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RAVEL’S PIANO MUSIC - A NEW EDITION

Editorial Method and Sources

There is no denying the excitement of holding in one’s hand the
autograph manuscript of a musical masterpiece; and where the
autograph is itself a work of art, as many of Ravel’s are, then
aesthetic considerations also come into play to compound the
excitement. But there is equally no denying that composers are, like
all mortals, fallible, and that however beautiful and exciting an
autograph is, it may nonetheless contain mistakes. The apparently
laudable desire to go back to what the composer originally wrote
needs therefore to be tempered with a certain amount of common
sense.

With stage works, it is true, pressures of time, space, money and
personalities often lead to deformations which the composer does
not in any sense welcome but has to accept if the performance is to
go ahead, and which may then find their way into the printed
score. But in the case of piano works, the pressures on the
composer in preparing an edition are much slighter, exerted for the
most part by the printer in his desire for conformity with house
style, so that changes introduced between manuscript and edition
have a somewhat greater chance of representing decisions freely
taken by the composer. Certainly, in the process of publication
mistakes may be introduced as well as rectified and, when
musicality and common sense indicate that this may have
happened, the autograph can indeed sometimes provide vital
evidence. But in the course of conversations with a number of
composers of our own time, I am given overwhelmingly to
understand that they would actually be angry if future editors
ignored their carefully prepared printed scores and went back
automatically to their original autographs for a so-called true
reading.

In the case of Ravel’s piano music, such a critical view of
autograph evidence is more than ever justified, since the Music
Department of the Bibliothéque Nationale holds a bound volume
containing Ravel’s own printed copies, with autograph corrections,
of the bulk of the first editions of his solo piano music.' To judge
from the contents, the volume would appear to have been made up
between 1911 and 1913. The works missing from this collection are
Sérénade grotesque, Sites auriculaires, Ma Mére I'Oye, Prélude, A la
maniére de..., Le tombeau de Couperin and Frontispice. Printed copies
with autograph corrections of Ma Mére I’'Oye and A la maniére de...
are held separately in the same institution,” while Ravel’s own
printed copy of Le tombeau de Couperin, with autograph fingerings
and one autograph correction, is on display in the Musée Ravel at
Monfort I'Amaury. For Sérénade grotesque and Sites auriculaires the
autographs may be said to assume paramount importance since
these pieces were not published in the composer’s lifetime. The
autograph of Frontispice is also significant because Ravel’s own
printed copy has not been found. Unfortunately, for Prélude
neither the autograph nor the composer’s printed copy is extant.

No proofs are known to survive of the first editions of any of
Ravel’s piano works.

Primary Sources

Where Ravel’s own corrected edition is available, I have taken it
as my main primary source; discrepancies between this corrected
edition (CE), the first printed edition (E) and the autograph (A) are
duly noted. A further primary source is the set of printed editions
belonging to Vlado Perlemuter, who studied almost all Ravel’s
piano works with the composer in 1927 (PerCE). These copies
carry some valuable additions and corrections in Ravel’s own hand,

mainly for Gaspard de la nuit. They also carry additions and
corrections dictated by Ravel, but in Perlemuter’s hartd; these have
not been treated as primary evidence. The copies belonging to
Robert Casadesus are now in the possession of his widow, but Mme
Casadesus has been kind enough to assure me that they contain no
markings in the composer’s hand. Likewise, Jacques Février’s niece
and pupil Mme Aboulker-Rosenfeld has assured me that her uncle’s
copies contain no markings beyond his fingerings.

Secondary Sources

The secondary sources fall into four groups:

(a) Printed copies with corrections by Lucien Garban (GarCE).
Garban worked for the Durand publishing house and was a close
friend of the composer. The exact status of these corrections is
impossible to determine but, given the links between the two men,
it is feasible that at least some of the changes were dictated by Ravel.
These copies are now in the library of Bakersfield College,
California. Garban also made piano duet transcriptions of Valses
nobles et sentimentales and Le tombeau de Couperin (GarT). These
are published by Durand.

(b) Ravel’s own orchestrations of a number of his piano pieces
(RO). In chronological order of original composition (dates of
orchestration in brackets), these are: Menuet antique (1929),
‘Habanera’ from Sites auriculaires (1908), Pavane pour une Infante
défunte (1910), ‘Une barque sur 'océan’ and ‘Alborada del gracioso’
from Miroirs (1906 and 1923), Ma Mére I'Oye (1911), Valses nobles et
sentimentales (1912), ‘Prélude’, ‘Forlane’, ‘Menuet’ and ‘Rigaudon’
from Le tombeau de Couperin (1919).

