Poulenc’s Concert Champêtre


David Owen Norris


Music 1


T.PINNOCK, BOSTON SO, S.OZAWA			


T.11, in at 1’27, lose under speech about 1’50





If ever there was a legendary harpsichordist it was Wanda Landowska. She it was who famously remarked to a rival ‘You play Bach your way, and I’ll play him his way.’ And she who recorded Bach in Paris during the First World War, while the German guns pounded away in the trenches - somewhere off towards the Somme, but perfectly audible on the record.


Those wartime experiences - in which the young Poulenc shared - he was put in the glass-house at his training camp for sneaking off for a night on the tiles in gay Paree - turned the minds of French musicians to the defence of their musical heritage. Debussy began his set of consciously ‘French’ sonatas - not that you’d ever have mistaken him for a German - and Francophone composers formed short-lived sets or schools, from les Six to la jeune France. All this may have influenced, and certainly coincided with, Stravinsky’s recourse to Baroque models. So when Poulenc conceived his concerto - the Concert Champêtre, with the title’s echoes of Marie Antoinette’s fêtes champêtres - for Landowska in 1928, as he strolled to her chateau through the forests of pre-Revolutionary France, it’s no surprise that his mind turned to hunting horns and twiddly bits. [1’]





Music 2


E CHOJNACKA, LILLE SO, J-C CASADESUS		


T8, opening to 44’’ [44’’ = 1’44]





Elisabeth Chojnacka, with the orchestra at Lille, conducted by its founder, Jean-Claude Casadesus - there’s a famous musical name! - on Naxos. This is a disc that benefits from the fact that the players actually seem to know something about Baroque music. This opening, for instance, is marked Adagio. For people who spend too much time with Beethoven, Poulenc’s careful metronome mark, crotchet equals 54, must be very puzzling.





Conductor Charles Dutoit starts off all right, but quickly settles back in the lush plush of those French horns. Pascal Rogé at the harpsichord does what he can, but is defeated when he has actually to play with the orchestra. [40’’=2’24]





Music 3


P.ROGE, ORCHDEFRANCE,DUTOIT			


T5, opening - lose at 1’10. [1’10=3’34]





Pascal Rogé, far too musical to play ahead of Dutoit’s sluggish Orchestre de France. 





Poulenc is patriotically writing a proverbial French Overture, and so this dotted grandeur leads to a quick movement.[10’’=3’44]





Music 4


T.KOOPMAN, ROTTERDAM PO, J.CONLON		


T2 in at 1’45, lose about 2’25.[1’40=5’24]�
Ton Koopman with the Rotterdam Phil under James Conlon [on Teldec]. Sounds fine at first. But Poulenc’s direction here is Allegro molto, and his metronome mark is an unbelievable minim equals 120. Now, I used not to be much of a one for metronome marks - interesting extra information that couldn’t take acoustic and weight of tone into consideration, I thought - but this piece, as we shall see, is one more reminder that some composers use the metronome to reach those parts that mere words never can. What happens if you fling yourself at minim equals 120? [35’’=6’19]





Music 5


T.PINNOCK, BOSTON SO, S.OZAWA			D. GRAMMOPHON


								445 567-2


T10 in at 1’46 out at 3’17 before horns.[2’30=8’49]





Trevor Pinnock live in Boston with Ozawa, on Deutche Grammophon. The Boston Symphony actually manages to keep up, with a few thrilling wobblies.








The point is that Poulenc is writing for a star - Landowska. Stars need material that they can transform - and playing really fast is one of the more obvious ways to transform something. It’s actually simpler to transform material that is too weak to survive unsympathetic handling than it is to transform strong, self-sufficient ideas. Poulenc very sensibly furnished Landowska with the first type of ideas. This was exactly the right stage in Poulenc’s career for this piece. His deepest thoughts came later - and let no-one doubt that they were deep. Don’t be misled by his musical language: just because something’s pretty doesn’t mean it has nothing to say.[50’’=9’39]





The orchestra needs to keep up, as they did in Boston, to prevent the music from falling into unrelated chunks. Poulenc seems to have realized - perhaps subconsciously, as we’ll see later on -  that Baroque composers used regularity of beat as a means of unifying bits of music that were otherwise distinct -- in melody, texture and even key. This ‘constant tactus’ business has been frowned on in recent years, partly because it was taken up to a ridiculous extent. I’ll never forget a supposéd master-class where Hermann Prey tried to apply it to Schubert’s Schöne Müllerin , singing the Brook’s Lullaby at the same speed as the opening song! (sing) But just try singing through the First Act of Purcell’s Dido and Aenaeas at a roughly constant beat. You’ll confound all those commentators that tell you Purcell never wrote an extended structure. [40’’=10’20]





Simon Preston and André Previn understand this rhythmic aspect of Baroque music very well, as you might expect from an organist and a jazzer.





