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Preface

Composed: 1929-31

First performance: 14 January 1932 in Paris, conducted by the composer,
Marguerite Long as soloist

Original publisher: Durand, Paris

Instrumentation: Piccolo, Flute, Oboe, Cor anglais, 2 Clarinets,

2 Bassoons — 2 Horns, Trumpet, Trombone — Timpani, Triangle, Wood block,
Drums, Whip, Cymbals, Tam-Tam — Harp — Strings

Duration: ca. 22 minutes

In the late 1920s, as he approached the twilight of his career, Ravel composed two contrasting
piano concertos. One was a classically oriented work in three movements, and the other a
romantically charged concerto in one movement for the left hand alone. The latter work,
commissioned by the one-armed Austrian pianist Paul Wittgenstein, was finished in 1930,
and the following year, as the G major Concerto approached completion, Ravel discussed
both works in an interview with his close friend, the noted author and critic Michel D. Cal-
vocoressi.

‘Planning the two Concertos simultaneously was an interesting experience. The one in which
I shall appear as the interpreter is a Concerto in the truest sense of the word: I mean that it
is written very much in the same spirit as those of Mozart and Saint-Saéns. The music of a
Concerto, in my opinion, should be lighthearted and brilliant, and not aim at profundity or at
dramatic effects. It has been said of certain great classics that their Concertos were written
not “for”, but “against” the piano. This remark I consider entirely true. I had thought at first
of entitling my Concerto “Divertissement”. Then it occurred to me that there was no need to
do so, because the very title “Concerto” should be sufficiently clear in the matter of charac-
terization.

In certain respects this Concerto is not unrelated to my Violin Sonata. It has touches of jazz in
it, but not too many.

The Concerto for the left hand [...] contains a good many jazz effects, and the writing is not
so light. In a work of this kind it is essential to give the impression of a texture no thinner than
that of a part written for both hands. For the same reason I resorted to a style which is much
nearer to that of the more solemn kind of traditional Concerto.™

! Michel D. Calvocoressi, ‘M. Ravel Discusses His Own Work’, Daily Telegraph, 11 July 1931
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Not only did Ravel plan to be the pianist in the G major Concerto, he even contemplated a
world tour which would have included Europe, North and South America, and the Orient.
However, owing to his declining health — largely brought about by three years of unremitting
work on these compositions — he conducted the G major Concerto with Marguerite Long as
soloist, and the projected tour was limited to Europe. In November 1931 the manuscript was
given to Mme Long, and interpretive details were carefully worked out in the ensuing weeks.
The premiere took place in Paris on 14 January 1932 at the Salle Pleyel as part of a Ravel
festival. Ravel shared the podium with the young Portuguese conductor Pedro de Freitas-
Branco (1896-1963), who was making his Parisian debut. The concert was a brilliant success
and the critics were virtually unanimous in their approbation of the Concerto, noting the
brilliance of the first movement, the tender poetry of the second, and the dazzling verve of
the finale. The eminent critic Emile Vuillermoz, a friend and supporter of Ravel from their
student days at the Conservatoire, tempered his enthusiastic critique as follows:

‘Once again, I wish to protest against the habit, more and more frequently indulged in, of
attempting at all costs to bring a composer before the public in a part which he is incapable of
filling. M. Ravel is continually brought out as a pianist or as a conductor, whilst he cannot
possibly shine in either of these two specialities [...]. His Pavane [pour une Infante défunte]
was unutterably slow, his Boléro dry and badly timed. And the accompaniment of the
Concerto lacked clarity and elasticity [...]. But there is only praise for the composer of all
these delicate, subtle works, the orchestration of which abounds in amusing and profound
inventions, and which is really of inimitable originality of writing and of thought. The new
Concerto is worthy of the other masterpieces that we owe to Ravel [...]. The work is very easy
to understand and gives the impression of extreme youth. It is wonderful to see how this
master has more freshness of inspiration than the young people of today who flog themselves
uselessly in order to try to discover, in laborious comedy or caricature, a humour that is not in
their temperament.”

Vuillermoz summed up by calling the concert ‘the finest artistic manifestation of the season’.’
A minority opinion was voiced by another colleague of Ravel, Henry Pruniéres, the distin-
guished musicologist and editor of La Revue Musicale, who stated that Mme Long’s interpre-
tation was technically correct, but lacked sensitivity and poetry. This negative observation
engendered a formal reply from Ravel, who insisted that her interpretation fully revealed
his intentions, and should be considered a model for future performers. Shortly after the
premiere, disobeying his doctor’s orders, Ravel undertook a taxing three-month tour with
Mme Long, conducting the Concerto in some 20 cities. Their itinerary included Brussels,
Vienna, Bucharest, Prague, London, Warsaw, Berlin, Amsterdam, and Budapest. In many
performances the finale had to be repeated, owing to extended ovations by the large and
enthusiastic audiences. In London, Ravel shared the podium with Sir Malcolm Sargent, in
Berlin with Wilhelm Furtwingler, and in Bucharest he was received in private audience by the
royal family and decorated by King Carol II.