(0) Recordings

() Piano rolls made by Ravel (RR) in 1913 for Welte-Mignon
(Sonatine, movements I and II, C2887; Valses nobles et
sentimentales, C2888), and in 1922 for Duo-Art (Pavane pour une
Infante défunte, 084; ‘Oiseaux tristes’ from Miroirs, 082). It was
claimed that at this second session Ravel also recorded ‘Le gibet’
from Gaspard de la nuit and the ‘Toccata’ from Le tombeau de
Couperin, but these were in fact recorded by Robert Casadesus. It
remains uncertain which of the two recorded ‘La vallée des
cloches’ from Miroirs in 1929 for Duo-Art (72750), though I am
almost certain it was Ravel. All these recordings have been
transferred a number of times to LP, but unfortunately the piano
roll equipment has not always been properly regulated.

(ti) Recordings made on disc by three pianists, all of whom had
the benefit of the composer’s detailed advice: Robert Casadesus
(1955, CBS 13062-4); Jacques Février (1972, ADES 70414); Vlado
Perlemuter (1961, VOX VBX 410 1-3; 1977, NIMBUS 2101-3,
reissued CD NI 5005, 5011) (CasR, FévR, PerRI and PerRII).
Marcelle Meyer, although known to Ravel (together they gave
the private two-piano performance of La wvalse which failed to
impress Diaghilev), never studied his piano music with him, as
her daughter, Marie Bertin, was good enough to inform me. I
have therefore taken no account of Mme Meyer’s Ravel
recordings reissued by EMI on the Référence label.

(d) Souvenirs of Ravel as a coach of his piano music

) from Vlado Perlemuter in his interviews with Héléne
Jourdan-Morhange, published as Ravel d’aprés Ravel (Lausanne,
1953) and in an English translation by F. Tanner as Ravel according
to Ravel (New York/London, 1988; 2/1991) (PerS(HJM) ).

Vma. 2967
%Vma. 3157(7) and Fol. Vm12. 2701(2)A respectively
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(i1) from Vlado Perlemuter in conversation with the Editor of
the present edition (PerS(conv)).

(iti) from Henriette Faure in Mon maitre Maurice Ravel (Paris,
1978) (Fau$S). Mlle Faure, the sister of the politician Edgar Faure,
was coached by Ravel for her recital of his music - in all
probability the first ever all-Ravel piano recital - which she gave
at the Théitre des Champs-Elysées on 12 January 1923 (not 18
January, as she states in her book), when she was eighteen. Other
souvenirs are fully identified i sitw.

The secondary sources are considered when they shed further
light on an established text, or when problems in the text are not
fully elucidated by the primary sources.
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A: autograph
E: first edition
CE: Ravel’s corrected copy of the first edition

PerCE: Perlemuter’s printed copy with Ravel’s additions and
corrections

GarCE: printed copies with Garban’s additions and corrections
GarT: Garban’s piano duet transcriptions

RO: Ravel’s orchestral transcriptions

RR: Ravel’s recordings on piano roll

CasR: recordings by Casadesus
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PerS(HJM): souvenirs from Perlemuter in Ravel d'aprés Ravel, in
conversation with Héléne Jourdan-Morhange®

PerS(conv): souvenirs from Perlemuter in conversation with the
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Faus$: souvenirs from Faure in Mon maitre Maurice Ravel

"The designation PerR without a number indicates that Perlemuter’s two
recordings coincide over the point in question

2Dugl page numbers refer to the French and English editions respectively

GASPARD DE LA NUIT

Preface

It is surprising, perhaps, with all the extra-musical associations to be
found in Ravel’s piano music - visual ones in Miroirs, historical ones
in Vialses nobles et sentimentales and Le tombeau de Couperin, not to
mention the problem-solving in Menuet sur le nom d’Haydn - that
only four of his piano works seem to have had direct links with
literature. Three of these (Habanera’ from Sites auriculaires, Jeux
d’eau and Valses nobles et sentimentales) bear no more than a brief
epigraph. Gaspard de la nuit is therefore unique among them, not
only in taking its title from a collection of prose poems by Aloysius
Bertrand, but in being shaped, albeit loosely, by the three poems
chosen from the collection by Ravel, which are printed in full at the
beginning of each piece in the first edition.

