
 
Paul Dukas (1 October 1865 – 17 May 1935) was a French composer, critic, and teacher whose output, though relatively small, 
reflects an extraordinary level of craftsmanship, intellectual rigor, and artistic restraint. A contemporary of Claude Debussy, Dukas 
is best remembered for his orchestral scherzo The Sorcerer’s Apprentice (1897), which gained international fame for its vivid 
orchestration and narrative flair. However, his Symphony in C (1896), composed just before that work, stands as a major and 
underappreciated achievement in late Romantic orchestral music. Rooted in classical tradition but shaped by a distinctly French 
sensibility, the symphony exemplifies Dukas’s dedication to formal coherence, expressive clarity, and orchestral precision. 
 
Dukas began his musical studies relatively late, entering the Conservatoire de Paris at the age of 16. There, he studied composition 
with Théodore Dubois and orchestration with Ernest Guiraud, alongside classmates such as Claude Debussy. Despite winning 
several prizes, Dukas was famously self-critical, a trait that led him to destroy many of his compositions, leaving behind a small but 
remarkably refined body of work. His musical style combines the structural discipline of Germanic composers such as Beethoven 
and Brahms with the lyrical expressiveness and coloristic nuance characteristic of French music in the wake of Berlioz and Franck. 
 
Symphony in C was composed between 1895 and 1896 and premiered in January 1897 under the direction of Paul Taffanel. It 
remains one of Dukas’s most substantial orchestral works and a cornerstone of French symphonic literature from the fin de siècle 
period. The symphony is structured in three movements: I. Allegro non troppo, maestoso; II. Andante espressivo, non troppo 
lento; and III. Allegro spiritoso. Though the three-movement layout breaks from the conventional four-movement symphonic 
form, it allows Dukas to focus his material with exceptional economy and coherence, eschewing excess in favor of structural clarity 
and thematic unity. 
 
The first movement opens with a bold, majestic theme that sets the tone for a work of grandeur and seriousness. It unfolds with a 
balance of lyrical and dramatic material, enriched by Dukas’s command of counterpoint and orchestral texture. The central 
movement, an Andante, offers a lyrical and introspective contrast, built around a long-breathed, expressive melody that weaves 
through shifting harmonic colors. The finale, a vigorous Allegro spiritoso, is rhythmically charged and contrapuntally dense, 
culminating in a fugal passage that showcases Dukas’s compositional mastery and affinity for formal development. 

 
At the time of its premiere, Symphony in C received respectful if somewhat muted praise. While critics acknowledged its 
craftsmanship and seriousness, it did not generate the same excitement as the more sensuous and novel works being developed 
by the Impressionist school. Nonetheless, the symphony has grown in stature over time, increasingly recognized for its intellectual 
depth and technical brilliance. Though Dukas would go on to compose the popular The Sorcerer’s Apprentice and the opera Ariane 
et Barbe-Bleue (1907), he wrote little else in the symphonic realm, making this work all the more significant. 
 
In addition to his compositions, Dukas had a long and influential career as a critic and educator. His essays on music reveal a keen 
analytical mind and a deep understanding of compositional technique. As a professor of composition at the Paris Conservatoire, 
he shaped generations of composers, including Olivier Messiaen, Maurice Duruflé, and Joaquín Rodrigo. His teaching emphasized 
discipline, clarity, and expressive integrity, qualities that are deeply embedded in the Symphony in C. 
 
Ultimately, Paul Dukas’s Symphony in C stands as a powerful affirmation of the symphonic tradition in French music at a time 
when many composers were turning away from it. It represents a bridge between the Germanic formal legacy and the emerging 
French modernist idiom, distinguished by its technical rigor, structural elegance, and expressive depth. Though it may lack the 
immediate allure of his more famous scherzo, the symphony endures as a masterwork of late Romantic orchestral writing one that 
rewards repeated listening and continues to command the admiration of musicians and audiences alike. 
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