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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<alled 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 Fromtispice is also significant because Ravel’s own
printed copy has not been found. Unfortunately, for Préude
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 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 Mere I'Oye (1911), Valses nobles et
sentimentales (1912), ‘Prélude’, ‘Forlane’, ‘Menuet’ and ‘Rigaudon’
from Le tombeau de Couperin (1919).

(c) Recordings

() Piano rolls made by Ravel (RR) in 1913 for Welte-Mignon
(Sonatine, movements I and 1I, 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.

(i) 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 PerRIl).
Marcelle Meyer, although known to Ravel (together they gave
the private two-piano performance of Lz 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 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
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(it) from Vlado Perlemuter in conversation with the Editor of
the present edition (PerS{conv) ).

(iii) from Henriette Faure in Mon maitre Maurice Ravel (Paris,
1978) (FausS). 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 szta.

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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Orenstein, and Dr Stephen Roe for numerous kindnesses; and
especially to Graham Hayter of Peters Edition Ltd., London, who
has been the mainstay of this Ravel enterprise since its inception,
and whose keen eye and musical expertise have made him (as
Debussy said of André Caplet) ‘the graveyard of errors’.

Roger Nichols
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Table of Source abbreviations

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

FévR: recordings by Février

PerRI and PerRIL: recordings by Perlemuter’

PerS(HJM): souvenirs from Perlemuter in Ravel daprés Ravel, in
conversation with Héléne Jourdan-Morhange’

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

SONATINE

The only information we have about the composition of the
Sonatine comes from an article written after Ravel’s death by his
friend, the critic M. D. Calvocoressi: “In 1904 the Paris “Weekly
Critical Review’ opened a competition for ‘a first movement of a
piano sonatina, length not to exceed 75 bars’. At my suggestion
Ravel entered the competition, which was cancelled because his was
the only entry, and it consisted of 77 bars. He completed the
Sonatina later”.!

This account raises two queries. The date suggested by
Calvocoressi should almost certainly be amended to 1903, since
Ravel played the first movement, in some form or other, at a soirée
given by Mme de Saint-Marceaux on 8 January 1904.% Also the
present length of the movement is either 87 bars (numbering
straight through the first- and second-time bars, as in the present
edition) or possibly 84 (discounting the first-time bars). The extant
sketch of the movement (S - see Critical Commentary) shows that
originally the 13 bars, numbers 11-23 of the present first-time

section, consisted of 11 bars of quite different material: only later
did Ravel adopt the second-time material for these bars, enabling
him to treat the complete section of bars 428 as a da capo. S
therefore contains 85 bars.

It seems that by the summer of 1904 Ravel had still not added
the two other movements. According to Marcel Marnat, he
played the first movement alone on one of his first visits to Cipa
and Ida Godebski, the eventual dedicatees of the Sonatine, to
whom he was introduced by Ricardo Vifies in June 1904.” The
complete work was not published until September 1905, and first
performed by Paule de Lestang, the wife of the critic Léon Vallas,
in Lyon on 10 March 1906. Gabriel Grovlez gave the first Paris
performance exactly three weeks later. It looks as though Ravel
was simply in error when he stated, in 1928, that he wrote the
Sonatine after Miroirs * - the autograph of ‘Noctuelles’ is dated
October 1905. Possibly he was confused by the fact that Miroirs,
though written after the Sonatine, was performed before it, by



Ricardo Vifies on 6 January 1906.

The Sonatine was well received by the Lyon audience, but in
Paris there were some grumbles about it being technically difficult,
and one critic voiced what was to be a perennial complaint about
Ravel’s music, that it was well-written and charming, but lacking in
emotion.”

What the composer himself thought of it, we don’t really know.
In his ‘Autobiographical Sketch’ he mentions nothing about it
other than the fact of its composition and we learn little more from
a letter to Mme Casella, saying, “Am delighted they’re humming
my Sonatine in the streets of Rome. What a success lies ahead for
my Opus 111 which I'm planning!”.® But at least he was in the habit
of playing it on foreign tours, among them those to London in 1909
and to the USA in 1928. It was, just about, within his technical
grasp, though Vlado Perlemuter remembers turning pages for him
during the last movement and not knowing where it might be
tactful to do so.” Ravel’s piano roll recording (RR) of the first two
movements is a good deal better than this, though hardly to be
taken as a model. Against this, we have Charles Koechlin’s
testimony, looking back perhaps to a time when Ravel was in
better practice, that “his lucid and transparent playing revealed a
Sonatine that was new to us...”.*

Liszt’s influence on Ravel’s piano writing is sufficiently attested
elsewhere in matters of texture. Here it may extend to thematic
transformation, since much of the material derives from the
descending fourth with which the work begins. The composer’s
friend and interpreter Jacques Février believed this interval
represented the word ‘maman’ - the two are indeed joined in the
final bar of Ravel's opera L'enfant et les sortiléges - and when
teaching the piece would always insist on a pleading accent on the
upper note.