2 Christian Science Monitor, 13 February 1932
3 Ibid.
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In Paris, while waiting between two trains, Ravel spoke to a French journalist about his con-
cert tour and the new Concerto.

‘T 'was so indisposed, in the country, that the doctors had to order me to stop all work for six
months. Think of the long months of labor devoted to this Concerto [...]. T overdid it. Thus,
these trips are now a vacation for me [...]. I am completely enchanted by these continual
trips, by sudden encounters with worlds different from my own [...]. Moreover, I rather like
conducting, and the rehearsals and all of the preparation keep my mind away from the temp-
tation to work.

And now, what is my opinion of this Concerto? A rather good one [...]. I think that I found
what I was looking for. Or rather, not entirely — let’s not exaggerate: you never realize exactly
what you are looking for. Fortunately, by the way [...]. If some day, I think that I have
succeeded, I'll be finished. In any case, this Concerto strikes me as one of the works in which
I was able to shape the content and form that I sought, in which I was best able to assert the
dominance of my will [...]. But am I perhaps partial with regard to this newborn? Of every-
thing T have composed until now, the work which satisfies me the most is probably my
Chansons madécasses. Let me add that only once did T completely succeed in realizing my
ideas: in the Boléro; but it is an overly facile genre [...]. For the most part, you see, I have still
not succeeded in finding what I want: but I still have time ahead of me [...]. You know that if
I spend all of my time laboring at Montfort (and I can only work there: it’s impossible in
Paris), I'm not among those who compose quickly. I mistrust facility. I place a somewhat
scientific stubbornness on constructing with solidity, seeking the purest material, and consol-
idating it well. My Concerto cost me two years of labor.™

Ravel’s second and final opera, L'Enfant et les sortiléges (1920-25), is a potpourri of contrast-
ing styles, and this notion of ‘mixed muses’ plays an important role in both piano concertos.
The first movement of the G major Concerto, for example, contains no less than five distinct
themes: the first, played by the piccolo, suggests a Basque folk melody, the second shows the
influence of Spain, while the remaining three derive from the idiom of jazz, featuring syn-
copation, ‘blue’ notes, and special tonguing effects. Seeking innovation within tradition,
Ravel writes three cadenzas, two of which precede the traditional one for the pianist: the first
highlights the harp, whereas the second focuses upon the woodwinds playing harp-like pas-
sages. The movement ends buoyantly with a series of descending major and minor triads,
which previously appeared in the concluding bars of the Boléro. In the latter composition,
however, these chords form the climax of a danse macabre.

Ravel told Mme Long that he composed the slow movement of the Concerto ‘two bars at a
time’, using Mozart’s Clarinet Quintet as a model. Moreover, this movement, like the slow
movement of Mozart’s Piano Concerto in C Minor, has two soloists, the piano and the wood-
wind family. The unusually extended piano introduction features a somewhat paradoxical
combination of contemporary ‘wrong note’ harmony, coupled with an archaic lyricism which

4 Nino Frank, ‘Maurice Ravel entre deux trains’, Candide, 5 May 1932
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ultimately looks back to Satie’s Gymnopédies. Another related spiritual source appears to be
Chopin’s Berceuse, with its Baroque-like ostinato in the bass, gradual rhythmic intensification
in the melody, and its delicate arabesques. A gentle dialogue between the English horn and
the piano features a poetic deceptive cadence (B to C# major), which leads to a parting allu-
sion to the opening theme in the muted strings.

The finale, marked ‘Presto’, is the only movement in the Concerto without a metronomic
indication. (The tempo in Mme Long’s recording is approximately , or J. = 144 throughout.)
The initial drum roll and fanfare recall the lighthearted circus atmosphere found, for exam-
ple, in Stravinsky’s Petrushka. As in the first movement, there are a number of motley themes:
the first, played by the clarinet, resembles a piercing train whistle, the second is folk-like with
syncopation, while the third is a boisterous march with some instruments in 6/8 and others in
2/4. The outer movements of the Concerto clearly indicate Ravel’s dual proclivity for classical
symmetry coupled with fresh, unexpected timbres for the reprise of the thematic material. In
addition, the busy activity and dizzy pace of the finale recall passages in the recently complet-
ed piano concertos of Prokofiev and Gershwin, coupled with Ravel’s personal blend of Gallic
clarity and wit.

Arbie Orenstein
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