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RAVELS 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 itselfa work of art, as many of Ravel’s are, then aesthetic
considerations also come into play to compound the excitement.
Bur thete 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 Bibliotéque 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 ate Sérénade grotesque,
Sites auriculaives, Ma Mére 'Oye, Prélude, A la manitrede. .., Le tombeau
de Couperin and Frontispice. Printed copies with autograph corrections
of Ma Mére '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 ro 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, apart from a set of first proofs of Le tombean de
Couperin in the Durand archives, marked up by the Durand editor
with a request for second proofs (I am grateful to Roy Howat for
providing me with a copy of this material). This set contains no
autograph markings. All the editorial annotations found their way
into the first edition except for the form of some of the multiple
appoggiaturas in ‘Prélude’ and 'Forlane’, over which Ravel would
seem to have changed his mind.

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 Févriet’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 antiqgue (1929),
‘Habanera’ from Sites auriculaires (1908), Pavane pour une Infante
défunte (1910), 'Une barque sur I'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).

(c) Recordings

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

(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 Février (1972, ADES
7041-4); Vlado Perlemuter (1961, VOX VBX 410 1-34, 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 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

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



(i1) from Vlado Perlemuter in conversation with the Editor of
the present edition (PerS(conv)).

(ii1) from Henriette Faure in Mon maftre Manrice Ravel (Partis,
1978) (Fau$). 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 Thédtre 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 in 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 soutces.
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MIROIRS

Preface

One of the more exciting moments in Parisian musical life during
the first decade of this century was the so-called affzére Ravel which
broke out in the summer of 1905. In the course of his final attempt
to win the Prix de Rome, Ravel, who already had Jeux d’eau, the
song cycle Shéhérazade and the String Quartet to his name, was
disqualified after the preliminary round, provoking lively turmoil
in the newspapers and elsewhere.

In retrospect it is not so much Ravel’s disqualification that seems
curious (some of the harmonies he submitted to the judging panel
were plainly designed to infuriate) as his involvement in the first
place. His true milieu was not academe, but the group of friends
who called themselves “Les Apaches” (deriving not from the Red
Indian tribe but from the same root as appassionato), for whom
upsetting the Establishment was one entertaining objective among
many. Whereas the Sonatine (whose composition, despite Ravel’s
later testimony, overlapped with that of Miroirs) belonged still to
an accepted order of things, much of Miroirs deliberately courts
strangeness and novelty, and the dedication of each of the five pieces
to a fellow Apache proves that this was no accident. As Marcel
Marnat says, “at this point begins a maturity that is lucid, consistent

and deliberately aggressive, despite its still somewhat precious surface
reflecting the distant stance Ravel uses to isolate himself from the
mob”.! And yet there is no abrupt break on the technical front: “the
linear classicism of the Sonatine is in Miroérs applied to different ends:
it is underlying rather than predominant, implicit more than explicit”.?

Evidence of Ravel'’s desire for change comes from his friend and
biographer Roland-Manuel:

“One evening, when Ricardo Vifies had been to present his
intetpretation of D’un cahier d'esquisses to the celebrated composer
[Debussy] of this little-known piece, he arrived at the rue de
Civry full of what he had heard: Debussy had declared to him
that he was dreaming of a kind of music whose form was so free
that it would sound improvised, of works which would seem to
have been torn out of a sketchbook. Ravel was present at the
gathering. Quite unexpectedly he approved of the idea, and
confessed that the music he was working on was based on similar
principles. ‘I shall be glad’, he said, ‘to produce something to set

me free from Jeux d'ean.’”?

It seems probable that the piece he had in mind was ‘Oiseaux tristes’.
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Some discussion has ensued over the years about the meaning
of the title Miroirs, since Ravel himself did not seem to have
pronounced on the subject, confining himself to the observation
that “the Miroirs form a collection of pieces for piano which mark a
change in my harmonic development pronounced enough to have
upset those musicians who, till then, had had the least trouble
appreciating my style”.* But more recent researches by the American
scholar Arbie Orenstein have unearthed a previously unpublished
addendum to this statement, in which Ravel says:

“The title Miroirs, five piano pieces composed in 1905, has

authorised my critics to consider this collection as being among

those works which belong to the Impressionist movement. [ do

not contradict this at all, if one understands the term by analogy.

A racher fleeting analogy, what’s more, since Impressionism does

not seem to have any precise meaning outside the domain of

painting. In any case, the word ‘mirror’ should not lead one to

assume that [ want to affirm a subjectivist theory of art. A sentence

by Shakespeare helped me to formulate a completely opposite

position:...'the eye sees not itself But by reflection, by some other

things™ (Julius Cagsar, Act 1, Scene 2).

