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program notes
Overture No. 2 in E-flat major 1834
Louise Farrenc   |  1804 -1875 

Born into a family of artists and intellectuals 
(her brother was an award-winning sculptor), 
Louise Farrenc was one of the few French 
composers of her day to devote significant 
energy to the “Germanic” genres of chamber 
music and symphony. (Opera was the principal 
ambition for most Parisian composers.) An  
accomplished pianist, many of her compositions 
were either for solo piano or piano in chamber 
music settings. These latter works, particularly 
the piano quintets, earned her the most acclaim, 
alongside her Nonet, which is to this day one 
of the most celebrated examples of the genre. 
Later in life, she would move toward education 
and research, becoming piano professor at  
the Paris Conservatory (the first woman at the  
institution to hold a position of such importance)  
and editing and reviving keyboard works from 
the 17th and 18th centuries.

Farrenc’s two concert overtures for orchestra, 
while not as famous as her piano and chamber 
works, received multiple performances in 
several countries in her lifetime. They show  
her affinity–no doubt fostered by her teacher 
Anton Reicha, who knew Beethoven during  
his adolescence and studied in Vienna–for  
the Beethoven-influenced orchestral style  
also found in Schubert, Schumann, and 
Mendelssohn.

This is the GFSA’s first performance of  
Farrenc’s Overture No. 2.

 
 
Cantique de Jean Racine 1865
Gabriel Fauré  |  1883 -1924

In the second half of his life, Gabriel Fauré 
would become a composer of renown throughout 
Europe and perhaps an even more significant 
figure in education, teaching at and eventually 
directing the Paris Conservatory. His early 
career, however, consisted primarily of various 
positions as church organist and choirmaster, 
with his dedication to composition being  
largely self-directed.

This career in sacred music reflects his  
upbringing: first playing the organ in the chapel 
of the school where his father was director, 
and then attending for 11 years the School  
of Classical and Religious Music in Paris,  
winning many of that institution’s prizes. The 
work which would win him the composition 
prize, the Cantique de Jean Racine, would 
prove to be one of his most popular early 
works. The text is an adaptation by playwright 
Jean Racine of a Latin hymn intended to be 
sung at matins, the morning canonical hour.  
In the hymn, the faithful pray upon waking to 
be protected from hell and to have the “slumber” 
of sin dispelled.

Originally for chorus and keyboard, Fauré  
orchestrated the piece a year later. 

The GFSA has performed the work twice  
before, in 2000 and 2005.
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Bassoon Concerto 1845
Gioachino Rossini  |  1792 -1868 

Gioachino Rossini retired from opera 
composition at age 37, likely due to health 
issues and what may be called “extreme 
financial security.” (See note below.*) This 
did not, however, discourage fans and 
promoters from all but begging him to continue 
composing; a new work with Rossini’s name 
on it would have been an event, and probably 
a lucrative one.

Which is why the authorship of the Bassoon 
Concerto is so suspicious. It’s true that  
Rossini spent much of his youth in Bologna, 
and among his very little official post-retirement 
activity in the 1840s included an honorary  
consultant position at a Bolognese music 
school. The official story is that Rossini wrote 
the concerto as a final exam for Nazzareno Gatti, 
a bassoon student at the school. But if so, it’s 
odd that a work that would have garnered so 
much attention failed to receive any, with the 
manuscript being lost until the 1990s. It’s cer-
tainly conceivable that Gatti, a composer him-
self, may have written the piece, or at  
least fleshed it out based on some of Rossini’s 
sketches. In short, there is no evidence to  
suggest Rossini wrote the piece, but neither  
is there any evidence that anyone else did.   
In any case, the concerto features in spades 
the lyricism and brilliant virtuosity that made 
Rossini rich and famous.

This is the GFSA’s first performance of  
the work.

*The son of a horn player and a professional 
opera singer, Gioachino Rossini was the hit 
machine of his day, making enough money from 
his fantastically popular operas that he was able 
to retire in 1829 at the age of 37. (Political and 
medical factors, and perhaps even changing 
artistic tastes, likely also played a role in his 
decision.) His early retirement seems more 
reasonable, if no less impressive, when one 
considers that his first widespread success, 
L’inganno felice, premiered when he was 19; 
later that year, La pietra del paragone, would 
be admired enough to exempt him from military 
service. Of course, sheer volume helped as well, 
with 39 operas written in his under 20-year  
opera career. 

Gloria 1959
Francis Poulenc   |  1899 -1963

One of Francis Poulenc’s nicknames for 
himself was “Janus-Poulenc,” reflecting the 
myriad dualities in his personality, biography, 
and works. His family was both urban and 
provincial, artistic and commercial: His mother 
was from a family of Parisian artists, while his 
father was a pharmaceutical company director 
with origins near the French Mediterranean. 
He spent a short-lived stint with Les Six, the 
tradition-skeptical group of young Parisian 
composers, while never truly embracing the 
various musical revolutions of the early 20th 
century. His more than 150 songs–intimate, 
sensual, earthy–form one pillar of his output, 
while the sacred choral works inspired by his 
Catholic faith form another.

This duality is even observable within a single 
work like the Gloria, written for the Koussevitzky 
Foundation and premiered by the Boston  
Symphony. Ostensibly in sunny G major,  
the Gloria frequently bends toward minor,  
and passages of great solemnity contrast  
with decidedly un-solemn playfulness. As in 
many settings of the Gloria (such as those of 
Vivaldi, or the Gloria portion of  
Rossini’s Petite messe solennelle), Poulenc  
divides the text into several sections. The first 
two are both energetic chorus features, with 
brass fanfares predominating in the Gloria in 
excelsis Deo and almost Bernsteinian dance 
rhythms characterizing the Laudamus te.  
Domine Deus, Rex caelestis and Domine 
Deus, Agnus Dei are beautifully melancholic, 
even occasionally unsettling, soprano features, 
separated by the brief sprightly choral number 
Domine Fili unigenite. The work returns to  
the opening brass fanfares for the concluding  
Qui sedes ad dexteram Patris before giving 
the soprano the final, prayer-like word.

The GFSA has performed Gloria twice  
before, in 1969 and 1981.

––Program notes by Grant Harville


