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Marin Marais
(1656-1728)

Marin Marais can justly be considered the central figure of the French School of
bass viol performer-composers that burgeonecl in Paris cluring the late XVII and
early XVII centuries. He studied opera with Jean-Baptiste de Luﬂy (1632 —
1687) and the viola da gam]oa with Monsieur (Jean) de Sainte-Colombe (ca.
1640 - 1700). His virtuosity is said to have surpassed that of his celebrated
master. In 1701 Marais composed “Tombeau pour Monsieur de Sainte-Colombe’

in homage.

Marais lived his entire life in Paris, for the most part in royal service. He was
first appointe(l Ordinaire de la musique de la chambre du roi in 1685 about the
same time that he became a member of the orchestra of the Académie roya/e de
musique. He illumined the court of Louis XIV, continuing in his position
during the regency of Philippe, duc d'Orléans. The new (five—year—old) King
Louis XV's grea’c-uncle retired from the position of Regent on the 15%of
Fe]oruary 1723, the date of Louis” thirteenth bir’chday. Louis XV then assumed

formal personal control of government. Marais remained in his court service

until 1725.

We know little about the personal adult life of Marin Marais. He married a
Parisian, Catherine d'Amicourt, in 1676. T]ney had nineteen children together,

several of whom became important figures in French musical life.

Although most of his oeuvre was intended in the first instance for his own
instrument, Marais left four operas and much chamber music. He endeavoured
to make his compositions playable by instruments other than his own, inclucling
‘an oboe’. At that time the meaning of “‘oboe’ routinely implied a selection of
Variously pitched double reed instruments not simply the soprano oboe, which

sul)sequently became the most familiar.

]ennifer Paull
1997
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Marais wrote five books of collective works containing over five hundred and iii’ty
compositions for one, two, and three bass viols with iigureci bass. He originaliy
pui)iisileci all five books himself. These ‘Pisces de violes’ represent an achievement
of great compass and originality. Historicaiiy, tiley comprise the ioiossoming of
an established French musical tra(iition, the zenith of an art that had roots as
far back as the XVI century.

The ‘Second livre de piéces de viole’ was pui)lisile(i in 1701. Tt includes the

variations ‘Les Folies d 'Espagne’. In his foreword, Marais wrote:

These pieces are written in a aliﬂ-erent way to those o][ my first volume. I
have taken great care to compose them in such a manner that tlley can
be p/ayeol Z)y all  kinds o][ instruments, amongst them organ,
lzarpsiclzorc[, lute, violin and ﬂute. I venture to declare that this p/an has
succeeded, since I have p/ayeal them out on both the latter instruments
mysell.

At the time, the court’s Bande de hautbois compriseci an array of Variousiy
pitche(i double reed instruments (inciu(iing ]oassoons). When piaying a solo work,
as in this instance, the musician (accor(iing to Marais’ texts) was at iii)erty to
transpose the themes and thus vary periormance (ornamentation) appropriateiy

for the instrument of preciiiection.

The a(iap’cation of these Variations is entireiy my own, as are the directives
have chosen to give them. I was inspireci ]oy the extensive range of moods and
ambience within the Woriz, ecach variation ]:)ringing a tableau to my mind. 1

imagine(i these in the Rococo styie of the perioci as ‘Tableaux ga/ants 7.

After the death of Louis XIV (1715), the aristocrats of the French court
abandoned the gran(ieur of the Chateau de Versailles for the more intimate
townhouses of neig]niaouring Paris. Dressed in the most eiegant of apparei tiley
could entertain and be entertained, flirt and improvise scenes from Itaiy’s

Commedia dellarte inside what became known as the Fétes ga/antes.



Jean-Antoine Watteau (1684 —1721) was per]naps the definitive painter of the
Rococo Age. He specificaﬂy created the féte ga/ante s’cyle in art: an important
component of this period, although the lush outdoor settings of ][éte ga/ante
paintings were often inspirecl ]ay carlier works; in particular, those from Venice
(I’calian paintings of the XVI century) and the Netherlands (Du’cch paintings of
the XVII century). The focus of European Arts thus moved away from the
hierarchical, regimented grancleur of the royal court towards an appreciation of

personal pleasures .

The double dot was not yet in existence. The (single) dotted note was
Customarily held 1onger than tO(lay: somewhat similarly to the manner of the
present double dot - alt]nough less precisely mathematical and more open to
personal interpretation. The foﬂowing semiquavers (16ths) or demisemiquavers
(32nds) were playecl as an up beat to the next note of importance. | find our
present notations (with the figure 3 to indicate a ‘criplet), therefore, to be

incorrect and too precise in this context.

I have chosen to adopt the style of the time to give the £eeling of a .
held note from which one moves forwarcl’:’, rather than notate it in L JT]

the precise manner of Jcodlay’. Na’curaﬂy, this also applies to other

proportions of these note values. For today’s interpretation of a [

single dot the word inéga/ (uneven) was often inserted as a directive. S in

The opposite, éga/, implied playing the notes evenly (as written).

To quote Michel de 'Affilard (cireca 1666-1708) in his book ‘Principes trés ][aci/es
pour bien apprenaire Ja musique’ (a most successful work published in fourteen

editions between 1697 to 1747),

One learns better l7y examp/e than l7y any written dissertation.

Christine Sartoretti and I have recorded our version of these charming
Variations. We trust that our nuances of inéga/ité and ornamentation will be

more easily followed })y the listener than ]:>y 1engthy technical explana’cion on this
pasge.

In 2009 I re-edited my original versions for oboe d’amore and cor anglais
expanding to four instruments of the Bande de hautbois. I took this opportunity

to develop clements of ornamentation accor(lingly.



It is perfectly within the style of the periocl to repeat the original Thema after the
final variation. I did not mark this inside the score, as it is optional. [ recorded
the work with its reprise as | find it adds a beautiful symmetry to the whole piece

and a satisfying conclusion.

]ennilcer Paull
2009

The series of French Baroque music pu]alishecl ]ay Amoris International is
entitled ‘Les Tableaux ga/ants'. Les Folies d 'Espagne s pul)lishe(l in three
transpositions for four instruments of the Bande de hauthois, each with figurecl

bass.
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