The whole set must have been completed by the late autumn of
1905, because Ricardo Vifies’s diary entry for Christmas Eve notes
that he called on Ravel and found him correcting the proofs. Vifies
gave the first performance in the Salle Erard just under a fortnight
later, on 6 January 1906. We are left with mixed evidence of the
work’s reception. The Revue musicale thought it brought warmth
into an otherwise cold evening’s music,® while Camille Mauclair in
Le courrier musical considered that Ravel had “accomplished the
charming and paradoxical miracle of getting us to accept that kind
of imitative harmony which we had relegated to the ranks of ancient
etrors in musical aesthetics”; his only concern was over the virtuosity
needed to play the work, which reminded him of “the fallacious
charm of Japanese jugglers”.” The critic Pierre Lalo, at the start of
a long career of anti-Ravelian pamphleteering, was irritated by the
resemblance of Ravel’s music to Debussy’s, a charge which did not
please Ravel the more for being traced by Lalo to “a natural affinity”.®
Some years later Georges Jean-Aubry, who met Ravel for the first
time at that concert, recalled “the hisses that greeted Vifies when
he interpreted, for the first time, Maurice Ravel’s Méroirs” On the
other hand, Vifies himself wrote in his diary that, despite not
knowing the work thoroughly, he had a “succés monstre” and that
‘Alborada del gracioso’ was encored."’

The first piece, ‘Noctuelles’ (Nocturnal Moths), is dedicated to
the poet Léon-Paul Fargue and was inspired by his lines “Les noctuelles
des hangars partent, d'un vol gauche, Cravater d'autres pontres” (The
nocturnal moths in their barns launch themselves clumsily into the
air, going from one perch to another). Fargue was, like the moths
and to some extent Ravel himself, a nocturnal animal, and the two
men were still going for long night rambles together through Paris
in the early 1930s. Perhaps not too much should be made of the
positioning of ‘Noctuelles’ at the head of the set, where it certainly
makes a harmonically arresting impact; but the critic and fellow-
Apache Emile Vuillermoz remembered that Fargue's “most casual
remarks had an authority about them™" and it seems likely that he
was to a large degree responsible for guiding the group’s aesthetic
progress. For all the newness of its textures, ‘Noctuelles’, like Jeux
d'eau from which Ravel was trying to escape, owes much to Liszt -
Vladimir Jankélévitch has suggested Waldesrauschen as one possible
model.'? It also follows the tonal pattern of the ‘Menuet’ from the
Sonatine, with outer sections in Db major enclosing a central one
initially centred on the note E In the matter of performance,
Perlemuter says that the composer wanted the sudden crescendos
(especially at bars 23, 26; 106, 109) brought out in contrast with
the surrounding texture; and it may be as well to recall here Vifies’
remark that pianists in general begin Ravel's crescendos too early.”

Finally, with regard to the central section, Henriette Faure recalled
that “when I played him this passage with its frequent expressif
markings, he said to me in anxious and slightly irritated tones,
‘Keep going, keep going, and don’t be lachrimose!"""*

Ravel states in his ‘Autobiographical Sketch’ that ‘Oiseaux
tristes’ was “the earliest of these pieces to be written, and the most
typical of all to my way of thinking... It evokes birds lost in the
opptessiveness of a very dark forest during the hottest hours of
summer”."” Vuillermoz says more specifically that the idea for the
piece came to Ravel in the forest of Fontainebleau:

“He was staying with friends and one morning he heard a blackbird

whistling a tune, and was enchanted by its elegant, melancholy

arabesque. He had merely to transcribe this tune accurately,
without changing a note, to produce the limpid, poetic piece
which spiritualises the nostalgic call of this French brother of the

Forest Bird in Siegfried.”'¢

Whatever Vifies may have thought of this Wagnerian reference,
his own view of the piece would seem to have been rather different,
to judge by his only recorded description of it as being “rrés
japonisante”"” At all events his diary tells us that Ravel played it to
him and the other Apaches on the evening of 11 October 1904 and
that he was the only person who liked it." Another Apache, M. D.
Calvocoressi, later recalled:

“Only once, in those early days, did a work of his bewilder us for

a time. It was 'Oiseaux tristes’, which he played to us again and

again without our being able to understand what he was after.

