtained the Premier Grand Prix de Rome, and
remained at the Villa Medicis from 1952 to 1955. There,
he wrote symphonic works in which his personality
already asserted itself. In Rome, he composed his
First Concerto for String Orchesfra, premiered at the
Bordeaux Festival in 1954, and the Ode for a tragic
Death, first performed at the Vichy Festival in 1956,
a piece of which Robert Bernard praises the “sober and
virile eloquence” in his History of Music.

Charles Chaynes’ list of compositions includes Concertos
for Trumpet (Erato STU 70227), for Violin, for Piano,
for Organ, a Symphony a Second Concertc for Orchestra,
a Serenade for Wind Quintet, a Sonata for Violin and
Piane, “IHlustrations pour la Flite de Jade” (Erato
STU 70227), Etudes linéaires for Chamber Orchestra,
thus showing the composer’s partiality for instrumental
music, though this is by now means exclusive.
Charles Chaynes has defined his position himself, by
writing: “Always a partisan of a wholly atonal music,
1 wish to safeguard a total independence towards any
school. The choice of the musical material must result
only from taste, from instinct (of course, also from
reflexion), but must not be conditioned by a technique
fixed a priori. It is only the self-knowledge acquired
by regular work that can fix a limit to that freedom.
Above all, it is important, always to retain a great
artistic curiosity, to remain always open and available
for any kind of enrichment of the personality”. One
could not say it in clearer terms., Let us add, however,
that this “atonal” musician has the faculty of enhan-
cing, by dazzling colours and sturdy rhythms, a lan-
guage of which it was believed for a long time (and
quite wrongly) that it was only eonvenient for a morose
and pessimistic expression. Primacy of the emotional
element, respect and curiosity towards technique, re-
jection of pre-established schemes, independence towards
the different schools, the will to express himself in
clear terms, those are the leading lines which we find
both in the Piano Concerto and in the Concerto for
Organ, string orchestra, kettledrums and percussion.

The CONCERTO FOR ORGAN, STRING ORCHESTRA,
KETTLEDRUMS AND PERCUSSION (after the Spiritual
Canticle of the Holy John of the Cross) was completed
on 3rd September, 1966, It has three movements: Siow,
mysterious-Allegro; Very slow, Very fast. The composer
himself is introducing this work: “The writing of this
Concerto has been conditioned directly by the Firm
ERATO. It is dedicated to Marie-Claire Alain, for whom
1 have a lively friendship and a great admiration since
many years. The organ is an instrument that has
fascinated me since my childhood, for every Sunday I
was at the organ loft next to my mother, who was an
organist in Toulouse., The instrument’s great possi-

.



bilities impressed me and tempted me since a long
time. Though I withdrew before the difficulty of writ-
ing a piece for organ alone, 1 went to work .with
passion as soon as I was to write a piece for organ
and orchestra. It is the care for tome-colour research
that prompted me to choose the formula “string
orchestra and percussion“, the latter being often used
in dialogue with the solo organ. The work is an
illustration in three parts of poems taken from the
Spiritual Canticle by the Holy John of the Cross. The
recollection of my reading of these poems during a
journey through Castile provoked the psychological
shock which incited me to base my Organ Concerto on
the extra-musical frame provided by the strange atmo-
sphere of the poem of the Holy John of the Cross.
Each movement is the musical comment of a precise
poem. This comment tries to translate into music the
thirst of love, of peace, of exaltation, of beaming joy,
of dramatic feeling, that pervades these poems”.

Where werest Thou hidden, my Beloved one?
Thou hast forsaken me amid my lamentations;
Thou hast taken to flight like a stag,

After having wounded me;
I have gone out after Thee, screaming,
But Thou werest already gone.

(The Soul and her divine Spouse).

After a long expectation

He climbed on a tree, and with stretched arms
He remained nailed and died,

His heart cruelly stricken by Love.

(The forsaken Shepherd).

With flowers and emeralds,
Chosen in the early morning,’
We shall make bunches,
Blossoming in Thy love,

And tiecd with one of my hairs.

Into this paraphrase of a mystical text Charles Chaynes
has put the better part of himself. The whole compo-
sition is subordinate to the .expressive element (at the
end of the second movement is to be found a musical
translation of the beating of a heart, in accordance
with the text by the Holy John of the Cross), but this
primacy of feeling does not implicate a contempt of
technique, on the contrary. Such a combination of
tone-colours is dictated by the laws of absolute music:
and it is “as a musician” that Charles Chaynes has
wanted it and realized it, but in doing so, he followed
the always unexplainable suggestion of the instant, or,
if one prefers, his inspiration.

First performed in 1966 hy Yvonne Loriod, the PIANO
CONCERTO only calls for a small orchestra: 2 flutes,
trumpet, harp, . kettledrums, percussion and strings. It
adopts the traditional division into three movements,
but within each movement, it retains a very great
freedom, devoid of any reference to classical schemes:
“The architecture only depends upon the logical corres-
pondence of the different elements and of the successive
expressive values”. In the first movement (Lento 'mis-
terioso - Allegro), the music “gradually emerges from a
short introduction made of wavering calls of the soloist
over a pianissimo back-ground of the orchestra”. This
introduction leads, through a crescendo, to a rhythmic
and vigorous Allegro, which gradually exalts itself.
The second movement (Adagio molto espressivo) is
conceived like “a succession of musical ideas, linked
‘together in an order of growing feelings: crescendo of
intensity and of lyricism”. It ends in an atmosphere
of appeasement. The third movement (Allegro risoluto
con esaltazione) is overflowing with life, very colourful,
and grants a great part to the soloist’s virtuosity.

® Editions Costallat, 1968
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CHARLES CHAYNES

ERZSEBET (1983)

Opéra pour une femme seule en six moments lyriques
d’aprés «Vers Bathory» de Ludovic Janvier

(Editions Ricordi)

Erzsebet - Christiane Eda-Pierre

Avec la participation de Michael Lonsdale : la voix parlée
Orchestre du Thédtre National de I'Opéra de Paris
Violon solo : Pierre Doukan

Direction : Elgar Howarth

Christiane Eda-Pierre dans «Erzsebets

m Ce disque a été édité sous ’égide du Ministére de la Culture

Coordination: Pierre Vatteone

3 et de la Fondation Sacem pour la Communication Musicale
m& en collaboration avec Radio France.
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