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Les Chants du Maldoror

Chamber Symphony

Program Notes
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Les Chants du Maldoror is a Chamber Symphony, composed in partial

fulfilment of the requirements of the Doctor of Music Degree, at the Jacobs School of

Music, Indiana University.

The four movements are inspired by etchings of surrealist artist, Salvador Dali. Dali was
asked to replace Picasso in providing illustrations for inclusion in the 1932 publication of
Les Chants du Maldoror, a prose-poem in 6 cantos, written in 1868 by French poet Isidore
Ducasse (the Comte de Lautréamont). The text was re-discovered by French surrealist
writer Andre Breton, in 1917. Breton championed the nonsensical book as a manifesto of
the French surrealist movement and Dali completed more than 40 etchings for the 1932
publication. This chamber symphony is an instrumental reflection on just four etchings
from the book, combining into a suite of orchestral contemplations as a musical ekphrasis
on Dali’s work.

The opening movement, Identification with the Brother, depicts a kneeling, skeletal,
faceless figure, holding at a distance its own face and head. The figure looks at the head
with horror, gradually realizing that the face it holds is not that of any ‘brother’, but
actually its own. The movement functions as a musical depiction of the horror of gradual
realization. Beginning with a 12-note row, the slow theme develops through an orchestral
crescendo, accelerating in texture, speed and pitch height as the music unfolds.
Trumpets are featured in this movement as the screaming emotional voice of the figure,
as it moves towards the trauma of recognition. The growing dread and terror of the
situation is portrayed by accelerating musical tension, as the figure slowly comprehends
the shock of what it holds.

Obsession of the Angelus, movement 2, features a portrait of Dali’s wife (Gaia) as an
angel, looking into the near distance, her head surrounded by angelic wings. Two themes
within this movement fight for supremacy: a surreal group of celestial trumpets and a
slow-moving chorale for strings and percussion. The heavenly trumpets (upper woodwind
and brass), comment frantically and intermittently with a fragmented, fanfare-like
theme. The Angel’s ‘obsession’ is seen in this persistent cycling and acceleration of the
trumpet choir, repeating its blasts of sound with increasing volume and speed.
Underneath this bizarre heavenly chorus, appears a soft string and percussion chorale,
based on an altered version of the hymn tune Angels we have Heard on High.

The third movement reflects on Dali’s, The Memory of Music, portraying a misshapen,
floating piano typical of the draped and melting-object styles that appear in Dali’s dream
imagery. The instrument gently disappears up a staircase, floating away from its two
players and the viewer. To portray this dream-state in music, the movement uses a
recurring 5-note melodic cell, heard in various instrumental combinations and echoed
through layers in the orchestra. This melodic fragment is never stated in entirety, but
presented in segments to reflect the image of music remembered, rather than heard.
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This melodic cell is quoted over diatonic harmonies, leaving the piece as abstractly as it
began with seemingly no beginning and no end. A solo clarinet and flute melody
concludes the movement, representing a musician who softly improvises an unfinished
theme, derived from memory and only half complete.

The final movement, inspired by the etching, The Future and its Enigma, illustrates a
single running figure, leaping into vanishing lines of the distance and travelling towards
the sunset of the future. The movement is shaped around a sense of urgency and motion
towards both the future and the unknown. The piece features two concurrent cycles, one
intervallic and one rhythmic, which move at different rates of change through the
movement. Through speed and recurrent rhythm, the piece leaps forward into
unresolved harmonies and fragmented melodic ideas, until the two cycles conclude with
a violent chord of arrival. Thereafter the music fades into ambiguity with a solo flute
melody leading the strings and percussion away into a hazy distance, suggesting the
ambiguity and uncertainty of the future before us.

Les Chants du Maldoror was premiered by the Indiana University Chamber Orchestra on
11 November, 2011 for the Midwest Composers Symposium, hosted by the Jacobs School
of Music at Indiana University. The conductor was Paul Ghun-Kim.

© Natalie Williams  May 2012
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Performance Notes
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Right hand: use a coin to scrape two strings. Place coin on strings and pull rapidly towards
player, for notated value. The rapid scrape-stroke should leave strings to ring/vibrate.

Left hand: Pizz. two strings, as notated.
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Note sets in frame notation should be cycled continuously, as fast as possible, for the
notated value. Notes may be cycled in constantly changing order. All notes should be
equally present within cycles (no repetition of single tones, and no rests unless notated).

Resultant sound: a “wash” of texture.
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All bisbigliando passages and note sets in frame notation should be cycled continuously, as
fast as possible, for the notated value. Notes may be cycled in constantly changing order.
All notes should be equally present within cycles (no repetition of single tones, and no rests

unless notated). Resultant sound: a “wash” of texture.
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Les Chants du Maldoror

Chamber Symphony for small orchestra

Orchestration

Flute 1 & 2 (both doubling Piccolo)

Oboe 1 & 2

Clarinet 1 & 2 in B flat (2. doubling Bass Clarinet)

X

Bassoon 1 & 2

2 Horns in F

2 Trumpets in B flat
Trombone

Tuba

Harp
Piano

Percussion 1:

Bass Drum (shared)

Timpani (32” 29” 26” 23”)
Vibraphone (shared) motor off
Tam-tam (shared)

Suspended Cymbal (shared)
Crotales (2 octaves, C4 - C6)

Percussion 2:

Bass Drum (shared)

Tam-tam (shared)

Suspended Cymbal (shared)
Crotales (2 octaves, C4 - C6)
Mark Tree

Vibraphone (shared) motor off

Strings
(7.6.4.4.2)
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Percussion 1 and 2
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(2 octaves, C4-C6) =— Sounding 2 octaves higher than written
scrape with . . ] )
/X ‘riangle beater Scrape Tam-tam from center to outside rim, with rapid
Percland2 H—2 5 A= motion. Begin scrape at grace note. Loudest point of
vr/ scrape occurs at full-value notehead.
m

/X [Tam Tam| slow scrape, circular motion
510 TO0T

Percl -H— Ij’ %

Scrape Tam-tam on outside rim, with slow motion.
Approx. one full rotation only.
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Note sets in frame notation should be cycled continuously, as
A F fast as possible, for the notated value, in constantly changing

- s deMMMMWY  order. All notes should be equally present within cycles (no
5% repetition of single tones, and no rests unless notated).

Resultant sound: a “wash” of texture.
Wire brushes

Felt beater

Soft mallets (yarn)

Bass bow (bowed Crotales)
Hand (strike Mark Tree)

Hard Mallets (rubber)

Dampen sound

Mixed mallets (each hand)

Soft mallets (in one hand)

Hard mallets (in one hand)
Mark Tree (hanging chimes)

Triangle (use beater only)
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Coin (for scraping piano strings)
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Chamber Symphony
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ﬁ Il - Obsession of the Angelus

(for Chamber Orchestra)
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ﬁ Il - The Memory of Music

(for Chamber Orchestra)
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[ TRANSPOSED SCORE |

X

Flute 1 & 2
(FU1 & 2 doubling Picc)

Oboe 1 & 2

Clarinet 1 & 2 in By

Bassoon 1 & 2

Horn1 & 2inF
Trumpet 1 & 2 in By

Trombone
Tuba

Percussion 1

- Bass Drum (shared)

- Crotales

- Timpani (32, 29, 26, 23)
- Vibraphone (shared)
motor off

Percussion 2

- Vibraphone (shared)
motor off

- Suspended Cymbal

- Bass Drum (shared)

Piano

Harp

Violin |

Violin Il

Viola

Violoncello

Contrabass

IV - The Future and its Enigma

Allegro .). = 108

(for Chamber Orchestra)
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