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Preface

Composed: 1928

First performance: 22 November 1928 in Paris

Walther Straram, Conductor

Original publisher: Durand, Paris, 1929

Instrumentation: Piccolo, 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, Cor anglais, 2 Clarinets,
Bass clarinet, 2 Bassoons, Contrabassoon — 4 Horns, 4 Trumpets,

3 Trombones, Tuba, 3 Saxophones — Timpani, 2 Drums, Cymbals,
Tam-Tam — Celesta — Harp — Strings

Duration: ca. 14 minutes

Ravel’s Bolero (1928) was commissioned by the dancer and patroness, Ida Rubinstein. She
had originally requested a ballet for her troupe based upon an orchestral transcription of six
piano pieces from Isaac Albéniz’s suite Iberia. The project was under way when, much to his
annoyance, Ravel was informed that the Spanish conductor, Enrique Arbés, had already
orchestrated the pieces and copyright laws forbade anyone else from transcribing them.
Upon learning of Ravel’s predicament, Arbés graciously offered to renounce his exclusive
copyright, and it appeared that all would end well. But now Ravel changed his mind and
decided that it would be more expeditious to orchestrate one of his own compositions. It
turned out, finally, that he would compose an original work. During a brief vacation at Saint-
Jean-de-Luz, just before going for a morning swim with his close friend, Gustave Samazeuilh,
Ravel went to the piano and picked out a melody with one finger. ‘Don’t you think this theme
has an insistent quality?’, he asked. ‘I'm going to try to repeat it a number of times without
any development, gradually increasing the orchestra as best I can.’! Returning to his home at
Montfort I’Amaury, some 50 kilometres (30 miles) west of Paris, Ravel began work on this
fresh project, which was initially called Fandango. The title was soon changed to Bolero, and
the ballet was completed in about five months. The new work was introduced at the Paris
Opéra by Madame Rubinstein and her troupe on 22 November 1928, conducted by Walther
Straram, with scenery and costumes by Alexandre Benois, and choreography by Bronislava
Nijinska. The programme also included Les Noces de Psyché et de I’Amour (music of Bach
transcribed by Arthur Honegger) and La Bien-Aimée (works by Schubert and Liszt orches-
trated by Darius Milhaud). Although favourably received by the Paris critics, Bolero soon
became extraordinarily popular, much to the surprise of its composer who predicted that the
leading symphony orchestras would refuse to include it in their programmes. Not only was
Bolero frequently performed in the concert hall, but it rapidly became an international best-

! Gustave Samazeuilh, ‘Maurice Ravel en pays basque’, La Revue Musicale (December 1938), 201
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seller. In his review entitled ‘Toscanini causes furor with Bolero’, Olin Downes described the
American premiere on 14 November 1929:

Bolero [...] brought shouts and cheers from the audience and delayed the performance by
the prolonged applause. [...] When the orchestra stopped at last, the excitement which had
gathered in the listeners as well as the music vented itself as described. And this effect, so well
carried out by the conductor, was the device of a composer of 53 years, a man of minute
stature and of no physical force, but, technically speaking, one of the most finished and
subtle masters of the craft of composition and orchestration in the world of today. [...] The
piece is in itself a school of orchestration. It is not great music but the craft, the virtuosity [...]

are really thrilling.?

In January 1930 Ravel recorded Bolero with the Lamoureux Orchestra, and thereafter he fre-
quently conducted it in a strict, moderate tempo. On 4 May Toscanini led the New York Phil-
harmonic in a performance of the work at the Paris Opéra. An uproar occurred when Ravel
did not acknowledge Toscanini’s gesture to his box and, in a heated discussion back stage, he
told the maestro that his tempo was ridiculously fast. Toscanini observed that a bolero is not
a funeral march and that his interpretation had been awarded a standing ovation by the
capacity audience. Although the two men eventually shook hands, Bolero had now become a
cause célébre. In addition to many performances on the radio and an unprecedented number
of recordings and transcriptions, Paramount, in 1934, released a film entitled Bolero, starring
George Raft (who dances to the music) and Carole Lombard. In the Japanese film Rashonion
(1950), whose western style music was composed by Takashi Matsuyama, Bolero is imitated:
in one extended scene, the same C-major tonality, harmony, and Bolero rhythm in the drum
accompany a pseudo-Bolero melody. At the World Ice Dancing Championship held in 1984
in Ottawa, Canada, the first-prize winners skated to Bolero. Transmitted live by satellite and
later rebroadcast by national television networks, the work was thus heard by hundreds
of millions of television viewers around the world. Today, Bolero remains one of the most
widely performed and recorded works in the classical literature. It is still rarely performed,
however, as Ravel originally envisioned it — as a ballet.

In an interview with José André which appeared in the Argentinian newspaper La Nacién on
15 March 1930, Ravel made the following comments:

As far as Bolero is concerned, if it interests you, I would like to say, to avoid any misunder-
standing, that in reality there is no such bolero, that is, I have not given this piece the typical
nature of this Spanish dance, intentionally so. Its theme and rhythm are repeated to the point
of obsession without any picturesque intention, in a 7zoderato assai tempo. This theme, intro-
duced by the flute, accompanied by the constant rhythm of the drum, flows successively
through the different instrumental groups in a continuous crescendo, and after being repeat-
ed, always in C major, breaks out towards the end in E major. Both theme and accom-
paniment were deliberately given a Spanish character. I have always had a predilection for

2 New York Times, 15 November 1929
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Spanish things. You see, I was born near the Spanish border, and there is also another reason:
my parents met in Madrid [...].

