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Charles Munch Born: September 26, 1891 - Strasbourg, Alsace, France
Died: November 6, 1968 - Richmond, Virginia, USA

 The eminent Alsatian-born French conductor, Charles Munch (originally, Münch), was the son of the Alsatian organist and choral conductor Ernst 
Münch (1859-1928). His elder brother was the choir-master and professor of music, Fritz Münch. Charles studied violin at the Strasbourg 
Conservatory and with Lucien Capet in Paris. At the outbreak of World War I (1914), he enlisted in the German army; made a sergeant of artillery, he 
was gassed at Peronne and wounded at Verdun; after the end of the war (1918) and his return to Alsace-Lorraine (1919), he became a naturalised 
French citizen.
  Having received further violin training from Flesch in Berlin, Charles Munch pursued a career as a soloist; was also professor of violin at the Leipzig 
Conservatory and concert-master of the Gewandhaus Orchestra there. In November 1932, he made his professional conducting debut in Paris with 
the Straram Orchestra. He studied conducting with Szendrei in Paris from 1933 to 1940. He quickly rose to prominence; was conductor of Paris's 
Orchestra de la Société Philharmonique from 1935 to 1938, and in 1936 became a professor at the École Normale de Musique. In 1938 he became 
music director of the Société des Concerts du Conservatoire de Paris, remaining in that post during the years of the German occupation during 
World War II; refusing to collaborate with the Nazis, he gave his support to the Resistance, being awarded the Légion d'honneur in 1945.
  Charles Munch made his USA debut as a guest conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra in December 1946; a trans-continental tour of the 
USA with the French National Radio Orchestra followed in1948. In 1949 he was appointed music director of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, which 
he and Monteux took on its �rst European tour in 1952; they took it again to Europe in 1956, also touring in the Soviet Union, making it the �rst USA 
orchestra to do so. After retiring from his Boston post in 1962, he made appearances as a guest conductor; also helped to launch the Orchestre de 
Paris in 1967.
  Charles Munch acquired an outstanding reputation as an interpreter of the French repertoire, his performances being marked by spontaneity, 
colour, and elegance. French music of the 20th century also occupied a prominent place on his programs; he brought out new works by Roussel, 
Milhaud, Arthur Honegger, and others. He wrote Je suis chef d'orchestre (1954).
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Though less well known than his contemporaries Ravel and Debussy, Albert Roussel is nevertheless 
regarded as one of the most important �gures in early twentieth century French music. Roussel's 
music re�ects his e�orts to explore new possibilities of expression while remaining faithful to 
traditional musical ideas; evident in his chamber music and works for the stage, this tension 
between traditionalism and experimentation is particularly successful in his symphonies.
 Born into an a�uent family, Roussel lost both his parents when he was very young, and was 
entrusted to the care of his grandfather at age seven; in 1880, the grandfather died, and a maternal 
aunt took over the responsibility of raising the boy. Although he was interested in music, Roussel 
decided to pursue a naval career; he graduated from the Ecole Navale in 1889, eventually serving in 
Indochina as an o�cer.
 In 1894, however, Roussel resigned his commission, devoting himself completely to music. He went 
to Paris, where he studied with the composer and organist Eugene Gigout. Four years later, he 
began studies with Vincent d'Indy at the newly-founded Schola Cantorum. In 1902, although he 
had not yet completed his studies, Roussel became professor of counterpoint at the Schola 
Cantorum.
 Having already composed several signi�cant works (including his Piano Trio and the First 
Symphony), Roussel married Blanche Preisach in 1908; the following year, the two traveled to India, 
where he was exposed to the medieval Hindu legend of Queen Padmavati, who sacri�ced her life for 
love. Fascinated by this story, Roussel decided to set it to music (his opera, Padmåvatî, 1923).
 At the outbreak of World War I in 1914 Roussel applied for active duty, eventually obtaining an 
artillery commission; after the war, having retired to Perros-Guirec on the coast of Brittany, he 
focused on un�nished projects, which included the opera-ballet Padmåvatî. This work, which 
incorporates elements of traditional Indian music, marked a new period for Roussel, whose earlier 
compositions showed in�uences of Impressionism.
 During the 1920s, Roussel struggled to balance an increasing structural complexity with emotional 
expressiveness in his works. His Second Symphony, completed in 1921, exempli�es this tension; in 
Roussel's subsequent works, the listener can also detect elements of neo-Classicism.

 In 1922, Roussel settled in Vasterival, in the coast of Normandy. Despite increasingly frail health, he 
devoted much of his energy to composing; he completed the Piano Concerto in 1927. His increasing 
public esteem is evidenced by a festival entirely devoted to his works in Paris (1927) as well as a 
commission from the Boston Symphony Orchestra for that organization's 50th anniversary (Third 
Symphony, 1930); Roussel traveled to the United States for the performance.
 Works composed toward the end of Roussel's life, such as the String Quartet (1931-1932), the 
Fourth Symphony (1934), and the String Trio (1937), show his melodic idiom to be enriched by 
elements of chromaticism and polytonality. In these compositions, Roussel managed a successful 
synthesis of these new elements with the transparency of his earlier style.




