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Preface

Composed: 1929/30

First performance: 5 January 1932 in Vienna, the Vienna Symphony
Orchestra conducted by Robert Heger with Paul Wittgenstein as soloist
Original publisher: Durand, Paris,

Instrumentation: Piccolo, 2 Flutes, 2 Oboe, Cor anglais, 3 Clarinets,
Bass Clarinet, 2 Bassoons, Contrabassoon — 4 Horns, 3 Trumpets,

3 Trombones, Tuba — Timpani, Triangle, Wood block, Drums, Cymbeals,
Tam-Tam — Harp — Strings

Duration: ca. 18 minutes

The Piano Concerto for the Left Hand is Ravel’s most dramatic work, combining expansive
lyricism, tormented jazz effects, a playful scherzo and driving march rhythms, all of which are
scaffolded into one movement of modest dimensions. The writing for the left hand is
immensely difficult, deriving ultimately from Liszt and the transcendental virtuosity found in
Gaspard de la nuit. One holograph of the Concerto contains an observation by the composer,
‘mixed muses’, thus suggesting a deliberate juxtaposition of differing styles. This aspect of
Ravel’s art first appeared in L'enfant et les sortiléges (1920-25), then in the Sonata for Violin
and Piano (1923-27), Boléro (1928), and finally in both piano concertos (1929-31).

The genesis of the Concerto for the Left Hand may be traced to Ravel’s trip to Vienna in
1929. While there, he attended rehearsals of Lenfant et les sortiléges at the Opera and con-
ducted La Vaise and Boléro for 1da Rubinstein’s ballet troupe. In addition, he heard a compo-
sition for the left hand and orchestra by Richard Strauss. The soloist, Paul Wittgenstein
(1887-1961), had lost his right arm in World War I, but courageously pursued a multifaceted
career as a concert artist, composer, transcriber of music for the left hand, and Maecenas.
Intrigued by the challenge of writing a concerto for the left hand, Ravel interrupted his work
on the G Major Piano Concerto and worked unremittingly on Wittgenstein’s commission,
which he completed in some nine months.

Shortly before the premiere of the Concerto in Paris, Ravel wrote a brief article for a French
newspaper in which he introduced his work.
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‘[...] A severe limitation of this sort poses a rather arduous problem for the composer. The
attempts at resolving this problem, moreover, are extremely rare, and the best known among
them are the Six Etudes for the Left Hand by Saint-Saéns. Because of their brevity and sec-
tionalization, they avoid the most formidable aspect of the problem, which is to maintain
interest in a work of extended scope while utilizing such limited means.

The fear of difficulty, however, is never as keen as the pleasure of contending with it, and, if
possible, of overcoming it. That is why I acceded to Wittgenstein’s request to compose a con-
certo for him [...].

In contrast to the Piano Concerto in G Major, first performed last year by Marguerite Long
that calls for a reduced orchestra the Concerto for the Left Hand utilizes a full orchestral
complement. The Concerto is divided into two parts which are played without pause:

The work begins with a slow introduction, which stands in contrast to the powerful entrance
of theme one; this theme will later be offset by a second idea, marked “espressivo”, which is
treated pianistically as though written for two hands, with an accompaniment figure weaving

about the melodic line.

The second part is a scherzo based upon two rhythmic themes. A new element suddenly
appears in the middle, a sort of ostinato figure extending over several measures which are
indefinitely repeated but constantly varied in their underlying harmony, and over which innu-
merable rhythmic patterns are introduced that become increasingly compact. This pulsation
increases in intensity and frequency, and following a return of the scherzo, it leads to an
expanded reprise of the initial theme of the work and finally to a long cadenza, in which the
theme of the introduction and the various elements noted in the beginning of the concerto
contend with one another until they are brusquely interrupted by a brutal conclusion.™

On 30 January 1932, Ravel and Marguerite Long travelled by train from Paris to Vienna,
where they would perform the G Major Concerto. An elegant dinner party in their honour
followed by a musicale was hosted by Wittgenstein, who performed the Concerto for the Left
Hand accompanied by a second piano. Mme Long recalled the evening as follows:

‘During the performance, I followed the score of the Concerto which I did not yet know, and
I could read our host’s enterprising faults on Ravel’s face, which became increasingly sombre.
As soon as the performance was over, I attempted a “diversionary tactic” with ambassador
Clauzel in order to avoid an incident. Alas, Ravel walked slowly toward Wittgenstein and said
to him: “But that’s not it at all!” He defended himself: “I am a veteran pianist and it doesn’t
sound well.” That was exactly the wrong thing to say. “I am a veteran orchestrator and it
sounds well!” was the reply. One can imagine the embarrassment! I remember that our friend

' Le Journal, 14 January 1933
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was in such a state of nervous tension that he sent back the embassy automobile and we
returned by foot, counting on this walk in the bitter cold to calm his nerves.”

In a letter to Wittgenstein written on 7 March 1932, Ravel asked him for a formal commit-
ment to play his work henceforth strictly as written. In his reply dated 17 March Wittgenstein
refused to comply, and their points of view appeared to be irreconcilable. He wrote in part:

‘All pianists make modifications, large or small, in each concerto we play. Such a formal com-
mitment would be intolerable: T could be held accountable for every imprecise semiquaver
(sixteenth note) and every crotchet (quarter) rest which I omitted or added [...]. You write
indignantly and ironically that I want to be “put in the spotlight”. But, dear Maitre, you have
explained it perfectly: that is precisely the special reason I asked you to write a concerto!
Indeed, I wish to be put in the spotlight. What other objective could I have had? I therefore
have the right to request the necessary modifications for this objective to be attained.”

This contretemps was apparently resolved, as composer and pianist finally agreed to perform
the Concerto in Paris on 17 January 1933, with Ravel conducting the Orchestre Symphonique
de Paris. The remainder of the all-Ravel programme was conducted by Roger Désormiére,
and the Concerto was an instantaneous success. One critic spoke of its ‘sumptuous richness’
and ‘astonishing variety’, while another observed that Wittgenstein’s left hand was miracu-
lously transformed into two, one singing and the other accompanying. The noted musicolo-
gist Henry Pruniéres called the pianist a ‘prodigious virtuoso’, and summed up as follows:

‘Even those, who, as I, admire all of Ravel’s achievements feel a certain regret at so many
Pyrrhic victories, and think still in all that the composer of Daphnis should indeed have been
able to let us observe more frequently what he was guarding in his heart, instead of accredit-
ing the legend that his brain alone invented these admirable sonorous phantasmagorias. From
the opening bars, we are plunged into a world in which Ravel has but rarely introduced us.™

Shortly after their collaboration in Paris, composer and pianist were scheduled to perform
the Concerto in Monte Carlo, but owing to his deteriorating health, Ravel asked Paul Paray to
replace him. He was present at the performance, however, and acknowledged an exception-
ally warm ovation.

The Piano Concerto for the Left Hand has given rise to a number of psychological interpre-
tations, among them the composer’s premonition of his oncoming mental affliction or a com-
mentary on the tragedy and uselessness of World War I. The Concerto may also be consid-
ered a culmination of Ravel’s longstanding preoccupation, one might say obsession, with the
notion of death. From the Ballade de la Reine morte d’aimer, Chanson du rouet, Les grands
vents venus d’outremer, and ‘Le Gibet’, through ‘Soupir’, ‘Trois Beaux Oiseaux du Paradis’,

2 Marguerite Long, Au Piano avec Maurice Ravel (Paris, 1971), 87-88
* Quoted in Arbie Orenstein, A Ravel Reader (New York, 2003), 594
% La Revue Musicale, February 1933, 128
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Ronsard a son dme, and ‘Aoua!’, the motif of death recurs insistently in the composer’s oeu-
vre. The tormented conclusions of La Valse, Boléro and the Concerto for the Left Hand are
but additional manifestations of this phenomenon. Whether or not one accepts these psycho-
logical interpretations, it is evident that the Concerto marks one of Ravel’s crowning achieve-
ments.

Arbie Orenstein
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Piano Concerto for the Left Hand
a Paul Wittgenstein

Maurice Ravel
(1875-1937)
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