Music 6


S.PRESTON, LSO, A.PREVIN				EMI


								CZS 5 69752-2


T3 in at 2’25, lose 3’33[1’08=11’28]�
Preston, Previn and the LSO in 1977 [on EMI]. The overall speed a little slow, perhaps, but admirably maintained. The first solo in the section we heard is particularly interesting. Poulenc marks it ‘animez un peu’ - perk it up a bit. In doing so he is anticipating Sundberg’s Law, a psycho-acoustic principle discovered by a Swede who is actually famous for it in his home country! Imagine! Sundberg’s Law tells us that, for the speed of the music to sound constant,  a section of mainly quick notes actually has to be played at a faster beat than a section of slow notes. At this harpsichord solo, the quavers become very harmonically active, and Poulenc realized, without the benefit of psycho-acoustics, that they’d better speed up just a bit. Preston did it almost unnoticeably - excellent.





Now here’s Emil Gilels. You didn’t know he played the harpsichord? No, he didn’t. But that’s the least of our problems. Poulenc did say his piece can be played on the piano, and apparently did so himself. When you listen to it on the piano, though, the keyboard writing sounds limited. We know there are pedals, we know there are higher and lower notes. Where have they gone? We can school ourselves to accept Bach’s harpsichord music on the piano, and some hardy souls might even be able to bear Couperin’s harpsichord music on the piano - but Poulenc’s harpsichord music on the piano?





Gilels isn’t sure what to do about this/[a section marked] ‘animez un peu’, and most disconcertingly stops for a moment before taking an entirely different speed. Kondrashin, at the podium, copies the tactic wherever possible. [1’10=12’28]





Music 7


E.GILELS, MOSCOW PO, K.KONDRASHIN		MELODIYA


								74321 40116-2


T4 in at 2’20, lose about 3’01 [40’’=13’08]





Gilels, live, showing what Moscow made of Baroque music and the French in 1962. Everyone gives performances like this from time to time, but only the very great are so unfortunate as to have them reissued on CD.





The same/next[if Gilels omitted]  section is another opportunity for Dutoit and Pascal Rogé to disagree in a very public manner. At the end of this extract, where Poulenc pops in another psycho-acoustic ‘Presser’ - go forward - Rogé simply has to double the speed, and two bars early at that. [25’’=13’33]





Music 8


P.ROGE, ORCHDEFRANCE,DUTOIT			DECCA


								452 665-2


T5, in at 2’25, fade at 3’26 [1’=14’33]�
Even at this early stage, I shall return these two recordings by artists better known for their piano playing to the Library. The Gilels is not worth listening to even as an historical curiosity. And Pascal Rogé’s good harpsichord playing is too often spoilt by his conductor.


OR (if Gilels omitted)


Pascal Rogé’s good harpsichord playing is too often spoilt by his conductor. Back to the Library with that one, I’m afraid.





Holding the music together by means of speed is all the more important since Poulenc has provided his star performer with something else that stars like - kaleidoscopic variety. No sooner has this section ended than in comes another idea - marked Tragique - and I’m not sure if Poulenc’s being ironic or merely naïve. So I suppose it must be irony!





Here are the ebulliently vibrating horns, bells in the air, of the Orchestre de la Société des Concerts du Conservatoire under Georges Prêtre in 1962; reminding us of how interesting the world was when you could tell which country a horn-player came from. [21’’=14’53]





Music 9


A.VAN DE WIELE, CONS, PRETRE			EMI


								CZS 5 69446-2


T8, in at 3’51, lose at 5’24 [1’33=16’26]





That horn call doesn’t seem to have much to do with anything, but Poulenc does connect it with his piece in one way - the metronome mark is minim = 108 - exactly twice as fast as the opening Adagio. That’s a fact to put behind your ear for later.





