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The popular maxim that music represents an ‘international’ language might be 
somewhat ambiguous. It might indicate that anyone can (and should?) find 
satisfactory explanations for the sometimes confusing information carried by pitches, 
harmonies and rhythms. On the other hand, there may be several, even 
contradictory, clues towards the final solution to the riddle of ‘meaning’ – whatever 
that may mean.  

The notion that it serves as a means of conveying extra-musical messages, is almost 
as old as the art itself. Such ‘programmatic’ compositions have been around at least 
since the 16th century, with music ‘describing’ bells, sounds of nature, and even 
battles scenes. Listeners are aware of such imitations in music by scores of 
composers, reaching from the 16th century Fitzwilliam Virginal Book to later works by 
Beethoven, Saint-Saëns, Liszt, Richard Strauss and many others.  

The emergence of 19th century “romantic” poetry gradually led to a new world of 
musical expression, as brilliantly exemplified in Schubert’ songs. The era of 
“programme music” proper could be linked to harmonic novelties, and the new voice 
of the enlarged orchestra, which ensured the lasting presence of the genre. 
Composers such as Liszt even testified to music’s abilities – if not its only function – 
to unite all arts, and to be a tool for the ‘incarnation’ of life itself. It is small wonder 
then, that philosophers such as Schopenhauer classified the art of music as the 
pinnacle of all arts. This conviction would eventually lead towards historical disputes 
between the supporters of music as ‘absolute’ (such as Brahms), and those 
preferring the ‘programmatic’ approach (Liszt, Wagner and others). In order to portray 
the extra-musical, composers would resort to poetry, painting and stage works. 
However, no composer dedicated to his art would be a slave to the poem or painting 
by which he was inspired. In fact, Beethoven’s comments (in referring to his 
“pastoral” symphony) that music of that kind would lose out, is usually taken 
seriously. Thus Richard Strauss would go to some length to ensure that his tone 
poems would not only convey their programmatic contents, but also obey the 
principles of musical form. 

Cèsar Franck (1822-1890) gained worldwide recognition for works such as the 
symphony, the Symphonic Variations for piano and orchestra, the Violin Sonata – 
and several of his symphonic tone poems, such as Le chasseur maudit (The 
accursed hunter).  

The work dates from 1882, and is based loosely on a ballad (36 stanzas!) by the 
German poet Gottfried August Bürger, with the title Der wilde Jäger (lit. The wild 
hunter). The lengthy poem relates of the wilful Count who insisted on defying the 
church bells’ call to Sunday Mass, and went hunting instead. In the course of his wild 
journey he encounters ordinary people whom he treats equally with disdain and 



brutality. Even the thunderous voice reprimanding him for his sins is ignored, and he 
is damned to be pursued forever by a horde of demons.  

To music lovers the theme of everlasting musical damnation of some kind will be 
familiar, through music such as the final scene from Mozart’s Don Giovanni, Berlioz’ 
Symphonie fantastique and Le Damnation de Faust, Weber’s “romantic” opera Der 
Freischütz (in which the devil himself has a role!) and many others. The means of 
creating the effects and atmosphere needed to portray or “paint” the ideal musical 
picture – given the composers’ abilities and the audience’s expectations – are 
surprisingly simple, and can be reduced to well-placed contrasts in dynamics, tempo 
variation, a rich harmonic palette, and imaginative use of orchestral timbre. Thus, for 
the informed listener the opening horn-call of Franck’s symphonic poem would 
immediately evoke the European world of dark forests and eager hunters with their 
dogs. The musical idea following directly even suggests the slow tolling of church 
bells. 

Franck’s approach was not to follow the poem slavishly, but to take a midway 
between “pure musical programmatism” on the one hand, and aesthetic principles on 
the other. Instead of mere musical copying of the poem, he resorted to accentuating 
the main elements of Good versus Evil from the poem, and followed his imaginative 
powers in creating a gripping musical account of these forces. At least nine sections 
of the composition can be discerned, mainly through contrasting tempi and dynamic 
levels. The horse chase sections employ the full orchestra, whereas the pleas of 
people to be spared from the Count’s brutality are more often softer string and 
woodwind colours, with attractive, hymnlike melodies. The actual curse part (molto 
lento) is painted by dark bassoon chords and fast string figurations, and menacing 
descending chromatic chords (reminiscent of scenes from Wagner’s 
Götterdämmerung).  

When listening to music with traditional unfolding of elements in mind, such as at 
least two prominent themes (preferably contrasting in some way), their proper 
development, and a “return” to the beginning – in accordance with the proven recipe 
of “sonata form” – one would recognise the opening horn-call (personifying the 
hunter) as the “first theme”. The horn melody is characterised by the dotted rhythm in 

the first two bars (see example), which 
is also a unifying element for the whole 
piece, reappearing in different forms 

throughout, such as in the wild chase of the Count’s horse at different points in the 
work.  

At least two melodies occupy the function of musical contrast. The first is the 
following theme, an unique example of Franck’s expressive harmonic style, moving 
within four bars from E flat major to the remote D major.  

  
The last part – the actual pursuit of the Count by demons – starts with an Allegro 
molto, soon accelerating into Piú allegro. The closing bars are understandably a wild 
chase into damnation, ending with a barely audible run, and a final fortissimo chord. 



 


