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For all its exoticism, Jean-Phlippe 
Rameau's Les Indes Galantes, 
which premiered in 1735, reflects 
an impulse in eighteenth-century 
French musical theater toward 
real-world settings inhabited by 
flesh-and-blood characters, and 
away from epic-historical and 
mythological stories.  Just a few 
years earlier, in 1733, Rameau had 
made his theatrical debut with 
his Hippolyte et Aricie, a tragédie 
en musique whose story is based 
on Greek mythology, but with Les 
Indes Galantes, he produced a dif-
ferent kind of work, an “opéra-bal-
let,” that tells a different kind of 
story and in a different way.  The 
opéra-ballet, in fact, typically tells 
several independent stories, each 
in an act or entrée, that are unified 
by a common theme that is intro-
duced in a prologue.  The unifying 
theme is the power of love and its 
ability to bring about happy, har-
monious endings.  The complete 
work includes a prologue and 
four entrées that feature songs 
and ballets.  The prologue offers 
a mythological-allegorical intro-
duction in which the goddess of 
youth (Hébé) and the god of love 
(L'Amour, that is, Cupid) abandon 
the warring European Nations of 
France, Spain, Italy, and Poland, 
and fly to distant and exotic lands.  
The four entrées that follow—"Le 
Turc généreux," "Les Incas du 
Pérou," "Les Fleurs," and "Les Sau-
vages"—tell stories of love in the 
different and distant settings of an 
island in the Indian Ocean, Peru, 
Persia, and North America.

Even in the eighteenth century, Les 
Indes Galantes was infrequently 
performed in its complete form of 
prologue and four entrées, instead 
being performed with fewer acts 

or with new acts by different com-
posers.  Today the work is heard 
most often in the form of different 
orchestral suites that comprise 
various selections of dances from 
the original. In the Mercury perfor-
mance, the selections come from 
the prologue and first entrée, and 
the titles of those selections give 
some idea of narrated events.  In 
the prologue, the youths of the 
four European nations, gath-
ered by Hébé for a celebration, 
are introduced after a beginning 
overture.  The ensuing series of 
movements features the different 
nations, after which Bellone, the 
goddess of war, entices them to 
combat.  L'Amour enters but is 
unwelcome.  He and his attendants 
(Amours) thus depart for better 
prospects in faraway lands.

In "Le turc généreux," the Ottoman 
Pasha, Osman, feels love for Émilie, 
a young French girl who is also his 
slave.  Remaining faithful to her 
lost fiancé (Valère), Émilie rejects 
Osman.  A sudden storm caus-
es a nearby shipwreck, and the 
surviving crewmembers are now 
Osman's slaves.  Valère is among 
them, and Osman, recognizing 
in Valère the man who had once 
freed him from slavery, sets both 
Valère and Émilie free.

In this program, the oriental set-
ting of this entrée is underscored 
by the insertion of François 
Couperin's La sultane (c1695), a 
work for instrumental ensemble 
that is similar to the others that he 
wrote in the 1690s in its imitation 
of the Corellian trio sonata and 
in its use of a colorful and possi-
bly descriptive title.  Unlike the 
Corellian trio, however, this piece 
uses a four-part ensemble of two 
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violins and a basse de viole (viola 
da gamba) whose bass line is kept 
distinct from that of the contin-
uo.  The result is an ensemble of 
two treble and two bass parts that 
gives the work its distinctively rich 
texture and color, and perhaps 
the sound that led to the sonata's 
sobriquet of "The Sultana." 

Behind these fantastical stories set 
in distant locales, lies one histor-
ical event that connects Rameau 
with exotic peoples and inspired 
at least some of Les Indes Galan-
tes: in 1725 a delegation of Native 
Americans from the Louisiana 
Territory visited Paris to pledge al-
legiance to King Louis XV.  During 
that visit they performed a dance 
that Rameau witnessed and took 
as his inspiration to compose a 
movement for harpsichord enti-

tled "Les Sauvages."  He included 
that piece in his Nouvelles suites 
de pièces de claveçin, which he 
published a few years later.  That 
same piece reappeared in 1735 as 
music for the climactic "Danse du 
grand calumet de Paix" (Dance of 
the great peace pipe) in the final 
entrée of Les Indes Galantes.  The 
significance of this is two-fold: 
first, it illustrates the connection 
between the characters of the op-
era to foreign cultures then known 
to the French, which bears out the 
realism of the opéra-ballet in con-
trast to the tragédie en musique; 
and second, it illustrates Rameau's 
seriousness of purpose in creating 
music that would evoke those dis-
tant but real and cultures.
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