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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 over-
whelmingly 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 Meére 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 hand; 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 tombean 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 antigue (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 Mere I’Oye (1911), Valses nobles et
sentimentales (1912), ‘Prélude’, ‘Forlane’, ‘Menuet’ and ‘Rigaudon’
from Le tombean de Couperin (1919).

(¢) Recordings

(1) Piano rolls made by Ravel (RR) in 1913 for Welte-Mignon
(Sonatine, movements 1 and II, C2887; Valses nobles et
sentimentales, C2888), and in 1922 for Duo-Art (Pavane pour une
Infante défunte, 084; ‘Otseaux 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 tombean 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-Ant (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.

(i1) 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 Fevrier (1972, ADES 7041-4); Vlado
Perlemuter (1961, VOX VBX 410 1-3; 1977, NIMBUS 21013,
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 valse 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 Heéléne
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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(i) from Vlado Perlemuter in conversation with the Editor of
the present edition (PerS(conv)).

(ii1) from Henriette Faure in Mon maitre Maurice Ravel (Paris,
1978) (FauS). 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 situ.

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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PerRI and PerRII: recordings by Perlemuter’
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PerS(conv): souvenirs from Perlemuter in conversation with the
present Editor

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

? Dual page numbers refer to the French and English editions respectively

PAVANE POUR UNE INFANTE DEFUNTE

On 27 May 1899, at the age of twenty-four, Ravel made his first
appearance as a conductor, in the first performance of his overture
Schéhérazade. ‘M. Maurice Ravel is sull a student at the
Conservatoire; his colleagues and teachers are loud in their claims
for him’, wrote the critic Pierre Lalo, before pointing out the
work’s structural faults in some detail.' Indeed, the piece was not a
success, and it was to be another eight years before Ravel again
brought a purely orchestral work before the public, with his
arrangement of ‘Une barque sur 'ocean’ from Miroirs.

His successes in those early years were all gained in more
intimate surroundings, the first of them with the Pavane pour une
Infante défunte (Pavane for a dead Infanta) which he had just
finished at the time of the Schébérazade performance. As a

favoured student in Fauré’s composition class at the Conserva-
toire, Ravel found himself invited to the salons of some of the most
influential musical hostesses of the day, including that of the
Princess Edmond de Polignac, and it seems probable that in the
wake of the failure of his overture he took the opportunity
of dedicating this piano piece to her, in the hope that her patronage
might lend wings to its passage. In the event, her support was
hardly needed. The Pavane became the rage of the salons and its
first public performance, by Ravel’s friend Ricardo Vifies at the
Société Nationale on 5 April 1902, was no more than an official
stamp on a success long since assured.

Although the Princess was apparently pleased by the
dedication, she never felt the Pavane was a work of much



substance,” and the mature Ravel came to agree with her.
Reviewing a performance of his orchestral version thirteen years
later, he wrote, ‘I can no longer see the work’s virtues at this
distance in time. But I'm afraid I see its faults all too clearly: the
overpowerful influence of Chabrier and the impoverished form.”
According to Marcel Marnat, Ravel admitted that the piece was
modelled on the ‘Idylle’ from Chabrier’s Piéces pittoresques.*

But, as often with Ravel, the matter is not as simple as it seems.
For one thing, in 1910 he took the trouble to make an orchestral
version of it, first performed by Henry Wood at one of his
Gentlemen’s Concerts in Manchester on 27 February 1911; and for
another, he regularly performed the piano version in public until
the early 1930s. Furthermore, although we have it on Roland-
Manuel’s authority that Ravel distanced himself from the
attempts of others to give the work choreographic form,” Ravel
himself incorporated it in a ballet (never performed) called Le
portrait de I'Infante, which he put together in 1923 for Sonia
Pavlow of the Opéra-Comique.’

Finding a correct performing style for the piece is no less
problematic. Ravel, according to Marguerite Long, ‘used to say
that one mustn’t turn it into a drama’; and to Henriette Faure he
said, ‘Everyone’s familiar with the tune, Heaven knows, but at the
same time as making the accompaniment secondary, you must
insist on its slightly mechanical aspect.” It is difficult, though, to
reconcile this objective approach with the marking over the
opening bars ‘Assez doux, mais d'une sonorité large’ (Rather
gentle, but with a full sound).