Bertrand (1807-1841) finished Gaspard de la nuit, subtitled
“fantaisies 4 la maniére de Rembrandt et de Callot’,’ in 1836. It was
published a year after his death. In his preface Bertrand states that
“Art always has two antithetical faces. . . Rembrandt is the white-
bearded philosopher who hides away, snail-like, in his retreat,
whose thoughts are taken up with meditation and prayer. . . Callot,

on the other hand, is the loud-mouthed, loose-living jackanapes
who swaggers about the square, kicks up a din in the tavern and
fondles the gypsies’ daughters. . .The author of this book envisaged
art under this double personification”. In the final paragraph he
writes, “And if someone asks the author why he does not parade
some fine literary theory at the head of his book, he will be forced
to reply that. . . Pulcinello keeps his strings hidden from the curious
mob. He contents himself with signing his work: GASPARD DE
LA NUIT.” The volume consists of the preface, an address to
Victor Hugo, 51 poems in six books making up ‘Les fantaisies de
Gaspard de la Nuit’, an address to the literary critic Charles-
Augustin Sainte-Beuve, and 13 ‘pieces détachées, extraites du
portefeuille de I'auteur’. ‘Ondine’ comes from the third book of
poems entitled ‘La nuit et ses prestiges’, both ‘Le gibet’ and ‘Scarbo’
from the ‘piéces détachées’.

Ravel was introduced to the book by his friend Ricardo Viries
(1876-1943) who was a fellow student at the Paris Conservatoire. A
Spaniard by birth, Vifies arrived in Paris in 1887 speaking nothing



but his own language. Within a few years he had learnt not only
French but large portions of French literature by heart, including
the whole of Baudelaire’s Les fleurs du mal. His friendship with
Ravel also had a literary as well as a musical basis, as we know from
Vifies’ diary.” In August 1892 Vifies writes that Ravel made two
“very sombre” drawings inspired by tales of Edgar Allan Poe (7he
Maelstrom and Manuscript found in a bottle) which they were reading
together in Baudelaire’s translation; and in October 1894 that they
were copying out half-a-dozen banned poems from Les fleurs du
mal. Gaspard is first mentioned in the diary on 12 November 1895,
when Vifies writes that “he [Ravel] tells me that the Gaspard de la
Nuit 1 bought in London is very rare”. On 25 September 1896
Viiies allowed Ravel to take the copy away and did not get it back
until 20 December 1897, Ravel claiming that it had been at the
bottom of a trunk! There are no further entries referring to Gaspard
until 25 October 1908, when Vifies began to study the music of
‘Ondine’. Two days later he played all three pieces to Manuel de
Falla and on 8 November he played them again to Albert Roussel.
He gave the first public performance in the Salle Erard at a concert
of the Société Nationale on 9 January 1909. Press reaction was on
the whole favourable.

In being drawn to Poe and Baudelaire, Ravel was very much a
young aesthete of his time. Bertrand’s credo that “Pulcinello keeps
his strings hidden from the curious mob” was also in absolute
accordance with his own predilections. But the picture of Ravel as
the embodiment of clarity and precision, as a dandy or, in
Stravinsky’s words, “a Swiss clockmaker”, does not really square
with some of his pronouncements over Gaspard. Héléne Jourdan-
Morhange relays a conversation with Vifies in which the pianist
says that in ‘Ondine’ the theme should not stand out but be
absorbed into the surrounding atmosphere, and that provided this
atmosphere was maintained, Ravel did not worry about the odd
wrong note.” The pianist Paul Loyonnet remembers Ravel saying
about ‘Ondine’, “If you don’t count the exact number of rhythms
in the opening figure, it doesn’t matter.”*

There is reason to think that Ravel imitated Bertrand’s principle
of contrast by making the central piece as different from the outer
ones as possible - 2 Rembrandt between two Callots. He insisted
that ‘Le gibet’ be played monotonously and at an absolutely
unvarying tempo. In a letter to the critic M. D. Calvocoressi of 24
March 1922, when he was preparing to make his piano roll
recordings for Duo-Art in London, he wrote, “I am particularly
keen to have Gaspard de la nuit on record and Vifies has never seen
fit o play these pieces, ‘Le gibet’ in particular, in the way the
composer intended. And I mean seen fit: I don’t know whether you
have been present at any of those discussions when he has assured
me that if he observed the nuances and speeds I wanted, ‘Le gibet’
would bore the audience to death. He has remained intransigent
over this.” To Henriette Faure Ravel said that the bell must not be
louder than its surroundings: “This bell does not dominate, it is, it
tolls unwearyingly.”®

In the outer movements, on the other hand, he insisted on the
contrasts of dynamics being observed.” Whatever Vifies’
shortcomings as an interpreter, we have no cause to disbelieve him
when he says that Ravel wanted the crescendos to be very
pronounced, and that pianists in general begin them too early.? The
spirit of Franz Liszt too hovers over these pieces, and Ravel
recommended to Mlle Faure that she work at Liszt’s Feux follets to
correct the heaviness of her thumbs in ‘Ondine’.’” He also asked her
not to play too loud overall in ‘Scarbo’,”® probably to allow the
climaxes to strike home. Some remarks made to other colleagues go
a linle further in illumining his intentions in ‘Scarbo’. To Henni
Gil-Marchex he suggested that the right-hand phrase in bar 32 could

be fitted to the words “Quelle horreur!”;!" he told Maurice Delage
that he had wanted to write a work more difficult than Balakirev’s
Islamey;" and to Vlado Perlemuter he said, “I wanted to compose a
caricature of Romanticism”, and then in a whisper, “but perhaps I
let myself get carried away!”"

