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Charles Munch Born: September 26, 1891 - Strasbourg, Alsace, France
Died: November 6, 1968 - Richmond, Virginia, USA
The eminent Alsatian-born French conductor, Charles Munch (originally, 
Münch), was the son of the Alsatian organist and choral conductor Ernst 
Münch (1859-1928). His elder brother was the choir-master and professor of 
music, Fritz Münch. Charles studied violin at the Strasbourg Conservatory 
and with Lucien Capet in Paris. At the outbreak of World War I (1914), he 
enlisted in the German army; made a sergeant of artillery, he was gassed at 
Peronne and wounded at Verdun; after the end of the war (1918) and his 
return to Alsace-Lorraine (1919), he became a naturalised French citizen.
  Having received further violin training from Flesch in Berlin, Charles Munch 
pursued a career as a soloist; was also professor of violin at the Leipzig Conservatory and 
concert-master of the Gewandhaus Orchestra there. In November 1932, he made his professional 
conducting debut in Paris with the Straram Orchestra. He studied conducting with Szendrei in Paris 
from 1933 to 1940. He quickly rose to prominence; was conductor of Paris's Orchestra de la Société 
Philharmonique from 1935 to 1938, and in 1936 became a professor at the École Normale de 
Musique. In 1938 he became music director of the Société des Concerts du Conservatoire de Paris, 
remaining in that post during the years of the German occupation during World War II; refusing to 
collaborate with the Nazis, he gave his support to the Resistance, being awarded the Légion 
d'honneur in 1945.
  Charles Munch made his USA debut as a guest conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra in 
December 1946; a trans-continental tour of the USA with the French National Radio Orchestra 
followed in1948. In 1949 he was appointed music director of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, which 
he and Monteux took on its first European tour in 1952; they took it again to Europe in 1956, also 
touring in the Soviet Union, making it the first USA orchestra to do so. After retiring from his Boston 
post in 1962, he made appearances as a guest conductor; also helped to launch the Orchestre de 
Paris in 1967.
  Charles Munch acquired an outstanding reputation as an interpreter of the French repertoire, his 
performances being marked by spontaneity, colour, and elegance. French music of the 20th century 
also occupied a prominent place on his programs; he brought out new works by Roussel, Milhaud, 
Arthur Honegger, and others. He wrote Je suis chef d'orchestre (1954).



Maurice Ravel's Boléro is easily its composer's most famous work. It is famous to historians and record-books 
for ostensibly containing the longest-sustained single crescendo anywhere in the orchestral repertory; it is 
famous to collectors of anecdotes for having been humorously dubbed a "piece for orchestra without music" by 
Ravel; and it is famous to musicians and music lovers for being both the most repetitive 15 minutes of music 
they are likely to play/hear and also one of the most absolutely well-composed 15 such minutes. But, though 
Ravel would almost certainly have objected to this particular kind of fame, Boléro is most famous for having 
served as the background music for an erotic interlude in a major Hollywood motion picture (10, starring Bo 
Derek and Dudley Moore).
 Boléro was commissioned by the dancer Ida Rubinstein in 1928; she specifically requested a work with Spanish 
character. Ravel's original intention was to orchestrate sections of Albéniz's Iberia, but he could not obtain the 
rights. Ravel wrote his miniature ballet as a technical exercise in composition, seeking to grow an entire 
orchestral work out of only a single melodic idea. It never occurred to him that it might become a popular work; 
but it did of course, and two years later Ravel crafted a version for two pianos so that he might continue to 
reap the harvest he had unwittingly sown. The premiere itself (at the Theatre of the Paris Opera with Rubinstein 
and her troupe, on November 22, 1928) was so enthusiastically received, that the audience shouted for the 
encore of the final scene.
 Boléro is, on the surface, an astoundingly simple piece. An ostinato rhythm in the percussion begins at the 
beginning and maintains its steady pulse throughout; likewise an ostinato bass pattern. Atop this firm foundation 
is placed a theme in two halves that is made into what more-or-less amounts to a set of variations. Instruments 
are added, harmonies are filled-out, the music grows louder and more rambunctious, and, in a grand climax, C 
major is abandoned for E (if only for a brief time); here, for the very first time, we get the unsettling impression 
that it is perhaps not a happy piece after all, but a most disquieting commentary on aspects of life in the 
Roaring Twenties (Ravel himself was quite disturbed by how quickly high society took up Boléro as its own). C 
major is quickly re-established, and pungent trombone glissandos lead the way to a hair-raising close.