But the most intractable problem this piece presents is that of
tempo. Once again there are inconsistencies. Charles Oulmont,
having played the Pavane at one of his mother’s soirées, was
dismayed to be told by the composer, ‘Listen, dear boy, remember
next time that I wrote a Pavane for a dead princess, and not a dead
Pavane for a princess.” But Emile Vuillermoz, reviewing Ravel’s
conducting of a concert of his own music in 1932 could write, ‘His
Pavane was unutterably slow.”® In that same year, Jean Bérard,
then the artistic director of Columbia in France, made a recording
of the orchestral version of the Pzvane at which Ravel was present
and, as he recalled fifty years later, the composer initially set a
tempo at which the piece would have lasted between 6 and 7
minutes - far too long for a single side of a 78. While the orchestra
tried again, he took Ravel out to a bistro and on their return Ravel
gave his approval (‘C’est parfait’) to a recording lasting 4'32"""

There is, finally, an unexplained discrepancy between the
metronome marking J=80, printed in the first edition (E) and
unchanged in Ravel’s corrected edition (CE), and the marking
J=54, found in the Eschig corrected reprint (ECR), in all
editions of Ravel’s orchestral transcription (RO) and in some later
editions of the piano original, including the one published by
Schott (ED 1788). Given the uncertainties noted above, and the
fact that Ravel’s recording on piano roll (RR) takes a basic tempo
of ca. J=69 (with an overall duration, if the pianola is operated
according to the composer’s signed instructions, of 4'52"),
the pianist would seem to be free to choose within the range
J=54-80, even if, in practice, any speed above ca. J=72 is in
danger of sounding rushed. We may note also the relatively slow
performances of three of Ravel’s pianist pupils, Casadesus, Février
and Perlemuter: CasR (J=58) lasts 532", FevR (J=52) 618"
PerRI and PerRII (J= 58) last 5'18 "and 5'14 "respectively.

In the circumstances, and in the absence of the autograph, it is
hard to see that any firm guidance can be given. It is perhaps
safer - and indeed, in this quasi-eighteenth-century piece, more
appropriate - to leave the matter to the performer’s taste.

Editorial Practice

Square brackets have been applied to the majority of editorial
additions: accidentals, rests, tempo and simile markings, dynamics
and main droite/main gauche indications. One precautionary
accidental from E (bar 26) has been retained in round brackets.

The pedalling in this edition follows that of E, CE and ECR,
which are consistent with each other. I have made no attempt to
indicate the pedalling of RR, preferring in this instance to observe
what Ravel says rather than what he does. But clearly use of the
sustaining pedal is not confined to the passages marked. Release of
the pedal is left to the player’s discretion.

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

Phrase marks have been added or amended so as to conform
with parallel passages. Similarly, by analogy with corresponding
passages, staccato dots, accents and tenuto markings have been
added or deleted. Sources E, CE and ECR contain some
misplacements of ties which would cause them to be misinterpreted
as slurs; their correct positioning eradicates this ambiguity. All
irrational rhythmic groupings are here indicated as such.

Roger Nichols
1992

! Le temps (13 June 1899)

2 M. de Cossart: The Food of Love (London, 1978), 64
3 Revue Musicale de la S.1M. (15 Feb 1912), 62

4 M. Marnat: Maurice Ravel (Paris, 1986), 95

5 Roland-Manuel: 4 lx gloire de Ravel (Paris, 1938; Eng, trans. C. Jolly, London,
1947, R/1972), 45

© See Ravel’s letter of 8 September 1923 to his editor Jacques Durand, printed
in M. Ravel: Lettres, écnits, entretiens, ed. A. Orenstein (Paris, 1989; Eng. trans.
A. Orenstein, New York, 1990), 219

7 M. Long: Au piano avec Maurice Ravel (Paris, 1971; Eng. trans. O. Senior-Ellis,
1973), 120

¥ Fau$ 95

% La revue Musicale (Dec 1938), 209

O Christian Science Monitor (13 Feb 1932)

117, Bérard interviewed by Jean-Michel Nectous; for text see (6), 411-12
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CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Sources: Autograph untraceable

E - first edition by Demets, undated, but published
in 1900 (E.623D)

ECR - corrected reprint of E published by Eschig,
bearing printed autograph statement: “Seule édition
francaise corrigée par l'auteur et conforme au
manuscrit original Maurice Ravel”. Date of these
corrections unknown, but numerous errors and
inconsistencies still remaining

CE, RO, RR - see 'Editorial Method and Sources’, p. 3

Tempo indication - see Preface

Bars 1-6. E, CE: LH, tenuto markings and staccato dots only
on first two quavers of bar 2 and three quavers of bar 3.
Extended editorially. ECR plainly inconsistent

Bar 6. E, CE, ECR: "Cédez” and mf on quaver 7. Repositioned
editorially at quaver 6 by analogy with bar 33

Bar 10. E, CE ECR: “Un peu retenu” begins on quaver 4.
Repositioned editorially at quaver 5 by analogy with bar 37

Bar 15. CE: RH beats 2 and 3, tie inserted; missing in E, ECR

Bars 17, 24. CE, ECR: RH quaver 8, § added to ¢”; missing in E

Bar 25. E, CE, ECR: mf on beat 2. Repositioned editorially at
beat 1 by analogy with bar 18, and with RO in both bars