Finally, the function of ‘Le gibet’ as a contrast to the other pieces
is supported by Ravel’s choire of dedicatees. The two outer ones are
both dedicated to pianists, ‘Ondine’ to Harold Bauer and ‘Scarbo’
to Rudolph Ganz. But ‘Le gibet’ is dedicated to the critic Jean
Marnold who, when other critics such as Pierre Lalo were
dismissing Ravel as a mere imitator of Debussy, had defended
Ravel’s position as an important and original artist. After the first
performance of Gaspard de la nuit, such a defence was no longer
necessary.

Editorial Practice

Square brackets have been applied to the majority of editorial
additions: accidentals, notes and rests, time signatures, tempo and
pedal markings, dynamics and maine droite/main gauche
indications. Precautionary accidentals in round brackets, from the
first edition (E), have, where considered helpful, been retained. The
fingerings are all taken from Ravel’s corrected copy of the first
edition (CE) except where otherwise indicated in the Critical
Commentary.

The following editorial amendments have been made without
their being distinguished in the music text or detailed in the Critical
Commentary:

Phrase marks and slurs have been added or amended so as to
conform with parallel passages. Similarly, by analogy with
corresponding passages, staccato dots/wedges, accents and tenuto
markings, in ‘Le gibet’ and ‘Scarbo’, have been added or deleted. In
‘Le gibet’, ties to the lower Bb s of the repeated octave ‘bell’ pattern,
where absent in the sources, have been consistently applied
throughout. Source E contains some misplacements of such ties
which could cause them to be misinterpreted as slurs; the correct
positioning of ties and slurs in the present edition eradicates this
ambiguity. All irrational rhythmic groupings are here indicated as
such; only a few triplet markings appear in the sources.

Roger Nichols
1991

! Jacques Callot (1592-1635) was a celebrated engraver. Among his best-
known works are Les miséres de la guerre and Les tentations de St Antoine

2eLe journal inédit de Ricardo Viiies’, ed. N. Gubisch, Revwe Internationale
de Musique Frangaise, (June 1980), 155-248

H. Jourdan-Morhange: Ravel et noss, (Geneva, 1945), 215-16

* C.Timbrell: ‘An interview with Paul Loyonnet’, Journal of the American
Liszt Society, xix (1986), 112-21

* Music Department, Bibliothéque Nationale, Paris,.LA Ravel 99, published
in M. Ravel: Lettres, écrits, entretiens, ed. A. Orenstein, (Paris 1989; Eng.
trans. A. Orenstein, New York, 1990), 196-97

¢ Fau$ 61

7 ibid. 65

¥see (3)

? Fau$ 57

" ibid. 65

"Henri Gil-Marchex: ‘Les Concertos de Ravel’, Lt Revse Musicale, (Dec 1938), 89

" Roland-Manuel: 4 /s gloire de Ravel, (Paris, 1938; Eng, trans. C. Jolly,
London, 1947, R/1972), 54
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Ondine

........ Je croyais entendre

Une vague harmonie enchanter mon sommeil,

Et prés de moi s'épandre un murmure pareil

Aux chants entrecoupés d’une voix triste et tendre.
Ch. Brugnot - Les deux Géntes

- "Ecoute! —~ Ecoute! - Cest moi, c'est Ondine qui fréle
de ces gouttes d'eau les losanges sonores de ta fenétre
illuminée par les mornes rayons de la lune; et voici, en
robe de moire, la dame chitelaine qui contemple 4 son
balcon la belle nuit étoilée et le beau lac endormi.

Chaque flot est un ondin qui nage dans le courant,
chaque courant est un sentier qui serpente vers mon
palais, et mon palais est biti fluide, au fond du lac,
dans le triangle du feu, de la terre et de lair.

Ecoute! — Ecoute! - Mon pére bat l'eau coassante
d'une branche d’aulne verte, et mes soeurs caressent de
leurs bras d'écume les fraiches iles dherbes, de
nénuphars et de glaieuls, ou se moquent du saule caduc et
barbu qui péche a la ligne.”

Sa chanson murmurée, elle me supplia de recevoir son
anneau 4 mon doigt, pour étre I'époux d'une Ondine, et de
visiter avec elle son palais, pour étre le roi des lacs.

Et comme je lui répondais que j'aimais une mortelle,
boudeuse et dépitée, elle pleura quelques larmes, poussa
un éclat de rire, et s'évanouit en giboulées qui
ruisselerent blanches le long de mes vitraux bleus.

Aloysius Bertrand
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