The excellent harpsichordist there was Aimée van de Wiele, in some ways Landowska’s successor in Paris, and teacher of Elisabeth Chojnacka, whom we heard on the Naxos record. Lots of unashamed keybed rattling on those repeated notes, reminding us that Poulenc was writing for the industrial harpsichord of the early 20th century revival, the instrument with pedals to change the stops; and, in the case of the egregious Herbert von Karajan’s continuo instrument, built-in loudspeakers. The sort of instrument Trevor Pinnock started on, incidentally, with his first teacher, Millicent Silver. [25’’=16’50]





These harpsichords can make lovely sounds, and Poulenc’s next section, following an orchestral climax with another silent pause, lets them show off.





Music 10


T.KOOPMAN, ROTTERDAM PO, J.CONLON		ERATO


								3984 -21342-2


T2, in at 6’23, out at 7’18. [55’’=17’45]





Ton Koopman arpeggiating away, pushing Poulenc’s Très lent back to the borders of intelligibility - incidentally, the metronome mark is crotchet equals fifty ---2!! which is much faster than that. George Malcolm is the only player to go faster than the metronome mark here, making the point that too fast can be as confusing as too slow. [15’’=18’]


�
Music 11


G.MALCOLM, ASMF, I.BROWN				DECCA


								448 270-2


T8. 6’53 - 8’02 [1’09=19’09]





Too fast to make an effect, but marvellously subtle harpsichord playing! It’s commonplace to say that the harpsichord can’t do louds and softs. Malcolm’s last note there tells us different. He had perfect control of the quill on the string.





Elisabeth Chojnacka follows her teacher, Aimée van de Wiele, in using the muffled lute effect on these arpeggios. [15’’=19’24]





Music 12


E CHOJNACKA, LILLE SO, J-C CASADESUS		NAXOS


								8.554241


T8, 6’27 - 7’08 [41’’=20’05]





Trevor Pinnock springs a typical live surprise by using the deep stop - the 16 foot. [10’’=20’15]]





Music 13


T.PINNOCK, BOSTON SO, S.OZAWA			D. GRAMMOPHON


								445 567-2


T10. 6’20 - 6’46 [26’’=20’41]





At the end of this slow section, André Previn lets the LSO horn get his sharps and naturals mixed up.[10’’=20’51]





Music 14


S.PRESTON, LSO, A.PREVIN				EMI


								CZS 5 69752-2


T3. 8’29 - 8’43 [14’’ = 21’04]





Here’s what it should sound like -  George Malcolm and the Academy of St. Martin’s. [5’’=21’09]





Music 15


G.MALCOLM, ASMF, I.BROWN				DECCA


								448 270-2


T8. 8’34 - end (10’26) [2’=23’04]





The second movement is a Siciliana - very Poulenc. Again, the exact speed makes a big difference. Chojnacka and Casadesus speed it up into something a bit too sugary. [10’’=23’14]





Music 16


E CHOJNACKA, LILLE SO, J-C CASADESUS		NAXOS


								8.554241


T9, opening to 0’42 [42’’=23’56]





Koopman and Conlon give it more weight.�
Music 17


T.KOOPMAN, ROTTERDAM PO, J.CONLON		ERATO


								3984 -21342-2


T.3, opening, lose at 1’12[1’12=25’08]





The succeeding countermelody on the harpsichord causes ensemble problems in many performances, but is beautifully played with the orchestra by George Malcolm, not hurrying at all. And what a fantastic dry sound the Academy makes on those chords. [10’’=25’18]





Music 18


G.MALCOLM, ASMF, I.BROWN				DECCA


								448 270-2


T9, in at 1’07, out at 2’21 [1’14=26’32]





This section, where the harpsichord merely accompanies the beautiful melody, brings out the worst in recording engineers. They like to catch every snick and buzz of the quills, and all they do is highlight the fact that accompanying is more difficult than playing on your own. [10’’=26’42]





Music 19


A.VAN DE WIELE, CONS, PRETRE			EMI


								CZS 5 69446-2


T9. In at 1’30 - lose by 2’45 [1’15=28’]





Aimée van de Wiele constantly failing to anticipate George Prêtre’s lovely natural phrasing - and Poulenc, incidentally, showing how much he liked The Firebird. There’s bits from Petroushka and the Rite of Spring later on.





