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Ernest Chausson: 
Transcribing Needed Works for Voice, Oboe and Piano in the Late Romantic Period 

Allison Kelley 
Doctor of Musical Arts: Oboe Performance 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
The Doctoral Performance and Research submitted by Allison Kelley, under the direction of Marc Vallon at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, in the fulfillment of the requirements for the degree Doctor of Musical Arts 
consists of the following: 
 
I. Written Project: 
 

“Ernest Chausson: Transcribing Needed Works for Voice, Oboe and Piano in the Late Romantic Period” 
 

This project includes transcriptions of Ernest Chausson’s Printemps Triste, Sérenade, L’Aveu, and La 
Caravane as well as an essay describing the research process and findings concerning the lack of oboe repertoire in 
the 19th century. Text, translations and program notes for the chosen pieces along with a video recording of a 
performance of the transcriptions have been provided.   

 
II. Chamber Recital, 11/17/2013, Morphy Hall 

Oboe Trio in B-Flat Major – Josef Triebensee        
Summer Music for Wind Quintet, Op. 31 – Samuel Barber 
Trio for Oboe, Bassoon and Piano, Op. 43 – Francis Poulenc 
Oboe Quartet in F Major, K. 370 – W. A. Mozart 

III. Solo Recital, 4/27/2014, Capitol Lakes 
Sonata in G Minor – C.P. E. Bach 
Mit Schwarzem Bogen – Michael Denhoff 
Concertino – Nikos Skalkottas 
Nocturne No. 2, Op. 50 – Robert N. C. Bochsa 
Ricordo Di Napoli – Antonio Pasculli 

IV. Chamber Recital, 10/11/2015, Morphy Hall 
Quintet in D Major Op.11/6 – J. C. Bach 
Phantasy Quartet Op.2 – Benjamin Britten 
Quintet in E-flat Major KV 452 – W. A. Mozart 

V. Lecture Recital, Oboe Within Vocal Chamber Music, 12/7/2014, Morphy Hall 
Suite Liturgique – André Jolivet 
Abeja Blanca – Dan Welcher  

VI. Solo Recital, 10/4/2015, Capitol Lakes 
Fantasy No. 8 in E Minor – Georg Philipp Telemann 
Adagio and Allegro, Op. 70 – Robert Schumann  
Folk Cadenza No. 5 – Minas Alexiadis 
Sonata for Oboe and Piano – Francis Poulenc 
Morceau de Salon, Op. 228 – Jan Kalivoda 
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Ernest Chausson: Transcribing Needed Works for Voice, Oboe and Piano in the 
Late Romantic Period 

Prior to the advent of the modern oboe at the end of the nineteenth century, the majority 

of music for voice, oboe and piano was from the 18th century or earlier. Aside from a handful of 

pieces written between 1800-1900, which are unperformed and lacking in quality, there are no 

representatives of the romantic oboe with voice and piano. This doctoral project aims to fill in 

the gap of repertoire of the romantic period by providing four pieces by Ernest Chausson, 

originally for voice and piano, transcribed to include the oboe. I have researched the causes of 

this lack of repertoire for the romantic oboe, as well as the lack of works for oboe with voice in 

this period. I have specified what few examples are in existence of the romantic ensemble of 

voice, oboe and piano. I have also outlined details concerning the transcribing process itself and 

have included issues that have occurred and how they have been resolved. Ernest Chausson’s 

works have provided suitable material for a voice, oboe and piano ensemble and have made it 

possible for this addition to the oboe’s romantic repertoire. 

As I studied voice during the process of my doctoral degree, I was exposed to a 

considerable amount of solo vocal material written in the romantic period. I began to notice 

additional melody lines in the piano during interludes where the voice part was resting and began 

to wonder if this could be an opportunity to create a trio setting. I then attended a concert where 

Marc Vallon and Elizabeth Hagedorn performed a piece by Chabrier that was for bassoon, voice 

and piano. This is the first time I had heard of such an arrangement and as I began my research I 

realized that this combination was even rarer than the already scarce ensemble of oboe, voice and 

piano. It was a stunning presentation and convinced me to begin my own project. I have always 

enjoyed small ensemble playing and had already noticed the shortage of repertoire for voice, 
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oboe and piano from 1800-1900. My goal is to contribute to available repertoire of this particular 

ensemble, and to aid in filling the gap of music from the romantic period for the oboe.  