Another friend, the conductor Manuel Rosenthal, remembers
being present at a play-through, towards the end of Ravel’s life, of
an arrangement of the Sonatine by Carlos Salzedo for flute, cello
and harp. Although the composer was ill by that time and found
speaking difficult, he went to the piano to indicate how the first
phrase should be played. Salzedo exclaimed, “But it’s Massenet!”.
Ravel managed to reply, “Of course”.”®

In the matter of tempi, Perlemuter recalls that Ravel wanted that
of the first movement to be not too fast."' It is strange therefore that
the composer’s own piano-roll recording should be decidedly on
the quick side: CasR, FévR, PerRI and PerRII give durations of 3’
50", 4'21", 3’ 58" and 4' 14" respectively, while Ravel gets through
the movement in 3'19".

He told Marguerite Long to play the second movement “in the
tempo of the Minuet of Beethoven’s E flat Piano Sonata Op. 31
No. 3”.” Henriette Faure wamns that “inside the strict three-in-a-bar,
themes and counter-themes appear with inflections which could
lead to the piece sounding like a waltz, if the player isn’t careful.
Ravel particularly asked me not to exaggerate these inflections so as
not to make the movement into what he called a ‘suburban knees-
up’ (“bal de barriére”)”.” The conversation about this movement
between Vlado Perlemuter and Héléne Jourdan-Morhange contains
further comments by Ravel, again to do with tone and character:

HJ-M: Ravel used to say to me, “Pianists generally play it too
spikily.” He wanted it quite slow, didn’t he?

VP: Slow, but with movement and above all with great rhythmic
strictness.

HJ-M: What were his recommendations?

VP: He asked me above all to play it with suppleness, but not
over-refined."

Ravel’s piano roll recording (RR) takes a tempo of M=112, giving a
duration for the movement of 2’ 44",

Ravel had less to say about the last movement. Perlemuter recalls
that he wanted it played quickly but not precipitately,” while to
Henriette Faure the composer said that it should, for almost all its
length, be performed without prudence or mercy." Tempi of the
relevant recordings range from J.=63 of CasR (duration 3’ 13")
down to J-=47 of PerRII (duration 4’03").

Marcel Marnat justly refers to the Sonatine as a “brilliant farewell
to the world of artistic certainties”.” It was also the beginning of
Ravel’s association with the publishing house of Durand, who
judged on this evidence that here was a composer worth cultivating,

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), and pedal
markings derived from sources CasR, FévR and PerR.
Precautionary accidentals from sources A and E, with or without
round brackets, have, where considered helpful, been retained. The
fingerings are all taken from Ravel’s corrected copy of the first
edition (CE).

The pedalling indications are those of A and E, with some
additional markings derived from RR as detailed in the Critical
Commentary.

Phrase marks and slurs have been added or amended so as to
conform with parallel passages. These changes, together with any
additional laisser vibrer ties, 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
1995

! Music and Letters, (Jan 1941), 55

?Unpublished diary of Mme de Saint-Marceaux, 8 Jan 1904, I am grateful to J-M.
Nectoux for verifying this reference

M. Marnat: Maurice Ravel, (Paris, 1986), 159-60
* La Revue Musicale, (Dec 1938), 21

3 Le Mercure Musical, (15 April 1906), cited in A. Orenstein: Ravel, Man and
Musician, New York, 1975), 49 n4

®see (3), 414. Letter dated 2 June 1916

7 PerS(conv)

¥ see (4), 220

? information from several Février pupils

M. Rosenthal in conversation with the present Editor

U perS(HIM) 16/11

2 M. Long; Au piano avec Mawrice Ravel, (Paris, 1971; Eng. trans. O. Senior-Ellis,
1973), 126

B Faus 83

" perS(HJM) 18/13
B ibid 19/14
 Faus 86

Y see (3), 174
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