He was rather disconcerted to find us indifferent to a piece in

which he had put so much of himself. Sordes summed up the

humour of the situation by drawing a verbal picture of Ravel
hawking about, on his extended finger, two forlorn little birds
with whom nobody would have anything to do.” **

According to Roland-Manuel, the Apaches’s response went beyond
bewilderment and “for a long time they were divided over the
‘sincerity’ of ‘Oiseaux tristes'”.?

To Henriette Faure, Ravel emphasised the importance of
distinguishing two levels in the texture: “the bird calls on a high,
rather strident level, with rapid arabesques, and by contrast, the
sombre, stifling atmosphere of the forest on a lower level, rather
heavy and muted, with a lot of pedal but not much movement”.?*
Talking about the beginning of the last page, he said, “ad /ibitum
does not, as some pianists think, mean all over the place - and to
keep them on the straight and narrow, I've written presque ad
libitum...”,** and his ironic sense of humour was in evidence too
over the dedication to Vifies. “It was fun”, he said, “to inscribe to a
pianist a piece that was not in the least ‘pianistic’.”?

‘Une barque sur 'océan’ is dedicated to the painter Paul Sordes,
who was also a capable amateur pianist with a particular gift for
sight-reading modern scores.? Ravel finished it in March 1905
and Vifies notes in his diary that on 2 November “before dinner,
Ravel came with Delage to leave me ‘Une barque sur I’océan’ and
they both came back in the evening to join me in looking for mistakes
in the manuscript”.> The dating on the manuscript, attested by
Marcel Marnat,” shows that Ravel’s cruise on the yacht Aimée during
the summer of 1905 had nothing to do with the genesis of the
piece, any more than did Debussy’s simultaneous work on La mer,
which was not performed until 15 October - and Ravel could not
have seen Debussy's score in private because by 1905 the two
composers were not on speaking terms. More relevant is Ravel’s
remark quoted above about wanting to set himself free of Jeux d’ean.
One way of achieving this was simply to write a water piece that
escaped the earlier work’s formal constraints, or at least gave the
impression of doing so.

Ravel asked Perlemuter to make sure that the opening was not
hustled or too fast - he did not want the piece to become an exercise
in virtuosity? - while to Henriette Faure he stressed that the piece



should not “sink into formulaic uniformity as I've heard it do with
some pianists, making it boring for the listener. You must diversify
it”.?* It may have been this urge towards diversification that prompted
Ravel to orchestrate the piece at the end of 1906. This version,
first performed on 3 February 1907, was not well received by most
of the audience, nor by Ravel himself. He never reconciled himself
to its disinterment, although it was published in 1950 after his
death, and has since been played and recorded many times.

If Ravel got a perverse pleasure out of dedicating the ‘unpianistic’
‘Oiseaux tristes’ to the virtuosic Vifies, he may also have done so by
dedicating to the non-pianist M. D. Calvocoressi the technically
daunting ‘Alborada del gracioso’. Ravel’s Basque ancestry on his
mother's side (she spoke beautiful Spanish, apparently) and the
popularity of Spanish idioms in French music at least since Bizet’s
Carmen may be thought inspiration enough for this piece without
looking further. But it is at least possible that Ravel was also
influenced by Chabrier’s Espafia (he and Vines heard it together on
5 February 1905, sitting in Misia Edwards’s box?’) and by his last
piano piece, Bourrée fantasque.

Marcel Marnat also suggests a literary source, the ‘Sérénade’
from Bertrand'’s Gaspard de la nuit, which figures a lady on her
balcony wooed by a distinctly unsuccessful suitor.® But the most
solid literary evidence is to be found in a hitherto unpublished
letter, dated 14 September 1907, from Ravel to Ferdinand Sinzig
of Steinway and Sons in New York. Addressing him as “Monsieur et
cher collégue” he says:

“I understand your bafflement over how to translate the title
‘Alborada del gracioso’. That is precisely why I decided not to
translate it. The fact is that the gracioso of Spanish comedy is a
rather special character and one which, so far as I know, is not
found in any other theatrical tradition. We do have an equivalent,
though, in the French theatre: Beaumarchais's Figaro. But he's
more philosophical, less well-meaning than his Spanish ancestor.
The simplest thing, I think, is to follow the title with the rough
translation ‘Morning Song of the Clown’ (‘Aubade du bouffon®).

That will be enough to explain the humoristic style of this piece.”*!

