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Fauré is not usually thought of as a composer for the theatre. Indeed, there is a cartoon 
showing him literally weaving the score of his opera Pénélope (1913) – it took him so long to 
finish, in the time left over from his duties as director of the Paris Conservatoire, that he 
seemed to be adopting his heroine’s ruse. In fact, Fauré’s numerous plans for a full-scale 
lyric drama foundered on his inability to find a suitable libretto – like most French 
composers, he longed for a success in the theatre. He appeased this ‘lyric hunger’, as he 
explained in a letter to his friend Saint-Saëns, in incidental music for plays, ‘the only kind 
which suits my modest means’. His scores for plays include Caligula (1888), Shylock (1889) 
and Pelleas and Melisande, for a London production in 1898. The opera Pénélope was 
premiered in Monte Carlo; shortly after World War I ended, Fauré received a commission 
from the Prince of Monaco for the same theatre. 
 
Fauré’s idea was to take up again the Fête galante theme he had already explored in several 
songs and choruses. In 1902 an entertainment of this sort using his music had been a great 
success in the Paris salon of Madeleine Lemaire. Fauré asked the librettist of Pénélope, René 
Fauchois, to write a lightweight, playful piece in the style of Verlaine’s Fêtes galantes. 
Fauchois’ own description of the scenario makes clear that it was little more than a pretext: 
 

Harlequin, Gilles and Columbine, the masques who often amused the court, in turn 
amuse themselves at being the spectators of a fête galante at Cythera; without 
knowing it, the gentlemen and ladies who applaud them give them the impromptu 
play of their petty coquetteries and their trivial talk. 

 
The mock 18th-century atmosphere was reinforced by sets in the manner of the paintings of 
Watteau. The title was Fauré’s own idea, opposed for some reason by Fauchois. He took it 
from the Verlaine song he had memorably set in 1887, Clair de lune: 
 

Your soul is a chosen landscape 
Bewitched by mummers and maskers [masques et bergamasques] 
Who play the lute and dance, almost 
Sad under their crazy fancy-dress. 

 
An orchestrated version of this song is one of the eight numbers of Masques et 
Bergamasques, which also included the famous Pavane with chorus. The only numbers 
written especially in 1919 were the four which make up the ‘symphonic suite’ heard tonight, 
and of those, even the Ouverture is a re-working of the Intermezzo for orchestra Fauré had 
composed in 1868. Reynaldo Hahn wittily described this Ouverture as ‘Mozart imitating 
Fauré’. 
 



The rather languid Menuet comes close to pastiche, in the view of Jean-Michel Nectoux, the 
leading Fauré authority. He finds in the Gavotte, with its open gaiety and strong rhythms, an 
affinity with the music of Fauré’s friend Chabrier, and even with the Rigaudon from his pupil 
Ravel’s Le Tombeau de Couperin. (Nectoux has discovered Fauré’s original of this 
movement, too, in a piece from 1869.) By far the most striking and deeply felt movement is 
the Pastorale, which Fauré was surely right to place last in the orchestral suite. It originally 
came near the beginning, and underlaid a conversation between the three commedia 
dell’arte characters, but it deserves to be heard on its own, for its distinctive harmonic 
progressions. It is Fauré’s last orchestral music, and has all the hallmarks of his late style. 
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