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I discovered the poetry of Paul Valéry while studying composition in Paris. I immersed myself in the poetry of the great French
Symbolists: Mallarmé, Baudelaire, Verlaine, and Valéry. When I discovered Valéry’s collection Charmes, I knew immediately that I wanted
to set some of it to music.

Each poem in this collection uses objects and expetiences to describe a poet waiting for his inspiration. Very often in French Symbolism
the poet will choose words and sounds that have many different meanings, which inform one’s interpretation of the poetry. For example,
“Les Grenades,” the title of the first of this cycle, means both “the pomegranates” and “the grenades.” While these are completely
different objects, the poem reveals Valéry’s implication of both meanings. The poet is awaiting inspiration, which comes in the form of a
grenade exploding with ideas, or a pomegranate bursting with creative juices. Similatly, on the surface level, “Les Pas” suggests
“footsteps;” however, “pas” is also a word used for negation. This expresses an existential question: was it the footsteps of a lover
approaching a vigilant bed, or was it a nonexistence contained only in the mind of the poet? Again this poem is a metaphor for
inspiration, now coming to the poet seductively in the night. “Le Vin Perdu” describes a scene in which the poet tosses wine into the sea
(for reasons of which he is unsure) and in a trance, watches as the translucent red becomes enveloped in the salty water. “La Ceinture”
describes a sash fluttering gracefully in the dim evening’s light, which disappears as the night darkens. The double meaning here is “the
belt,” referring not only to the sash, but the band of light at a sunset.

To underline the double meanings that happen so frequently in these texts, my settings of these texts employ many musical “double
meanings.” Cross relations (chromatic contradictions between two simultaneously sounding tones) play an important role in the entire
work by suggesting not either major or minor sonorities, but both. Likewise, the dialectical argument between key areas, as well as the
way I chose to settle in tonalities that synthesize these arguments, suggests multiple intentions and musical meanings. All of these
compositional devices exist within a sound world of gestures, harmonic patterns, and styles that allude to music of the great Fin de Siecle
French composers, contemporaries of Mr. Valéry, and my own poetic muses: Debussy, Ravel, and Lili Boulanger.

Eric Choate
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I. Les Grenades
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III. Le Vin Perdu
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III. Le Vin Perdu
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III. Le Vin Perdu
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IV. La Ceinture
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