There has been some polite argument over whether the Spanishness
is specifically Andalusian or Castilian. Henriette Faure, as a
non-Spaniard, may have been right to discount these claims and
say that it is a mixture of both.>> At the same time, convincing
evidence has been produced that the outer sections, whose Phrygian
modality is undeniably Andalusian, are really in the style of a
seguidilla, enclosing a central copla, and that Ravel’s decision to
abandon the traditional 3/8 time signature of the seguidilla in favour
of longer bar lengths explains why these are irregular (6/8 and 9/8).
The piece also has strong claims to be a forerunner of Debussy’s ‘La
sérénade interrompue’ from his first book of Préludes.’®* As Marnat
says, the piece reminds us “how much the composer liked to go
right up to the limits of what is tolerable”.>* On the other hand, the
effect of improvisation should not be taken at face value. According
to Burnett James, Ravel “once demonstrated to Maurice Delage
that the structure of the ‘Alborada’ was as strict as that of a Bach
fugue”.®

The piece has long been regarded with terror by pianists,
especially as they have to perform it on modern pianos with a heavier
touch than, say, the Erards which both Ravel and Vifies liked to
play. But Faure relays good news in that Ravel regarded the
execution of the repeated notes as less important than that of the
glissandi, “which by interrupting the repeated notes reduce them
to a secondary role”. The tempo must however be implacable.’ To
Perlemuter the composer emphasised that the arpeggiated chords
must be “very taut, like plucked notes on a guitar.”

Ravel orchestrated ‘Alborada’ in 1918, at a time when he was
still distraught at the death of his mother and found composing
difficule. This version was first performed in Paris on 17 May 1919.
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In 1930, Ravel sanctioned the use, as an accompaniment to dancing,
of just the first section - or as he put it, “as far as the place where people
applaud prematurely”.”® The first recording of this orchestration
had already been made in 1926, by the Berlin State Opera Orchestra
under Otto Klemperer... But in whatever version one hears it, it is
obviously required listening for any pianist.

The last piece of the set, ‘La vallée des cloches’, is dedicated to
Ravel’s friend and pupil Maurice Delage. Robert Casadesus said
that Ravel told him it was inspired by the sound of the bells at
midday in Paris. In Ravel’s development it stands between the
movement ‘Entre cloches’ from his suite for two pianos Sites
auriculaires of 1895-7 and the opera La cloche engloutie, which he
began in 1906 but never finished. It also predates by some two
years Debussy’s first specific attempt to use bell sounds as more
than a secondary ornament, in ‘Cloches 2 travers les feuilles’ from
his second book of Images, completed in October 1907.

Finally, Perlemuter’s insistence that each of the three bells at
the start should have its own character® is taken up by Henriette
Faure in more technical terms:

“Ravel was merciless about my playing of this piece, which he

condemned as being heavy and unvaried in timbre. At the

opening, he tried to get me to play the carillon of double notes in
semiquavers in the right hand, and the more settled sound of the
high octave bells which punctuate them in the left, on two very

distinct levels. And the whole thing had to remain within a

pianissimo which he could, in some mysterious way, produce

without it sounding feeble.

The insinuating character of the high left hand octaves means

that one must not use the wrist, which would only over-ink the

sketch. The great, calm, lyrical outpouring [of the central section},

on the other hand, requires a profound sonority and a legato which

comes from a hand closely wedded to the keys, and from a weight

of arm that one gets ideally from sitting rather low at the
keyboard."°

Editorial Practice

Square brackets have been applied to the majority of editorial
additions: accidentals, rests, dynamics, articulation, main droite/main
gauche indications, fingering (where completion of Ravel’s minimal
indications for chords is necessary), ortavalloco and simile markings,
tempo and pedal indications. Precautionary accidentals from A (ot
M - ‘Une barque sur 'océan) and E, with or without round brackets,
have, where considered helpful, been retained. The fingerings in
‘Oiseaux tristes’ are all taken from Ravel’s corrected copy of the
first edition (CE) and in ‘Alborada del gracioso’ from A and CE.
The use of the left-hand thumb in bar 6 of ‘Noctuelles’ is notated
in both A and E.

The pedal indications are those of A, M and E. Some editorial
pedalling has been added in ‘Alborada del gracioso’ by analogy
with corresponding passages.

Phrase marks and slurs have been added or amended so as to
conform with parallel passages. These changes, together with any
additional /aisser vibrer ties, arpeggiations, and staccato dots/wedges
(except in ‘Alborada del gracioso’ where the additional staccato
markings for parallel passages are too numerous to record), are not
distinguished in the music text, but are detailed in the Critical
Commentary. All irrational rhythmic groupings are here indicated
as such.

Roger Nichols
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