
Francis Poulenc’s Sinfonietta has received its fair share of criticism, from Wilfrid 
Mellers’ contention that the work is overscored (albeit beautifully so) to one scholar’s 
backhanded compliment that the Sinfonietta is one of the “least eggheaded” of Poulenc’s 
pieces. A commission from the BBC in 1947, the four-movement work occupies a strange 
place in the composer’s oeuvre in its Neo-Classical leanings, and its undeniable whimsy 
that would contrast sharply some of the works that were to follow in the 1950s. The years 
following World War II were fruitful for Poulenc, who had at this point an active 
concertizing collaboration with the singer Pierre Bernac, a reputation for several fine 
orchestral works (including the Concert champêtre,  the concerto for two pianos and that 
for organ, strings and timpani). 1948 saw the premiere of the work in London, as well as 
Poulenc’s first concert tour of the United States, boosting his international reputation. The 
title’s diminutive reference reveals much about Poulenc’s motivation for the work, which, 
like many his other pieces, seems to revel in the study of musical character and 
orchestration, rather than aiming toward symphonic formal cohesion. Poulenc 
unapologetically weaves in modal passages between waves of lush, romantic harmonies, 
and carries the listener from an aggressive descending phrase in the opening Allegro to a 
finale apropos of Haydn in its folksiness. Tucked in to the inner movements are the 
broad, haunting theme in the Andante cantabile as well as the brief misterioso moments 
in his scherzo.  Poulenc, who struggled with cycles of manic-depression throughout his 
life, was a composer of complex emotional character that was inextricably linked to his 
creativity. That the instrumental mélange of Sinfonietta should come so tightly packed 
with a range of styles and characters should be of no real surprise.

And perhaps there is no better study of character than the Baroque suite—a platform of 
stylized dances that undoubtedly lay much of the groundwork for the 18th-c symphony. 
The symphony’s indebtedness to the earlier genre is most often retained in a minuet 
movement. J.S. Bach’s Orchestral Suite no. 2 in B minor, BWV1067, articulates this 
relationship between the genres in its attention to texture, orchestration, and rhythmic 
variety. The flute’s role in the work, most famous in the virtuoso melody of the 
“Badinerie,” is not always independent in the manner of a concerto, but serves as a 
beacon that ties the work together.  In the Overture, the longest section of the suite, the 
flute often lends an intimacy to the innate regal character of the overture, demonstrating 
Bach’s sensitivity to the flute’s timbral talents. In the fugal portion of the overture, the 
flute’s soloistic work provides a welcome distraction from the standard modulatory 
sequences that underscore the part. The “Bourrée” offers dramatic counterpoint between 
the flute and strings and the solo part in the “Double” transforms the jaunty melody of the 
“Polonaise” (which can still be heard in the continuo of the Double) into a display of 
Bach’s contrapuntal mastery.  The term “Badinerie” is not tied to a specific dance type, 
but rather a jesting and jovial mood, and is more often called “badinage” or “badine” in 
works by Telemann and others. Regardless of the etymology, the 2/4 movement is a 
sprightly finale in the nature of later eighteenth-century multi-movement works. The 
work’s reputation as a French ouverture with solo flute has been questioned by scholar 



Joshua Rifkin, who, upon examination of the only surviving set of parts, hypothesized 
that the piece is adapted from an earlier work in A minor.  This leaves open the possibility 
that the work was originally meant for a violin solo, or possibly oboe. Indeed, recordings 
by Tafelmusik and other ensembles recreate these scenarios. Certainly Bach was well-
practiced in rescoring works in Leipzig, but with the seeming realization that new 
instrumentation could lend new life to the piece. This is made plain not only in the more 
soloistic movements, but also in moments of homophonic texture (such as the 
“Rondeau”) where it is the flute’s timbre that lends heterogeneity to the sound. 

Beethoven’s Symphony no. 1 in C Major shares a similar fate in some respects to the 
Poulenc Sinfonietta. Lewis Lockwood remarks, “Alonside the more adventurous works of 
these years, the First Symphony fails to impress.”1 And therein lies Beethoven’s historical 
misfortune.  With the hindsight of Symphonies 3 through 9, all of which resonated well 
into twentieth-century symphonic composition, this first effort of Beethoven seems to 
come up short. In the nineteenth century, composer Hector Berlioz referred to the work as 
“musical childishness” and quipped, “In a word, Beethoven is not here.”2 Berlioz, whose 
penchant for poetic overstatement is well-documented, was subjectively overlooking the 
context of the work. Lockwood rightly observes that Beethoven, in the 1790s, was not in 
a position to ruffle feathers of his patrons (in this case Baron Gottfried von Swieten) or 
audiences. Further, Beethoven the composer is very much “here” in the piece, even if 
Beethoven the iconic paragon of symphonic virtue seems distant. All three works on 
tonight’s program, in fact, offer the opportunity to displace the works from the taint of 
historical reception, and hear them instead in the context of their composer’s careers and 
biographies. While much has been said about composers such as Schubert and Brahms 
struggling to compose symphonies under the weight of Beethoven’s legacy, in 1799, 
Beethoven had not only the recent legacy of Mozart but also the still-living Haydn, with 
which to contend. The fact that the first theme of the symphony’s finale is derived from 
an earlier sketch of an unfinished C Major symphony dating back to 1795, supports the 
idea that Beethoven pondered heartily over this first symphony, especially in that he let 
the sketches “lie fallow” as Lockwood puts it, for four years before he revisited the idea.  
Haydn, in fact, was very much on Beethoven’s mind in mid-1790s Vienna, as Beethoven 
had recently completed his influential, if brief, period of study with the older composer. 
The slow introduction of the opening movement is not only a nod to Haydn’s ‘London’ 
symphonies, but also an important harmonic moment that has much larger implications 
for the work. The two chords that open the piece seem almost more of a cadential figure, 
oddly placed at the beginning of a symphony. Beethoven gives the home key (C Major) a 
secondary function right in the first bar, an eccentric maneuver that he more than resolves 
in the final movement, but also references toward the end of the first movement. Barry 

1 See Lewis Lockwood, The Music and Life of Beethoven (W.W. Norton, 2003), 148.

2 Quoted in Lockwood, 149.



Cooper astutely observes that even in this early symphony, Beethoven is already thinking 
about larger scale development over the four movements, something for which he would 
become famous. The motivic structure of the first thematic group in the Allegro has the 
compact nature of good 18th-c Classicism, but the way Beethoven hands off the melody 
between the strings and different wind instruments foreshadows later concepts of 
orchestration. He maintains the focus on instrument groupings in the “slow” (Andante 
cantabile con moto)  movement. He exploits the orchestral palette while maintaining the 
dotted sixteenth figure, which is most entertaining when it appears in the timpani as a 
pedal point over which the flute dances. It is the Menuetto, however, where we see what 
will ultimately be associated as a Beethoven signature: the conventional elegant minuet 
supplanted by an energetic scherzo.  The trio gives us seemingly the best of both worlds, 
combining a reduced trio texture of oboe, clarinet and bassoon, in dialogue with fast 
energetic runs in the upper strings that maintain the momentum of the scherzo. The slow 
unfolding of the short slow introduction to the finale seems yet another Haydn-esque 
characteristic, ultimately landing in a sonata rondo that reminds us of Beethoven’s place 
in the holy triumvirate of Viennese classicism alongside Mozart and Haydn.


