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Notes
Jacques-François-Fromental-Élie Halévy (27 May 179917 March 1862) was a French
composer remembered mainly for his opera La Juive, which was praised highly by
Mahler and Wagner. After studying at the Conservatoire with Cherubini he became
an active choral conductor, composer and was elected to the Institut de France in
1836. His son-in-law and former student was the composer Georges Bizet.

The Marche heroique was composed for the great occasion when the remains of
Napoleon were returned to Paris in 1840. A great procession carried the remains
across Paris in the fashion of the great processions of the French Revolution. One
observer of this solemn procession was the writer, Victor Hugo, who gave his impres-
sions as follows:

The whole possesses a grandeur. It is an enormous mass, gilded all
over, whose stages rise in a pyramid atop the four huge gilded wheels
that bear it [. . . ] The actual coffin is invisible. It has been placed in the
base of the carriage, which diminishes the emotion. This is the carriage’s
grave defect. It hides what one wants to see: that which France has re-
claimed, what the people are awaiting, what all eyes were looking forthe
coffin of Napoleon.

The procession occurred on December 15, 1840, the day after Halévy finished his
score. Despite very cold weather thousands of persons watched the procession as
it passed from Pont de Neuilly to the Invalides, the final resting place of Napoleon.
Contemporary accounts recalled much cannon fire and rolling drums along the way.
Judging by the nature of the Halévy score, which captures the grandeur of the day
rather than sadness, we would judge it must have been intended for the arrival of
the procession at the Invalides. The pauses in the score, where only the small cere-
monial ensemble plays, may have been intended for the recognition of the arrival of
government officials.

Performance Notes
There are several aspects of this composition which look back to earlier traditions.
Somewhat of a surprise, for 1840, is the giving the lead melodic role to the oboe in-
stead of the clarinet. This was a key distinction between the earlier aristocratic Har-
moniemusik ensembles and the nineteenth century bands. It was because the oboe
was so identified with the aristocratic ensemble that the bands during the French
Revolution preferred to make a distinction by using the clarinet as the basic melodic
instrument. But, Revolution or no, Napoleon turned out to be an aristocrat, an em-
peror no less, and it would appear to me that this is why Halévy, in this work dedi-
cated to the memory of Napoleon, reached back to the aristocratic/oboe tradition in
this composition.

Another association with Napoleon in this composition is the curious little sepa-
rate ensemble of two ”Great trumpets” and a tenor drum. Napoleon, unfortunately
while being an astute art connoisseur, was not much interested in music. The one



area in which he was interested was the military trumpet and from this interest he
created a trumpet school at Versailles. That being the case, it seems to me that this
separate ensemble within the larger Marche, and which appears intended to be per-
formed by natural trumpets, must be a gesture of recognition by Halévy. Since I had
never before seen the name ”Great Trumpet,” I consulted with Ed Tarr, the leading
early trumpet authority in Europe. Curiously, he had found a reference to a produc-
tion in Paris in 1876 of Halévy’s earlier opera, La Reine de Chylpre, which had been
first performed in 1841. The fact that the later production necessitated having con-
structed an additional straight ceremonial trumpet for this score by Halévy seems
to add to the presumption that this Marche was calling for ceremonial straight trum-
pets, no doubt borrowed from the Opera house.

Acknowledging it appears to have been important to Halévy to make this refer-
ence to Napoleon and his military trumpet school, what do we do with this ensemble
in a modern performance? The first time I performed this music I put this little en-
semble behind the audience, intending to create an antiphonal sound. But it was not
a particularly large hall and I think my good intentions only resulted in frightening
the listeners. This experience notwithstanding I still think the ensemble needs to be
separated physically from the band, and not part of the band as the score suggests to
the eye.

A third retrospective element in this score is the extraordinary solo tam-tam role.
This was intended by Halévy as a reference to the band music of the French Revo-
lution. The leading composer, Gossec, early in the revolution composed a funeral
march in which the tam-tam, an instrument never before heard in Paris by the pub-
lic, vibrated during rests when the band was not otherwise playing. The impression
made on the public was very strong, as numerous press accounts related.1 Appar-
ently this sound brought a feeling of terror and fear to the listeners. The effect was so
striking that several later composers, such as Halévy in this case, used the tam-tam
in this same way. Here, at one point, Halévy has the tam-tam sounding through two
bars which would otherwise be silent.

Finally, two notes on performance practice. The modern conductor may be sur-
prised to find in this score the third horn frequently playing higher than the first
horn. This was not rare in the nineteenth century and reflects the earlier period when
natural horns in different keys were used in the same horn section to make more
pitches available to the composer. Some conductors today redistribute the horn parts,
giving the third part to the principal player, etc.

The passage where one finds three successive “p” symbols meant: piano, più piano,
più piano, and not a repetition of the same dynamic level.

David Whitwell
Austin, 2015

1I quote several of these newspaper discussions in my book, Band Music of the French Revolution.
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