Ravel composed this music in 1907, but didn't orchestrate it until just before the premiere on March 15, 1908, 
with Edouard Colonne conducting "his" orchestra at one of "his" Paris concerts. It is lavishly scored, with winds 
and brass mostly in threes and fours, and plenty of percussion. In fact if not in title, this kaleidoscope from 
Ravel's 33rd year is a symphonic suite in four related movements that derive -- like the single-act comic 
opera, L'Heure espagnole, finished in 1909 -- from his Basque mother's memories of Madrid, where she spent 
much of her childhood. During that time, the "Habanera" from Cuba -- without a tilde over the "n," please -- 
had enjoyed special but ephemeral popularity. Ravel's "Habanera" in the Rapsodie is a note-for-note 
orchestration of his early work for two pianos, composed in 1895, which he and Ricardo Viñes played.
 The first performance was feebly conducted and restively heard by the audience in expensive seats on the 
main floor. In the upper gallery, however, Ravel's students and friends made a great noise, calling for an 
encore of the second movement ("Malagueña"), after which the young composer Florent Schmitt called out in a 
stentorian voice, "Just once more, for the gentlemen below who haven't been able to understand." Like most 

concert-hall outbursts in Paris, this one added to (rather than subtracted from) Ravel's reputation.
 In the Prélude à la nuit (Très modéré (3/4, open key), two octaves apart, muted violins and violas play a 
descending four-note motif that repeats over and over, never louder than mezzo-forte throughout. A six-measure 
theme interrupts, in effect a cadenza for clarinets and later bassoons, before the music evanesces on a chord in 
the high strings. Ravel's own description was "voluptuously drowsy and ecstatic."
 The Malagueña (Assez vif) begins in 3/4 with an open key, but later changes to 2/4 and B major. Originally a 
Spanish courting dance, this quick-moving evocation of Málaga is a long crescendo that begins very quietly with 
an ostinato motif in the bass, until a muted solo trumpet plays the main theme with tambourine accompaniment. 
The tempo slows for a new melody of Moorish cast, sung plaintively by the English horn, following which the 
opening motif from Movement 1 returns.
 Ravel subtitled the Habanera in A major "Au pays parfumé que le soleil caresse" (In the fragrant land that the 
Sun caresses) both in his two-piano original of 1895 and 12 years later in this orchestral setting, with minor-sec-
ond dissonances in the accompaniment and triplet-spiced themes.
 The Feria, a high-spirited holiday scene, came several years after Debussy's "Fêtes" movement in Trois 
Nocturnes, but predated a similar fiesta finale in Debussy's Ibéria, the second Image pour orchestre. Ravel 
interrupts his celebration with a languorous interval, soft as suede, played by the English horn and solo clarinet, 
followed by the four-note motif from movement one, before the merriment resumes even more frenziedly and 
brilliantly.

Ravel's Pavane pour une infante défunte (Pavane for a Dead Princess), composed in 1899, was the second of the 
composer's piano works to see publication. Despite Ravel's half-hearted efforts to later disown the piece -- he felt 
it to be too clearly oriented around the musical language of Chabrier, an early hero of his -- it is not at all difficult 
to understand why the Pavane instantly and irrevocably caught the attention of European concert-goers and why, 
along with Boléro (1928), it remains the composer's best-known music. It is a work of great but subtle charm, 
infused with the lightness of touch that emerged as one of Ravel's compositional hallmarks.
 Ravel complained of the Pavane's "quite poor form." Indeed, the work is perhaps excessively sectional; it 
basically unfolds in an ABACA scheme, with both the B and C sections containing two parallel but differing 
statements of the same theme. The key of G major seems an unlikely and unusually bright one for such a sober 
subject, yet it is just this harmonic context that makes the gently plaintive B and far more exuberant C sections so 
effective. Here is no adult weeping for a dead child, but in essence a gentle, nostalgic celebration of the sweet 
innocence of childhood on the tragic occasion of its loss. (The origin of the work's title is unclear; it has been 
suggested that Ravel simply liked the way it sounded.) The Pavane rides along upon a steady eighth note pulse, 
in keeping with the pavane's origins as a stately Renaissance dance, and is filled with stylized rhythmic gestures. 
The final iteration of the opening melody is much fuller than the previous two, and here Ravel allows himself to 
make a dramatic move from pianissimo to fortissimo over the course of the last few bars.
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1 Boléro 17:05
Rapsodie Espagnole (15:31)
2 Prélude À La Nuit 4:56
3 Malaguena 2:01
4 Habanera 2:49
5 Feria 6:25
6 Pavane Pour Une Infante Défunte 6:43
Total Time: 39:19
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