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Nocturne
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The French composer Paul Dukas was most
self-critical and fastidious: although he lived to
be seventy years of age, he published very
little music. The Sorcerer’s Apprentice, a
Scherzo for Orchestra written in 1897 based
on a ballad by Goethe, is by far his most
popular work, and one of the most successful
orchestral works of its type ever written. Its
use in the Walt Disney film Fantasia in 1939
did much to spread its colourful imagery to a
wide audience. The story is simple, but a moral
tale: the young apprentice, left alone to clear
up his master’s house, decides to invoke a
spell to help him in the work. He orders a
broom to fetch water but soon realises his
mistake: he does not know the words to break
the spell, so the broom continues fetching
water. The apprentice tries chopping the broom
with an axe but the resultant pieces re-form
into new brooms and continue their task. Only
when the sorcerer himself returns and halts the
disaster does peace and calm reign once more.
This marvellous work mirrors every aspect of
the story with graphic and memorable music.
Camille Saint-Saëns wrote his Symphonic
Poem Danse macabre in 1874, basing it on a
poem by Henri Caxalis. It is midnight: Death
appears and tunes his strange violin (the solo

violin is instructed to tune his E string lower
than normal). A weird waltz begins and
gradually a motley collection of horrible
apparitions joins in, with the xylophone taking
the lead at one point. Suddenly an oboe
sounds the cock-crow of dawn and the
apparitions disappear in a trice.
Gioachino Rossini was one of the most
popular, yet one of the most peculiar,
composers who ever lived. After his grand
opera Guillaume Tell was produced with great
success in 1829, in many ways the summit of
his career, Rossini virtually retired from
composition and, although he lived for another
forty years, wrote very little music of any great
consequence. Most of this music was in the
form of short pieces for friends, entertainment
music really, by which Rossini did not set great
store.
In the early decades of this century the
great Russian impresario Serge Diaghilev
created a ballet company of legendary
importance through the simple but effective
expedient of employing the best artists in
every field: choreographers, dancers,
composers, designers and conductors. The
scores written for Diaghilev’s Ballets russes for
Paris and London have entered the repertoires
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of all great orchestras – the Stravinsky trilogy
(The Firebird, Petrushka, The Rite of Spring),
Ravel’s Daphnis et Chloë , Falla’s The ThreeCornered Hat, among many others – and are
heard more frequently in the concert hall than
in the ballet theatre.
In 1919 the Italian composer Ottorino
Respighi fashioned a score for Diaghilev based
on the trifles of Rossini. Called La Boutique
fantasque, it was premiered by the Diaghilev
company in London later that year. The ballet
tells the story of a toyshop in Nice which is
visited by several couples of various
nationalities (British, Russian and American)
together with their children. The shopkeeper
demonstrates his dolls to the children. After
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some argument the girl doll which has danced
the Cossack Dance is sold to the American
family, and her male counterpart is sold to the
Russians. The families decide to return the
following day to collect the dolls.
At night, in the deserted toyshop, the two
dolls are reunited (for they are lovers). They
dance first a slow waltz (Valse lente), then
leave the shop together (Nocturne). Next
morning, bright and early, the shop is opened
to the bustling Galop, but when the customers
return for their purchases they find the boxes
empty. Confusion reigns and the ballet ends in
a tumultuous uproar.
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