Somewhere behind Trevor Pinnock is the Boston Symphony Orchestra.[10’’=28’10]





Music 20


T.PINNOCK, BOSTON SO, S.OZAWA			D. GRAMMOPHON


								445 567-2


T4. In at 2’, lose by 2’40 [40’’=28’50]





That rather slow speed probably sounded fine in the hall, where the clicks blended into the sound. Recorded that close, however, it sounds like a forensic examination of Pinnock’s technique, which is fortunately well up to it.





One of the most enjoyable Sicilianos is from Koopman and Conlon in Rotterdam. Lovely musical accompaniment, at just the right level of audibility.[15’’=29’05]





Music 21


T.KOOPMAN, ROTTERDAM PO, J.CONLON		ERATO


								3984 -21342-2


T3, in at 2’36 - lose about 4’46. [2’10=31’15]





The Finale starts Presto. Here’s Aimée van de Wiele in a recording of 1957 - the same orchestra as in her 1962 recording, but conducted by Pierre Dervaux. Listen out for the Petroushka trumpets at the end of this section.[10’’=31’25]





Music 22


A.VAN DE WIELE,CONS, DERVAUX			EMI


								CMS 5 66837-2


T9, opening, lose at 1’32 [1’32=33’]





This virtuosic moment is a good time to see where we are with our various versions of Poulenc’s Concert Champêtre. These French recordings I shall discard reluctantly - the earlier ones by Aimée van de Wiele have some lovely things, especially in the idiosyncratic orchestra. The Naxos recording of Elisabeth Chojnacka is neat and beautifully articulated, but never really exciting. We’re left with Ton Koopman and a gang of Englishmen - the subtle George Malcolm, a youthful Simon Preston, and Trevor Pinnock. [15’’]





George Malcolm observes the metronome mark of this Finale, and plays brilliantly. Can’t hear too many clicks from the quills. [5’’=33’20]





Music 23


G.MALCOLM, ASMF, I.BROWN				DECCA


								448 270-2


T10, opening to 44’’. [44’’=34’04]





Pity Iona Brown slowed down there. Perhaps it was a different take. Trevor Pinnock again shows the advantage of live adrenalin, and gives a terrific account of the most difficult writing of all. [10’’=34’14]





Music 24


T.PINNOCK, BOSTON SO, S.OZAWA			D. GRAMMOPHON


								445 567-2


T12, in at 40’’ - lose around 2’10 [1’30=35’45]





Amazing.     Poulenc builds all this up into a terrific climax that recalls the tragique section from the first movement, and then suddenly pops in a beautiful slower section. Too beautiful for its own good, in fact, tempting absolutely everyone to play it too slowly. Here’s Simon Preston, aided by a super LSO clarinet who’s been aching for his solo spot all the way through.[20’’=36’05]





Music 25


S.PRESTON, LSO, A.PREVIN				EMI


								CZS 5 69752-2


T5 in at 4’, out at 5’19. [1’19=37’24]





�
This slow section is where Poulenc’s subconscious gets interesting. He marks it ‘Tempo primo’, (that’s, the first speed), ‘crotchet =54’. Naturally, one first turns to the beginning of the movement - but that’s Presto. Hang on though, it’s minim equals 108, which is twice 54. And then, later, at the very end of the piece, after some more fast music, Poulenc calls for tempo premier mouvement - speed of the first movement - which is also crotchet equals 54, though he doesn’t mention that here. His use of two different directions makes me think that he’s not consciously aware that he’s continually returning to the same speed. It’s a purely musical response to the language of the Baroque. Food for thought!





Despite that excellent clarinet, the LSO is a bit cavalier as to what Poulenc actually wrote, as we’ve heard. Preston too occasionally substitutes his own rhythms for Poulenc’s even in quite important sections. And from time to time in the beautiful bits he sounds as if he’s going for a walk in sensible shoes - not very Marie Antoinette. Perhaps his performance was prepared a bit too quickly so that it could be paired with Poulenc’s Organ Concerto.





The elegant George Malcolm, too, is occasionally let down by his orchestra not following his lead. Koopman is very fortun
