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The practice of “Poésie mélique” for the opera Thais
by Jules Massenet:
Focusing on the song of Thais and Athanaél

Akane Mizoguchi
Abstract

This paper focuses not on the melody, but on the lyrics of the main characters, Thais and
Athanaél, in the opera “Thais” composed by Jules Massenet (1842-1912).

The study aims to clarify how “poésie mélique” expressed in the preface of the libretto by the
librettist Louis Gallet (1835-1898) is realized from the singer’s point of view.

In the preface to the libretto of “Thais,” Gallet describes in detail the “Poésie mélique” as a new
technique. However, ‘“Poésie mélique” is rarely mentioned in discussions on this opera, and it is
seldom sung with an understanding of how it influenced Massenet. Therefore, this dissertation
pursues the practice of “Poésie mélique” in “Thais” from a performer’s perspective, not through
melodic analysis but by analyzing how the lyrics themselves transformed from the script to the
score.

Chapter 1 explores the concept and purpose of the new poetic technique of “Poésie mélique,”
which Gallet describes in the preface to his libretto. In Gallet’s script, “musical rhymes” are not
bound by the “poetic rhymes” that follow previously used poetic forms, but utilize them to create
sonorous and rhythmic “rhymes” on the lyrics. Gallet cited Gounod’s “Faust” and Massenet’s
“Eve” as precedents for this. This study revealed that in the former, the regular syllables of the
lyrics in the libretto were broken and the sounds of the words repeated in altered prose created
musical rhymes that strengthened the image of the words. In the latter case, “Eve”, the artist does
not stick to rhymes but emphasizes the rhythm of the image and the words that go with it and
focuses on the intertwining of music and images.

In Chapter 2, in order to verify the reality of “Poésie mélique,” the actual content of the novel is
compared with the scripted lyrics, observing similarities and differences between them, and
identifying the changes made to Anatole France’s novel to transform it into scripted lyrics. Three
major axes of comparison were set up: “tonal expression” for the sounds in the words, and
“rhythm” in the lyrics. The analysis of the three axes of comparison shows that: 1) poetic rhymes
are created around tonal expressions related to common words in sections with similar content and

common words, and musical rhymes are created using the tonal expressions derived from the



words. 2) In “passages with similar content and no common words,” the poetic rhymes are
relatively free-form and often show no lyrical regularity, but they overlap with the musical
rhymes, creating an overall cohesiveness and making the poetic and musical rhymes freer and
more complex. 3) In the “newly added passages,” the poetic rhymes are less obvious, and the
musical rhymes are more prominent.

This examination shows that musical rhymes are often derived from poetic thymes, and the
complexity of musical thymes helps avoid the monotony of the rhythms in the lyrics; the rhythms
of words in the lyrics do not cause discomfort because the complex interplay of poetic and
musical rhymes makes coherent the lyrics in the script. Thus, Galle creates poetic and musical
rhymes in a flexible manner to match music and poetry.

In chapter 3, the lyrics in the script using “Poésie mélique” and the musicalized lyrics in
Massenet’s score are compared, focusing on the rests and breath marks that appear often in the
score. Massenet made various changes in musicalizing the lyrics in the script; specifically, the
study examines how the poetic and musical rhymes have been changed and what effects they had
on the music. As a result, it is clear that in changing the lyrics and the length of the notes,
Massenet has a good understanding of Galle’s “poésie mélique” and succeeds in realizing this in
the music.

Thus, by focusing on the lyrics rather than the melody of the sung parts of Thais and Athanaél,
the main characters in Massenet’s opera “Thais,” it is clear that the “Poésie mélique” is a complex
composition of poetic and musical rhymes, which are formed by the tonal expressions and
rhythmic movements of the sounds in the words of the lyrics. The study concludes that Massenet
understood this and combined the rhythm of the lyrics themselves with the actual length of the
notes in the performance, creating a more effective three-dimensional rhythm by using rests,
breathmarks, and varying the length of the notes. Focusing on the “Poésie mélique” gives us great

insight into the musical expression and singing method that Massenet desired.



