
Francis Poulenc / January 7, 1899 – January 30, 1963

SONATA FOR HORN, TRUMPET, AND TROMBONE

Poulenc belonged in the 1920s to an avant-garde circle of French composers called, Les Six. Their style of 
composing reflected a revolt against Debussy and the impressionists as well as against the massive scale 
and superabundant textures of the late Romantics. Writing for more intimate ensembles, Les Six’s music 
tends to be concise without being bare, simple without being trivial, well-structured, and very accessible.  
Their works create an impact on par with more densely orchestrated symphonic works.  

Les Six rejected the prevailing idea that a composer had to be some kind of strange being battling with 
demons, communing with nature, or struggling with the cosmos. They believed instead that a composer 
could be, to quote Aaron Copland, a regular fellow “who liked to go to nightclubs like everybody else.”

The youthful Poulenc fit this description to a “t.”  He was intentionally an enfant terrible, audacious in 
spirit, extroverted, and brash in manner. His early music reflected these characteristics, giving it the 
timeless feeling that it is fresh and new. He said, “I am not a cubist musician, even less a futurist, and 
certainly not an impressionist. I’m a musician without a label. What counts is not what is played, but what 
is played again and again.” And here we are 100 years later with one of his enduring pieces.

This eclectic sonata delivers a rich and entertaining variety of moods, tone colors, striking rhythms, 
elegant wit, and dissonances, Poulenc uses what is sometimes called the “added note technique”.  In plain 
terms, this procedure simply means adding a foreign note to a melody or a chord that doesn’t belong, 
thereby creating a momentary dissonance. This device creates fleeting tension that adds a spice to music 
that is otherwise comfortably harmonic. Remove the added notes, and this piece would sound like it could 
have been written in the 18th century.

When asked in 1950 about his music, Poulenc offered these observations: “You will find sobriety and 
sorrow in French music just as in German and Russian. But the French have a keener sense of proportion.  
We realize that somberness and good humor are not mutually exclusive. Our composers, too, write 
profound music, but when they do, it is leavened with that lightness of spirit without which life would be 
unendurable.” 

Poulenc was a free spirit. One of his friends said, “There is in him something of the monk and the street 
urchin.” Both show through in his captivating music. I might note that Poulenc gave this program 
annotator some good advice: “Above all, do not analyze my music—love it!”

Kevin Puts   / January 03, 1972

AND LEGIONS WILL RISE

In 2012, Kevin Puts won the Pulitzer Prize in music for his opera Silent Night. You may remember his 
well-received composition Inspiring Beethoven which Eric programmed a few seasons ago. This concert 
features And Legions Will Rise, an exquisitely crafted chamber work featuring violin, clarinet, and 
marimba. Kevin deftly blends the different timbres of the instruments to achieve dazzling effects. Each of 
the three musicians get quite a workout. The individual parts are very demanding, and it’s fun to watch 
them strut their stuff.
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In Kevin’s words, “And Legions Will Rise is about the power in all of us to transcend during times 
of tragedy and personal crisis. While I was writing it, I kept imagining one of those war scenes in 
blockbuster films, with masses of troops made ready before a great battle. I think we have forces like 
this inside of us, ready to do battle when we are at our lowest moments. The piece was written at the 
request of Makoto Nakura and commissioned by the Kobe Shinbun. It was premiered in October 2001 
in Kobe, Japan.”

The effect of the piece was well put (sic) by one enthusiastic listener who said, “Mesmerized by 
the beginning, smiling by the rhythmic portion, and cheering by the end. This music is absolutely 
stunning. Wow! Fabulous!” Too bad he didn’t like it.

Robert Schumann   / June 8, 1810 - July 29, 1856

PIANO TRIO NO. 1

After wasting two years in law school without attending a single class, twenty-year-old Robert 
Schumann decided to change course. Enthralled by Romantic literature and poetry, he announced 
to his family and friends that he would become Europe’s greatest pianist. Just two years later, an 
accidental injury to his hand demolished his dreams, so he became a self-taught composer.  

Schumann developed into an arch-Romantic. He ardently embraced the idea that music was above 
all a subjective medium of personal expression. His own words illuminate his art: “I am affected by 
everything that goes on in the world. I think it over in my own way, and then I long to express my 
feelings in music.” A poem he composed as a teenager gives us a window into his persona: “Yea, 
might I be but a tear. I would weep with her, and then, if she smiled again, how gladly would I die on 
her eyelash and gladly, gladly be no more.” We find this hypersensitivity expressed everywhere in his 
compositions. “What I really am,” he wrote, “I do not know myself.  If I am a poet – for no one can 
become one – destiny will decide one day.”  

This Trio is pure music. It has no extramusical pictorial or verbal content. That said, it boils over with 
compelling high-octane emotion, starting with the first bar of the opening movement. Yearning, 
resignation, resolve, anger, it’s all there. It conveys a free passionate spirit engaged in animated 
wanderlust, only to be consumed at the end of the movement by despair.  

Movement two is a peppy scherzo.

The third movement is the Trio’s center of emotional gravity.  It is the sound of alone. All of a sudden 
the music attempts to shed its melancholia, only to be jerked back to the slings and arrows of fate 
and fortune, ending with an inconclusive chord.

Taking a page from Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, the model of the triumphant finale, the fourth 
movement finally breaks through the gloom and soars to a jubilant conclusion.

When I was listening to this marvelous piece for the first time, it dawned on me that it has the power 
and the impact of a full orchestra!  Schumann’s skillful scoring is truly amazing.  He makes three 
instruments sound like a symphonic concerto.  Wow!
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In 1854, bedeviled by mental illness, Schumann tragically attempted suicide, and was hospitalized in an 
asylum. He died two years later. He was barely 46 years old. The life of one of the 19th century’s brightest 
artists had come to a tragic end.
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