Another statement by the composer was reported by M.D.Calvocoressi in The Daily Tele-
graph on 11 July 1931:

I asked Ravel whether he had any particular remarks to offer on his Bolero, which had been
made the subject of heated discussions in England as elsewhere. His reply was: ‘Indeed,
I have. I am particularly desirous that there should be no misunderstanding about this work.
It constitutes an experiment in a very special and limited direction, and should not be sus-
pected of aiming at achieving anything different from, or anything more than, it actually does
achieve. Before its first performance, I issued a warning to the effect that what I had written
was a piece lasting seventeen minutes and consisting wholly of “orchestral tissue without
music” — of one long, very gradual crescendo. There are no contrasts, and there is practically
no invention except the plan and the manner of the execution.

The themes are altogether impersonal — folk tunes of the usual Spanish-Arabian kind. And
(whatever may have been said to the contrary) the orchestral writing is simple and straight-
forward throughout, without the slightest attempt at virtuosity. In this respect no greater
contrast could be imagined than that between the Bolero and L'Enfant et les sortiléges, in
which I freely resort to all manners of orchestral virtuosity.

It is perhaps because of these peculiarities that no single composer likes the Bolero — and from
their point of view they are quite right. I have carried out exactly what I intended, and it is for
listeners to take it or leave it.’

Bolero reaffirms Ravel’s longstanding interest in the dance, and his continuing preoccupation
with Spanish music and orchestral colour. Furthermore, the obsessive repetition which
appears throughout the 52 bars of ‘Le Gibet’ (Gaspard de la nuit, 1908) is carried even further
in Bolero, as the snare drum ceaselessly repeats a simple two-bar rhythmic pattern for 338
bars (stopping just two bars before the end), and the harmonic underpinning of tonic to dom-
inant is heard for no less than 326 bars. As in Chopin’s Berceuse, where a tonic pedal point of
68 bars is followed by a strikingly fresh V’—I final cadence, so in Bolero, after so much tonic-
dominant in the bass, the final subdominant cadence comes as something of a shock.

The theme may be divided into two symmetrical parts: A (bb5-21), which is diatonic, and B
(bb41-57), which is more chromatic. With ever-increasing instrumentation, the theme is
heard nine times, as an AABB pattern is presented four times, and then abridged to AB (two
bars after Figure 16), leading to the modulation to E major and the rousing conclusion in C.
Thus, the overall form — which is quite unusual — is that of a theme with repetition, the
element of variation being limited to the harmony and the orchestration. In the second part of
the theme, the many B flats (a flat seventh over C) superimpose an element of jazz on the
Spanish setting, as do the three saxophones and the sliding trombones. Presented first in a
simple manner, the theme is later harmonized with chords, mostly in parallel 5-3 and 6-3
motion. One presentation of the theme is bitonal (two bars after Figure 9, the melody in C
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major and the oboe d’amore in G) and another is tritonal (two bars after Figure 8) — a unique
occurrence in Ravel’s works. This passage merits close attention. The rhythmic pattern is
heard in the snare drum, a flute and a horn. The balance of contrasting instrumental families
should be noted, as well as the paradoxical aspect of having a flute and a horn performing a
role traditionally given to the percussion family; the horns — together with the woodwinds and
strings — frequently double the rhythmic pattern in the snare drum. The melody is played in
C major by the celesta and a horn (a somewhat unexpected coupling), in E major by one pic-
colo, and in G major by the other piccolo. Thus, the famous modulation to E major has been
prepared in a sense by a presentation of the melody in that key.

Madame Rubinstein’s interpretation of Bolero was set in a dimly lit Spanish café. A young
woman begins to dance a languid bolero on a table top as the other performers gradually take
notice. The dancers become increasingly obsessed by the bolero rhythm, ending in an apoth-
eosis. The critic André Suares called Bolero ‘a sort of Danse macabre’, and Piero Coppola,
who conducted the first recording of the piece (under the composer’s supervision), stated
that the effect Ravel ‘desired above all was precisely this almost hallucinatory insistence of an
immutable tempo’. Bolero is thus spiritually akin to Ravel’s ‘choreographic poem’ La Valse
(1920): both pieces begin quietly and elegantly, but ultimately build to overpowering and
tormented conclusions. Although ‘an experiment in a very special and limited direction’, as
Ravel acknowledged, Bolero is nevertheless a brilliant zour de force, whose subtleties invite
repeated study.

Arbie Orenstein (abridged)
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Boléro

a Ida Rubinstein

Maurice Ravel
(1875-1937)

Flauto piccolo 1
Flauto
(2 anche Flauto piccolo 2)
Oboe
(2 anche Oboe d*amore (A))
Corno inglese
Clarinetto (Eb)
Clari (Bb)
Clarinetto basso (Bb)
Saxoft pranino (F)
Saxofono soprano (Bb)
Saxofono tenor (Bb)
(2 anche Saxofono soprano (Bb))
Fagotto
Contraf:
Como (F) 1-4 |
Tromba (D)
Tromba (C) 1-3
Tromb 1-3
Tuba
Timpani : s =]
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