Bar 26. E, CE, ECR: f on beat 4. Repositioned editorially at
beat 3 following RO

Bar 32. E, CE, ECR: RH quaver 3, rest below f'§. Downward
stem added to /'§ and quaver rest deleted editorially by analogy
with bar 31
E, CE, ECR: LHbeats 2 and 4, arpeggiation removed editorially

Bar 33. E, CE: RH quaver 5, accented and with upward stem;
accent and downward stem in ECR. In RO, clarinet 1 and
violins 2 make clear that this chord is merely continuation
of supporting harmony. Accent removed editorially and
downward stem taken from ECR

Bars 34, 66. E, CE, ECR: LH beat 4, first grace-note a crotchet.
Altered to quaver editorially :

Bars 38, 70. E, CE, ECR: RH beat 3, /'8 quaver, joined to quavers
of beat 2. Altered to crotchet editorially following horn 1in RO

Bar 39. RR: Ravel emphasises suddenness of transition here
and at bar 49. E, CE, ECR: “subitement trés doux et trés lié”
begins on beat 4. Repositioned at quaver 8 editorially

Bar 41. CE, ECR: RH quaver 2, b added to 4”; missing in E

Bars 41-42, 51-52. E, CE, ECR: LH ties to g missing

Bar 44. CE: RH quaver 2, hadded to f”; missing in E, ECR

Bar 45. CE: RH quaver 8, badded to 4; missing in E, ECR

Bar 46. E, CE, ECR: beat 2, f Altered to sf editorially by
analogy with bars 47, 56, 57

Bars 47, 57. RR: quaver 1, more than a suspicion of a spread to
this slightly awkward chord, especially in 57

Bars 47-49, 57-59. E, CE, ECR: the descending pairs of notes
are not uniformly marked. In RO, each quaver is accented
and slurred on to the succeeding crotchet, with downbows in
the strings reinforcing the diminuendo pattern for each phrase.

RO also marks an overall diminuendo from quaver 3 of bar 47
to the cadence in bar 49 (and similarly in bars 57-59);
E, CE, ECR have overall diminuendo only in bars 47-48
and overall phrase mark only in bars 57-58; the latter is absent
from RO

Bars 48-49. E, CE, ECR: "“Trés grave” begins on beat 3 of bar 48.
Repositioned editorially at beat 4 by analogy with bars 58-59

Bars 49-50. E, CE, ECR: RH, no crescendo over rising part of
phrase. Added editorially by analogy with bars 3940, 4344

Bar 50. CE, ECR: LH, treble clef added before beat 3; missing in E.
E, CE, ECR: pp on beat 1. Repositioned editorially at
bar 49, quaver 4 by analogy with bar 43 and with RO

Bar 51. CE: RH quaver 2, b added to 4”; missing in E, ECR

Bars 51-52. See note to bars 41-42

Bars 51, 55. E, CE, ECR: RH beat 2, quaver rest above f | and 4”
respectively. Repositioned at quaver 4 editorially

Bars 53-55. E, CE, ECR: no crescendo or diminuendo. Added
editorially by analogy with bars 43-45

Bar 54. E, CE, ECR: p on quaver 1. Altered editorially to pp by
analogy with bars 43, 50, and repositioned editorially at bar 53,
quaver 8
E, CE, ECR: semiquaver beam on quintuplet. Demi-
semiquaver beam added editorially
E, CE, ECR: LH quaver 8, quaver rest. Rest deleted editorially,
and bracketed g” supplied (played by RH thumb) following
line of clarinet 2 in RO

Bar 55. CE: RH quaver 2, 4’} of E (ECR) deleted (to conform
with bar 45)
E, CE, ECR: RH quaver 3, g” crotchet. Altered editorially to
quaver, as in bar 51
CE: RH quaver 8, badded to 4; missing in E, ECR

Bar 57. See note to bar 47
E, CE: LH quaver 8, f crotchet. Altered to quaver, as in ECR

Bars 57, 58. E, CE: RH, quaver rests missing from 57 quaver 7
and 58 quaver 3; augmentation dots added to preceding
crotchets in ECR. Rests added editorially by analogy with
bars 47, 48

Bars 57-59. See note on bars 47-49

Bar 58. CE, ECR: LH quaver 1, § added to f; missing in E

Bar 66. See note to bar 34

Bar 67. E, CE, ECR: LH quaver 8, discrepancy between this
bar and bar 35. No editorial decision taken

Bar 70. E, CE, ECR: f is printed nearer to quaver 2 than to
quaver 1. RO and RR clearly mark change of dynamics and
texture from quaver 2
See note to bar 38
E, CE, ECR: beat 4, "Ped.” on the beat. Repositioned editorially
under grace-notes

Bar 72. RR: Ravel plays final chord more quietly than preceding
two. This is a compromise between E (CE, ECR) and RO,
which places climax on quaver 3 of bar 70, followed by a
diminuendo and a perdendosi on final string chord

Roger Nichols
1992