This ensemble was simply not in existence in the 19th century, and apparently it was not a 

combination  that was even considered by composers of the time. It was more common to find 

the oboe playing alongside other instruments, such as in a wind quintet. Of Schubert’s songs for 

solo voice and piano, numbering over six hundred, only two were written for voice, piano and a 

wind instrument. "Auf dem Strom" was written for voice, horn and piano and "Der Hirt auf dem 

Felsen" was written for voice, clarinet and piano. Later on in the romantic period, Debussy, 

Fauré and Duparc wrote prodigiously for voice and piano, yet none of them considered adding a 

wind instrument to the ensemble. The oboe in particular was generally avoided in the 19th 

century because of the challenges associated with the instrument in small ensemble.   

In the early 18th century, when small ensemble pieces were first written out for oboe with 

voice, the oboe was equated to having a similar level of volume in relation to the voice. Even so, 

“hautboys were regularly muted by putting a piece of cloth, paper, damp sponge, cotton wool or 

wood in the bell.” 1The modern day oboe is considerably more brilliant in tone and blends less 

easily with vocalists than the hautboy. Another issue which contributed to the lack of repertoire 

in the 19th century was the tuning compromises inherent to the hautboy. Evenness of tone had 

become an important part of the Romantic musical aesthetic and composers of the time 

gravitated towards instruments that had this stability.  The hautboy, at times, would have a 

different timbre depending on the note that was played making it extremely difficult for the 

                                                             
1Page, Janet K., et al. (n.d.) Oboe. Retrieved from 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40450 
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singer to be grounded in the music. Today, the modern oboe is better equipped to compensate for 

changes in tone from note to note.  

The earliest solo use of the hautboy was in the 1690s, when Agostino Steffani, Johann 

Kusser and Reinhard Keiser began writing obbligatos for the instrument in opera. Shortly after, 

the period 1700-30 contained the greatest quantity as well as some of the most profound and 

varied solo music of any period in the hautboy’s history. It was rich in solo sonatas and suites 

with basso continuo, concertos, and obbligato solos for oboe with voice. Italian composers did 

not feature the obbligato hautboy in vocal scores as much as Handel or J. S. Bach. Bach made 

constant use of the oboe with a vocalist in small chamber groups, using the oboe as an obbligato 

voice. In this case, this meant that the oboe played a similar yet complimentary line to the voice 

that would echo and improve upon the initial melody. Unfortunately, France produced almost no 

concertos or vocal works with solo hautboy and by 1750, solo genres such as sonatas and 

obbligatos with voice were used less frequently. 

The Classical oboe replaced the hautboy in the 1770s. The exterior of the instrument 

changed as it came to be built with a smaller bore, thinner walls and diminutive tone holes. The 

oboes of this period were built for virtuosic pieces, to be agile rather than focusing on fullness 

and depth of tone. From the 1780s additional keys began to appear on the oboe. For over a 

century, the oboe had only relied on two keys and although the technology for adding key work 

was available, it was rarely implemented. Many adjustments were made to the oboe for the next 

hundred years, and it wasn’t until 1881 that the oboe used today was officially taken as the 

instrument of the Paris Conservatoire. It was created by Frédéric Triebert, a well-established 

French oboe maker at the time, and became the international standard. However, in the 19th 

century, the oboe did not become prevalent as an amateur instrument because of the difficulties 
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associated with reeds and the patience required to produce an acceptable tone quality. “In the 

20th century the oboe re-emerged as a solo instrument, stimulating composers to write concertos, 

solos and ensemble chamber music for it. This development was largely inspired by the playing 

of a number of fine oboists.”1  

In my research I wished to inspect if there were any already existing pieces available for 

the ensemble of wind instrument, voice, and piano, and found only one piece with a publishing 

date between 1804 and 1884 written by Eduoard Lalo, a French composer. He wrote his Op. 31, 

Chant Breton for voice, oboe or flute, and piano in 1884. Upon further inspection, I found that 

the piece could be substituted with flute, a much more prevalent combination of the romantic 

period. Another important note is that, when looking at the score, the oboe (or flute) only plays 

when the vocalist is resting, eliminating concerns about sound balance. Two pieces which 

preceded Chant Breton were written by German composers. Johann Hiller’s Die Muse is the last 

written work from the previous music period. Though a publication date is unavailable, Hiller 

lived from 1728-1804. The piece is written much like Bach’s works, with the oboe used as an 

obbligato instrument. The oboe plays nearly every time the vocalist is singing and either plays 

the line with the vocalist or improvises upon it. Another composer, Joseph Heinrich 

Wassermann, who lived from 1791-1838, also wrote a piece for voice, oboe and piano. Des 

Wanderers Nachtlied is similar to Chant Breton, with the oboe only playing when the vocalist is 

resting. This is an interesting discovery for me, demonstrating that what was written in the 

romantic period was a very different style from that of Baroque or Classical chamber playing 

with voice, oboe and piano.  

