
P R O G R A M  

Sonata (Quartet) in G Minor, Op. 34/1 Joseph Bodin de Boismortier (1689–1755)

Excerpts from the Airs à boire et sérieux Boismortier
with dance movements from 

La Grotte de Versailles & Jean-Baptiste Lully (1632–1687)
Trios pour le coucher du Roy 

Ritornelle
Pleurez mes tristes yeux 
Amis je ne veus plus boire 
Ritornelle
Laissons là dormir Gregoire
Quand je vois ma chere bouteille
Gavotte
Dieux des Raisins
Menuet
Profitons des bien faits

Allemande François Couperin (1668–1733)
Superbo amore Marc-Antoine Charpentier (1634–1704)
Gavotte Couperin
Beate mie pene Charpentier
Menuet en trio Couperin

Excerpts from Incidental Music to Molière Comedies Charpentier
Gavotte
Beauté, dont la rigueur 
Voulez-vous, beauté bizarre
Heureux, heureux matous

Intermission

Les Plaisirs de Versailles Charpentier 



P R O G R A M  N OT E S  

Tonight’s program, devoted to lighthearted repertoire from the ancien régime, explores familiar 
pleasures—wine, music, conversation, and complaint—that come together most amusingly in our 
main feature, Marc-Antoine Charpentier’s cutting little comedy Les Plaisirs de Versailles. Our cast of 
composers includes two giants of the French Baroque—Jean-Baptiste Lully and François Couperin—
plus two of Paris’ most enterprising musical entrepreneurs.

A prolific composer and shrewd businessman, Joseph Bodin de Boismortier had no need of a royal 
patron; he married well and made a sizable fortune cultivating the beau monde with fashionable 
chamber works. His forward-looking Opus 34 Sonatas (1731) add to the traditional trio sonata 
disposition a third melody line, yielding a quartet sonority but premised on the decorative language 
of the French Baroque: Mozartian in texture but with Gallic curlicues. The lyrics to Boismortier’s 1727 
collection of Airs à boire et sérieux (Drinking and Serious Songs) range from over-the-top laments to 
drunken odes and are imbued with a feigned indifference to fate, a venerable French predilection. 
Surrounding these gems are short instrumental dances from various Lully sources, including his 
charming 1668 pastorale La Grotte de Versailles and a collection of Trios pour le coucher du Roy (for the 
King’s Bedtime).

Though we don’t know the precise circumstances of the composition of Superbo amore and Beate mie 
pene (H. 476 and 475, respectively), both testify to Charpentier’s mastery of the Italian style, the 
cantata a due in particular, and may be direct products of his studies in Rome with Giacomo Carissimi. 
François Couperin, who also indulged this French notion of a “mixed” national style of composition, 
worked exclusively in the field of chamber music. His 1722 Concert Royaux begin with a limpid suite 
in G major/G minor, from which come the three short dances surrounding the Italian duets. 

Charpentier composed his Sérénade pour le Sicilien, H. 497, for a 1679 revival of 
Molière’s comedy The Sicilian, for which Lully had provided incidental music at 
its 1667 première. Charpentier’s modest contributions to this revival included 
an overture, a few brief vocal movements for an internal scene, and a “slave 
dance” towards the end of this delightful farce. Tonight’s excerpts include the 
texted music for Scene 3, consisting of a pair of short airs and a mordant little 
duet, which are introduced with a sprightly gavotte from Charpentier’s 
incidental music for Molière’s Le Mariage forcé. 
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In November of 1682, Louis XIV initiated a series of court events at the Palace of Versailles, the “Fête 
of the Apartments,” that continued into January.  Three times a week, from 6 until 10 in the evening, a 
variety of entertainments were held in the principal rooms of the Great Apartments. In the throne 
room various kinds of music were offered, including small chamber operas. Charpentier probably 
composed Les Plaisirs de Versailles for one of these performances.  

As was common in French Baroque operas, the main characters of Les Plaisirs de Versailles are 
allegorical—La Musique, La Conversation, Le Jeu, a “Choeur des Plaisirs”—plus one mythological 
figure, Comus, the god of festivities. The most striking thing about this lightweight piece, besides its 
witty and sparkling text, is Charpentier’s sharp musical portrayal of each character. Music’s song is 
repeatedly interrupted by Conversation’s prattling. Conversation attempts to flatter Music, saying 
that she only means to draw attention to Music’s eloquence and charm, and, in slapstick fashion, she 
repeatedly vows to remain silent. Exasperated, Music exhorts her to shut up so that she may sing “to 
please you.” Conversation cannot help but interrupt Music’s song by commenting on the 
performance, and afterwards she showers Music with praise. But Music responds with a curse that 
attempts to tie up Conversation’s tongue forever. The instruments then take up a minuet, after which 
Conversation exclaims “Pray, let us hear this courante again.” Music sets her straight in no uncertain 
terms, and breaks off the conversation; Conversation encourages her not to harbor any ill will, and 
bids the “sociable siren” farewell. Fearful that they will leave in anger, the Chorus of Pleasures stops 
them and begs them to remain: “Would you deprive Louis, this glorious hero, of the pleasure that 
music affords?” Music agrees to remain if Conversation will be silent, but Conversation replies that 
talent of speech was a gift given to her by the gods—and she wishes to make use of it. They prepare 
to leave together, but the chorus again stops them.

One of the Pleasures then calls upon Comus, the God of Feasts, to mediate. He offers to settle their 
differences by giving them some hot chocolate, which was then all the rage, a rare delicacy. Music is 
outraged, saying that it would only heat up Conversation’s chatter. Conversation, however, is a 
chocoholic, and tells Comus to ignore Music. Momus then offers some wine, which he has in 

abundance: it will dispel their sadness, and stimulate reason. To put an 
end to their dispute, Comus then offers some liquid jams and a 
pyramid built of tarts and marzipan. When that doesn’t satisfy them, 
he suggests various distractions: Le Jeu appears on the scene to offer 
trou-madame (a French card game), billiards, checkers, backgammon, 
chess, pair-royals, and twelve-face dice. But to no avail; Music wants 
only silence, and Conversation wants hot chocolate. Meanwhile, the 



Chorus of Pleasures has had enough of their constant bickering!  
Finally, Comus gives Conversation a cup of chocolate with Music’s blessings, and Music takes up her 
lute to praise a great King who is loved by his subjects and feared by his enemies. Conversation 
praises the hot chocolate, which is sweetened just right, and Music points out that it is no hotter than 
her sharp tongue. Conversation then reproaches Music for insisting on silence, and suggests that she 
go sing in convents where silence reigns at all times—for at Court one must 
adapt to others. “What a fine state of affairs! Would not France fall into 
decadence without its do re mi fa sol la,” says Conversation, and is seconded by 
the Chorus of Pleasures. Music then reveals that she only affected her 
pretensions so as to give Conversation material for her mockery, and 
Conversation apologizes for having made sport of her. “If Louis has laughed, I 
shall count myself happy enough,” says Music, and the Chorus of Pleasures 
join to their collective wish that the “Sun King” has been diverted by their 
instruments and voices from his warlike pursuits.  
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M U S I C  Note s

CLICK BELOW TO LEARN MORE ABOUT:

• Marc-Antoine Charpentier
• François Couperin
• Jean-Philippe Rameau

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marc-Antoine_Charpentier%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fran%C3%A7ois_Couperin%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Philippe_Rameau%22%20%5Ct%20%22_blank

