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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
excitemnent. 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 ' 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 (F) 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 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 Meére I’Oye (1911), Valses nobles et
sentimentales (1912), ‘Prélude’, ‘Forlane’, ‘Menuet’ and ‘Rigaudon’
from Le tombean de Couperin (1919).

(c) Recordings

() Piano rolls made by Ravel (RR) in 1913 for Welte-Mignon
(Sonatine, movements 1 and I, C2887; Valses nobles et
sentimentales, C2888), and in 1922 for Duo-Art (Pavane pour une
Infante défunte, 084; ‘Oiseaux tristes’ from Mirosrs, 082). It was
claimed that at this second session Ravel also recorded ‘Le gibet’
from Guaspard 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.

(11) 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 1-3; 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 walse 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 Helene
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) ).
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(ii) from Vlado Perlemuter in conversation with the Editor of
the present edition (PerS(conv)).

(i) 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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recordings coincide over the point in question

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

PREFACE

Menuet sur le nom d’Haydn

In the summer of 1909 Jules Ecorcheville, the founder/editor of
La revue musicale de la S.I.M., asked a number of leading French
composers each to write a short piano piece in honour of
Haydn, who died on 31 May 1809. The form of the piece was
left to their discretion, but they were requested to make use of
a five-note motto representing the name Haydn. As is made
clear in the preface to the six contributions published in the
review in January 1910, this motto was arrived at by adopting
the German interpretation of B as H, and by extending the
alphabet upwards through the C major scale so that the letters

Y and N yielded the notes D and G respectively.

The presence of contributions from Debussy, Dukas, Hahn,
d’Indy, Ravel and Widor has occasionally prompted queries
about notable absentees, such as Massenet, Saint-Saéns and
Fauré. So far no evidence has been produced that Massenet was
approached, but Saint-Saéns certainly was, as he relates in a
letter to his old pupil Fauré dated 16 July 1909. After approving
the desire to honour Haydn in principle, he ends by saying: “I
am writing to M. Ecorcheville, asking him to prove to me that
the two letters Y and N can signify 4 and g. I ask you to do the
same. It would be annoying to get mixed up in a silly business
which would make us the laughing stock of the German



musical world.” Obviously Ecorcheville’s reply failed to satisfy
Saint-Saéns, and perhaps Fauré declined to contribute out of a
desire not to upset his old friend.

For Ravel, however, the commission provided just the sort of
game he enjoyed playing and on 12 September 1909 he wrote to
Ecorcheville, “Le menuet est confectionné.” Although the
piece was published in the S.JM. review in January 1910, and
by Durand a month later, the first performance did not take
place until 11 March 1911 when Ennemond Trillat played it at
a concert of the Société Nationale in the Salle Pleyel in Paris.

The four relevant recordings (CasR, FévR, PerRI and
PerRII) give durations of 1'37", 2'04", 1'48" and 1'58"
respectively.

Prélude

Ravel’s career as a student at the Paris Conservatoire was a
chequered one, culminating in the scandal of his failure to get
beyond the preliminary round in the Prix de Rome
competition of 1905. But he does not seem to have held any
grudge against the institution and, following the appointment
that same year of his teacher Fauré as Director, he regularly
agreed to sit on its competition juries.

In 1913 he did so for the final piano competition in June, and
during the month before wrote the Prélude for the sight-reading
test. The first prize went to the 15-year-old Jeanne Leleu, who
three years earlier had taken the prima part at the first
performance of the original piano duet version of Ma Meére
I’Oye, and Ravel was so pleased with her playing in the
competition that he dedicated the Prélude to her. She went on
to surpass him by winning the Prix de Rome with her cantata
Béatrix in 1923.

There is no problem over the tempo, although CasR and
PerRI, with durations of 1'19" and 1'14" and sparser pedalling,
make it a more delicate and less soulful piece than do FévR and
PerRII (1'35" and 1'33").

A la maniére de...

Ravel believed that imitation was a fruitful habit for a
composer to cultivate, and that originality never showed itself
more clearly than in one’s unwitting infidelity to the model.
On a less serious level, he simply liked making up pastiches of
well-known composers at the piano. His friend, the composer
and pianist Alfredo Casella, was planning in 1912 to publish a
group of pastiches and persuaded Ravel to contribute to the
volume. Thus the two pieces published here, composed at
Valvins in the autumn of 1912, appeared in 1914 in an edition
by A. Z. Mathot, together with Casella’s Prélude & l'aprés-midi
d'un ascéte and Almanzor ou le mariage d’Adélaide (imitations of
d’Indy and Ravel respectively).

The two subjects Ravel chose were among his favourite
composers. The Borodin imitation makes characteristic use of
chromatic harmonies over ostinato pedals. The Chabrier
imitation is more specific and rather more elaborate, being a
pastiche of Chabrier making a pastiche of Siebel’s aria ‘Faites-
lui mes aveux’ from Gounod’s Faust. Again, Chabrier’s
characteristic cadences and textures (tunes played 2 octaves
apart, upward arpeggio flourishes and the semitonally growling
bass in bars 31-34) are faithfully reproduced.

Editorial Practice

Square brackets have been applied to the majority of editorial
additions: accidentals, rests, dynamics, articulation, simile and
pedal markings, and main droite/main gauche indications. In
Prélude and A la maniére ’Emmanuel Chabrier, precautionary
accidentals in round brackets from the first editions have,
where considered helpful, been retained.

Phrase marks and slurs have been added or amended so as to
conform with paralle]l passages. These changes are not
distinguished in the music text or detailed in the Critical
Commentary. The source for A la maniére d’Emmanuel
Chabrier contains some misplacements of ties which could
cause them to be misinterpreted as slurs; their correct
positioning eradicates this ambiguity. All irrational rhythmic
groupings are here indicated as such.

Roger Nichols
1993

! Camille Saint-Saéns et Gabriel Fauré, Corvespondance (soixante ans d'amitié),
ed. ].-M. Nectoux, (Paris, 1973; 2/1994), 95-6

2 M. Ravel: Lettres, écrits, entretiens, ed. A. Orenstein, (Paris, 1989; Eng.
trans. A. Orenstein, New York, 1990), 105
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