Since there were virtually no pieces originally for voice, oboe, and piano in the romantic 

period, I searched the International Music Score Library Project (IMSLP) database and began 
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previewing scores of voice and piano works from hundreds of composers who wrote between 

1800 and 1900. Many of the early romantic works were not suited for adding a third musician. In 

Mendelssohn’s Op. 57, No. 2, the piano line would often duplicate the singer’s line and the left 

hand would provide the chords for the measure. This left no room for a line to be removed and 

given to another instrument. This writing style was very common for the time and can be found 

in many other pieces. In the same opus, No. 3, another common issue was for the piano to 

continuously play block chords in a sixteenth note rhythm. It would not benefit a wind 

instrument to play this line nor would it add much to the piece. Another common problem with 

other pieces, such as Grieg’s Was soll ich sagen? Op. 2, No. 4, was that the piano part was 

simply too sparse to add or subtract anything from the existing parts. I began to look into later 

romantic works, and the accompanying counter melody line began to appear more frequently.  

In considering this project, I had found one or two suitable pieces by Debussy and Fauré, 

but I wished to make a collection of several pieces by the same composer. Ernest Chausson was 

a French composer who wrote over forty mélodies for voice and piano in the late 19th century. I 

sang Chausson’s piece Le Colibri for my voice recital and, as I prepared it for performance, I 

realized that the piece contained material that was close to what I was looking for in terms of 

melodic lines that would suit another instrument. This inspired me to look into more of his 

works. I was able to find four pieces by Chausson that had the heavily set piano line for which I 

had been searching. In Printemps Triste, L’Aveu, Sérénade, and La Caravane, the piano had a 

separately stemmed part for a possible third voice. The range was also well suited to the oboe, in 

that it rarely fell below low B3 and it only went as high as G7. These lines are in longer note 

values with a sweeping melody which was already dominant in the piano part. A major reason 

that I chose these pieces is that, by looking at the score alone, these musical lines looked like 
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traditional oboe melodies that I had played in the past. Upon further work, it became clear that 

Chausson’s composing style was surprisingly idiomatic for the oboe. By giving these lines to a 

separate instrument, a new dimension of the piece can be heard. With the oboe, the additional 

line is brought out enough to be appreciated without overwhelming the main line of the voice. 

My aim has been to keep the music as close to the originals as possible. 

Working with singers in a smaller setting has been extremely beneficial to my growth as 

an oboist and I believe that others would benefit from this experience as well. Instrumentalists 

are often told to ‘sing’ phrases or to play as if they are singing through their instrument. This has 

always been a helpful idea for me, but it is amplified when I am able to work with and hear a 

singer that has a similar line to me. This experience has aided me greatly in the transcribing 

process. The oboe has fit naturally into the already written piano part in each piece, and has 

created an organic dialogue between the oboe and voice where I am able to play both with the 

singer and alone as a soloist. Today’s oboe does have a piercing timbre and I have had to make a 

conscience effort balance with the vocalist. I have tried to closely match the breathing pattern of 

the vocalist when possible, so that our phrases are similar. Sometimes, for proper balance, I have 

moved the oboe up an octave for emphasis and ease of playing. The oboe is naturally a soprano 

instrument and is able to ‘sing’ more in the upper register. In La Caravane, I made this change in 

measures 60 to 69. In other instances, it created a more interesting color to change the ensemble 

back and forth from having all three musicians active to sometimes returning to just piano with 

the singer alone. It has also been helpful in terms of stamina for the oboist.   

Printemps Triste, L’Aveu, Sérénade, and La Caravane are perfectly suited to the 

transcription of voice, oboe and piano. The reason that this ensemble was not previously used is 

simply that the ensemble of oboe, voice and piano was not often considered and the oboe had 
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only just started rising as a stable solo instrument at the end of Chausson’s composing time. Now 

that the modern oboe is able blend more easily with others, it is only a matter of finding the right 

material for this type of setting. The performance of the pieces was successful, and was able to 

sound natural, as though it had been written for oboe from the beginning. It is my intention that 

these works will be performed and hopefully inspire further work on transcriptions as well as 

lead to continued ensemble work between vocalists and oboists. 
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Program Notes for Transcriptions of Ernest Chausson 

Each of the chosen pieces was written in Chausson’s first period of mélodie composition, 

before the year 1888. Chausson’s personal style omitted much of the traditional classical form, 

but did not bring heightened emotional demand in the manner of Debussy or Fauré. Nor did he 

share these composers’ continual wish to be exceedingly original. 

