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Impressionist music inherited several traits from the waning Romantic Period, with an interest 

in nature and the exotic, and a reliance on poetry. Claude Debussy (1862-1918) and Maurice 

Ravel (1875-1937) decidedly remain the champions of Impressionism, which was short-lived, 

but persevered to have a profound effect on the music of other nations including England, Italy, 

and the United States. The Germans, it should be noted, were not particularly drawn to the 

sensual inclinations of Romanticism during the first half of the Twentieth Century. A handful of 

Americans, however, were compelled to study music in France during the 1920s, creating a 

musical connection – and a harmonic preservation – that would endure the darkest hours of 

dissonance and atonality the world has ever heard. Tonight’s concert is a celebration of that 

great victory. 

 

Debussy’s Prelude to the afternoon of a faun survives as one of the most important works in the 

symphonic repertoire: it helped define a new legacy of concert music while clinging to the 

lingering ideals of Romanticism. A programmatic work, composed in 1894, based on a poem by 

Stéphane Mallarmé (whose Tuesday soirées he attended), the ‘Prelude’ is a musical depiction of 

the poem without the use of words, instead, relying on musical gestures. Debussy was a fine 

craftsman of French art songs known as mélodie – with a clear understanding of how to set text 

to music – but here he set out to suggest the text symbolically, ironically usurping the words of 

symbolist poets. 

 

From the start, the flute meanders with seemingly little direction, appearing almost unmetered 

and improvised: a perfect example of how Debussy valued new musical effects with the aim of 

disengaging the listener’s ability to analyze. The fluid character of the music for the entire work 

is a vestige of the flow, meter, and rhythm of French poetry. The melody and harmony become 

frosted, parallel in concept to the metrical and rhythmic ideas of vagueness. Debussy achieves 

this by utilizing ambiguous modes and bitonal passages to obscure a sense of key. The form of 

the work is ‘through-composed,’ meaning it is ever-changing from beginning to end, following 

Late-Romantic trends that were increasingly common in the 1890s, which, were already in 

contrast to the ‘returning-style’ forms favored by Classical Era and Early-Romantic composers 

such as Beethoven. Ergo, the ‘Prelude’ is a symphonic work that marks a clear departure from 

Beethoven’s musical values and aesthetics, erstwhile paying tribute to the programmatic ideals 

first presented in Symphony No. 6. And…don’t call it a symphony. 

 

Like Debussy, Ravel was not particularly fond of traditional genre titles for his works, which 

were created in a shroud of mystery, as he was also not fond of revealing his creative processes. 

Unlike Gabriel Fauré, who had many pupils, Ravel had few, with only isolated examples of 

composers such as Ralph Vaughan Williams (who studied orchestration) as apprentices. His 

music utilizes some of the same techniques employed by Debussy, but with greater use of 

whole-tone scales and additive chords such as ninth and eleventh chords. Many of Ravel’s 



tricks and techniques persist today in the film industry, where they are used to create ambiguity 

and static or depressive environments.  

 

Similar to over a century of great French composers before him, Ravel was intrigued by the 

exotic, by Spain in particular. The warmth and richness of Spanish culture was a great delight to 

many Parisians, but to Ravel it was more personal, as his mother was Basque, and he himself 

was born near to the Pyrenees. “Alborada del gracioso” captures the essence of Spanish music, 

beginning with the opening figures that resemble guitar playing, and continuing for the entire 

seven minutes with great vigor, flare, and spirit! This is music intended for morning, parrying 

the serenade intended for evening. In this example there is a slight twist to the morning – “del 

gracioso” is ‘for the fool’ – which adds a Don Quixote-like bit of humor to the whole affair. 

Ravel originally composed the work as part of a five-part set for piano in 1905, transcribing it 

and two other movements for orchestra in 1918, premiering in Paris the following year. 

 

Speaking of Paris, George Gershwin (1898-1937) arrived there in March of 1928, an event that 

would inspire him to compose his symphonic poem An American in Paris, which premiered later 

that year in December at Carnegie Hall, resplendent with actual taxi-car horns from Paris. 

Gershwin did not have the transcendent experience in Paris shared earlier that decade by Aaron 

Copland – who ended up taking harmony lessons with the legendary pedagogue Nadia 

Boulanger – and others like Leo Sowerby and Virgil Thomson, primarily because Boulanger 

refused Gershwin after only ten minutes of audition time. Gershwin had previously sought 

lessons with Ravel, whom he met in New York before going abroad, who also refused him: but 

with a reply that was akin to ‘be yourself;’ and then wrote a letter to Boulanger recommending 

him for study. None of it really worked out for Gershwin, and to our great eventual enjoyment.  

 

Instead of imitating French music, Gershwin composed a work based on his ‘impression’ of the 

city of Paris. Here is that sentence again: he didn’t imitate anything particularly French in this 

work, but instead simply gave his best impersonation of the city (‘impression’ is a better word, 

but for paraphrase purposes there was not a clear second clever option), with a bold American 

accent…and Parisian taxi-car horns, and remained true to himself and his natural writing style. 

The audience at Carnegie Hall loved the work and responded with enthusiasm, an enthusiasm 

that was sorely lacking at many premiers of modern music held there. There were those who 

were critical of the work appearing alongside the music of Franck and Wagner at the premier, 

but Gershwin shrugged them off and stated that “it wasn’t a Beethoven symphony, you 

know…it’s a humorous piece.” 

 

Humor has revealed an enduring legacy on the concert stage, where great art is not always 

about great suffering. Time to check out the Chick 'a' Bone Checkout by Christian Lindberg (b. 

1958), Swedish composer, conductor, and trombonist, who is noted for his significant 

contribution to the recording of trombone literature. He is the conductor of the Artic 

Philharmonic Orchestra, and has received great acclaim for his 2006 Chicago Symphony 

Orchestra commission Chick 'a' Bone Checkout, specifically composed for the uniquely great 

talents of their principle trombonist: Charlie Vernon. This larger-than-life person is perfectly 



suited for this larger-than-life work that celebrates the richness and diversity of Chicago, who 

has enjoyed a remarkable performing career, touring and playing in orchestras throughout the 

United States since 1971.  
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