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1 Baïlèro (Shepherd’s Song)

2 Lo fiolairé (The Spinning Girl)

3 Brezairola (Lullaby)

4 Uno jionto postouro (A Lovely Shepherdess)

5 Chut, chut (Hush, hush)

Sometimes in music, perfection just happens. Joseph Canteloube’s name seems destined to live for ever thanks to his arrangement of Baïlèro, one of the folksongs he had heard and written down in his native Auvergne region of France. But as the other four songs in tonight’s concert show, there is much more where Baïlèro came from. 

     The Chants d’Auvergne were the product of a by now well-established tradition in which artists, in France as elsewhere, looked to counter the risk of urban over-sophistication in their work by searching out fresh sources of inspiration in the countryside. Canteloube was strongly in sympathy with this movement, and believed that much of the new music of his time had lost its way because it had turned its back on folk music. He had the advantage of having been born in the Auvergne, whose folksongs he heard first during childhood walks with his father. The region had been settled by the Arveni, a Celtic tribe, in about the sixth century BC, and its relatively mountainous and inaccessible terrain had meant that its spoken and musical dialects had remained distinct from those of the rest of France by the time Canteloube encountered them.

     His response was different from that of Bartók, for example, whose ear took an X-ray approach to the ethnic music of Hungary and Rumania in his radical search for the roots of a new, modern music. Canteloube’s method was more like that of Spain’s Manuel de Falla: an intersection of ageless and timeless folk material with the stylised musical impressionism of the concert hall. And as with Falla, the results were appealing, original, and expertly varied in their musical response to each song.

     In Baïlèro, solo woodwind imitate the shepherd’s and shepherdess’s pipes against quietly sustained string harmonies; the piano adds decoration that sounds neither quite pianistic, nor quite like a carillon of bells, but something magically suspended between. Canteloube judged that the song itself is beautiful enough to need no extra help in making its mark: although quite long, his arrangement avoids both key-changes and undue contrast.

     The accompaniments in tonight’s other songs all ‘do’ more in this respect. In Lo fiolairé, the spinning girl’s wheel is suggested by scurrying cellos and piano, before sensuous string harmonies suggest that her mind is indeed on something else besides spinning. Brezairola is introduced by a solo violin and clarinet above its rocking accompaniment, leading to a lovely key-change for the second verse; the piano joins in the reprise.

     Warm, expressive harmony on the strings sets up the simple melody of Uno jionto postouro, whose arrangement is spiced with a touch of late-Romantic chromaticism – an effective device which, while far from authentic, lifts the music beyond pastiche. Canteloube responds to the speedy slightness of Chut, chut, too, with deft orchestration and more involved invention of his own between the verses, as if consciously adding his own musical signature.
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QUOTE:
‘Just because the peasant sings without accompaniment, that is not sufficient reason to imitate him. When the peasant sings at his work, or doing the harvest, there is an accompaniment which surrounds his song which would not be felt by those whose interest is purely academic. Only poets and artists will feel it…It is nature herself, the earth which makes this, and the peasant and his song cannot be separated from this…Only the immaterial art of music can evoke the necessary atmosphere, with its timbres, its rhythms and its impalpable, moving harmonies.’

Canteloube, writing in 1941, in response to criticism that his folksong settings were not ‘authentic’ enough

[ends]