“There is a turbulence and vagueness in Chausson’s scores, and incompleteness that 

serves both to obfuscate his deep lyricism and to permit the listener at all times the 

gratifying intercalation of his personal emotions. And in the mild agitation that 

accompanies in definitiveness, there is a continuous upward movement, an aspiration 

towards an ideal which, by definition, never becoming an achievement, infuses into the 

composition as a whole a soft feeling of resignation. The idiom … of Chausson is 

“expressed in minor tonalities enriched by dissonances”.”2  

The most interesting thing to note in these pieces is that they are heavily influenced by 

Wagnerism.  Each transcribed piece either has a reference to Tristan or Parsifal making 

Wagner’s influence on Chausson abundantly clear. Chausson was one of many composers at the 

time who struggled with differentiating themselves from Wagner, in good company with d’Indy, 

Chabrier, and Debussy. The harmony of Tristan is too distinctive to be ignored and appeared 

often in other composers’ works after the premier of Tristan und Isolde. The chord in the second 

measure of the Tristan Prelude is the most frequently encountered and obvious harmonic 

reference to Wagner in Chausson’s music. The Tristan Chord, shown in Figure 1, is “made up of 

                                                             

2 Barricelli, Jean Pierre, and Leo Weinstein (1955). Ernest Chausson; the Composer's Life and Works. Norman: 

University of Oklahoma. p. 114 
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a minor 3rd, a diminished 5th and a minor 7th, reckoned upward from the lowest note; a generic 

term sometimes used for this chord is half-diminished seventh chord.” The Tristan chord is much 

debated, “for although it can be explained  in ordinary functional harmony as an augmented 

(French) 6th (f–b–d♯′–a′) with the g♯′ as a long appoggiatura to the a′, or alternatively as an 

added 6th chord in first inversion with chromatic alterations (e.g. d–f–a + b, inverted to f–a–b–d′ 

with lowered 3rd and raised 6th = f–a♭–b–d♯′), it seems to have its own harmonic significance 

in this work and later operas of Wagner (especially Parsifal).”3 Chausson clearly favored this 

chord, using it in the majority of his mélodies in twenty-seven of thirty-two published songs. 

This is surprising, especially in consideration of Chausson’s own awareness of Wagner’s 

influence on him. There are letters written about his concern with sounding too Wagnerian. 

Despite this, Chausson apparently did not realize that the sound of the Tristan Chord is one of the 

most recognizable characteristics of Wagner’s style. It should be noted that the harmonic context 

of the chord is its most notable feature, making the chord more or less obvious depending on its 

use within the piece.4 Figure 2 shows examples of the Tristan Chord found in Printemps Triste. 

The chords are placed in measures 5, 7, and 9 on the third beat. Originally, the full chord was 

placed in the piano part. With my transcriptions, the oboe plays the top most part of the chord in 

each instance. 

 
                                                             
3 Kurth, E., et al (n.d.) Tristan Chord. Retrieved from 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy.library.wisc.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/28398 
4 Grover, Ralph Scott (1980) . Ernest Chausson, the Man and His Music. London: Athlone. p. 77-80 
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Printemps Triste (1883) is a poem by Maurice Bouchor who was Chausson’s direct 

contemporary, though he was much less successful as a poet than Chausson was as a composer. 

They were good friends and Chausson set several of Bouchor’s poems. It is interesting to know 

that Bouchor spoke openly of his great dislike of Wagner and, at one point, went on to say to 
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Chausson, “your chromaticism fills me with horror”.5 This piece was Chausson’s most expanded 

effort in mélodie at the time.  It is continuously written to sound grief-stricken, even in the 

middle consoling section of the poetry. Since Schubert’s compositions, others have used this part 

of a poem, where the narrator remembers their lost love in a lighter mood and in most cases, to 

switch to a major key. Chausson has chosen to remain in a minor key and to become more 

frenzied at the end for musical variety.6 The version of Printemps Triste used for this 

transcription is the E. Baudoux edition of Op.8 published in 1897. 

 Sérénade (1887) is the second mélodie of Chausson’s Op. 13. It is set to a poem by the 

Parnassian poet Jean Lahor under the pen-name of Henri Cazalis. Sérénade is a combination of 

two elements that seem to clash against one another. The accompaniment contains abrupt, 

unprepared modulations and several instances of the Tristan Chord, combined with an 

indisputable modality in both the vocal line and the accompaniment. It is also worth mentioning 

the constant eight-note motion, which is constantly present, producing a soothing and flowing 

character. The consistent use of appoggiaturas on the first half of several of the second beats in 

the right-hand part is another distinctive pattern which contributes greatly to the expressive 

qualities of the song. Sérénade becomes more satisfying with each hearing on account of these 

elements that combine so harmoniously. 

L’Aveu (1887) is set to a poem by Villiers de l’Isle-Adam and dedicated to Chausson’s 

close friend Paul Poujaud. Regardless of lengthy sections and endings in major mode, this song 

sounds somber from beginning to end. When the piece begins, one is immediately aware of a 

heavy, chromatic texture, not as consistent as that of Printemps Triste but with similar references 

                                                             
5 Grover p. 82-83 
6 Meister, Barbara (1980). Nineteenth-Century French Song. Bloomington: IUP.p. 100 
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to Wagner. There are two Wagnerian passages in L’Aveu, both of which begin with the Tristan 

Chord. The first one occurs in measures 7-9 with a strong reference to the Tristan Prelude. The 

second passage, although less direct, is reminiscent of the third act transformation scene in 

Parsifal – when the temple grounds gradually change to the interior of the Grail Temple. The 

pieces from Op. 13 and 14 have been transcribed from the Hamelle editions which were 

published circa 1890.  

 La Caravane (1887), Op. 14, though it is no longer than some of Chausson’s other 

mélodies, is assigned its own opus number. Chausson also arranged La Caravane for voice and 

orchestra. The Wagnerian references in La Caravane refer to two instrumental sections in 

Parsifal which act as a transition for characters in the opera moving from one scene to another. In 

these sections of Parsifal, the music is subtly changed from a diatonic to a chromatic texture. 

This same chromaticism is found in La Caravane and, based on the text, it is likely that this was 

done with purpose. Both Chausson’s mélodie and the chromatic passages in these sections of 

Parsifal are concerned with suffering. La Caravane is about traveling through the desert “of the 

world” and how those who journey have little hope. The first reference found in the first few 

measure of La Caravane is inspired by the second transformation scene in Parsifal. In Figure 2, 

where a passage of Parsifal is shown against the similar passage of the transcription, it can be 

seen that Chausson has employed a triplet figure on the fourth beat of the measure just as 

Wagner has in his work. Other passages in La Caravane are not as direct, but the recurrent use of 

the triplet figure, along with the kind of chromaticism displayed in Figure 3, creates an 

unremitting Wagnerian sound for two thirds of the piece.  
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rit.

S'en

10

rit.

rit.

va,

a tempo

traî nant le pied, brû

piu f

lée

14

a tempo

a tempo

3 3

3 3

3 3

3

3 3 3 3

2



aux feux du jour. Et

f

bu vant dur ses bras

dim.

la su

18

dim.

dim.

eur qui l'i non

p

de.

22

dim.

a tempo

p

3 3

3 3

3

3

3

3 3 3

3

3



Le

mf

grand li on ru git.

Plus vite.26

en pressant

mf

en pressant

mf

Plus vite.

et la tem pê te gron

f

de;

30

f

cre       -       scen        -               -   do f

3

3

3

3

4



A l'ho ri zon fu yard, ni mi na

33

ret, ni tour. La seule om bre qu'on ait c'est

cresc. molto
37

p f p f

p f p f

3

3

3

5



l'om bre du vau tour qui tra ver se le ciel, cher chant sa

42

cresc. molto

f

proie im mon de.

47

f cresc.

f

2
4

24

24

24

24 44

2
4

4
4

24 44

2
4

4
4

3 3 3 3

6



mf

L'on

rit.

a van ce tou jours,

a tempo52

f rit.

a tempo

f rit.

a tempo

f cresc. cresc.

Et voi ci que l'on voit quel que cho se de vert que l'on se

56

p subito

3 3 3

3 3

3

3
3 3 3

3 3 3

7



montre au doigt!

f59

f cresc.
ff

63

3

3

3

3

3 3

3

3 3 3 3

3 3 3

3

8



p

C'est un bois de cy

Large.67

ff pp

Large.

près se mé de blan ches pier res.

Très lent.71

p

p rit. pp

Très lent.

3 3
3 3

3
3

9



Dieu,

p

pour vous re po ser, dans le de sért du temps,

76

Co mme des o a sis a mis les ci me tiè res. Cou chez

80

vous, et dor mez, Voy a geurs ha le tants!

85

pp

24 44

24 44

2
4

4
4

24 44

10



90

p

93

24 44

24 44

2
4

4
4

24 44

11



96

pp

98

p pp

34 44

3
4

4
4

3
4

4
4

34 44

44 34 44

4
4

3
4

4
4

44 34 44

4
4

3
4

4
4

12


