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ABSTRACT

Intention, Creative Variability and Paradox
in Recorded Performances of the Piano Music of Maurice Ravel

Pamela Korman

Maurice Ravel's oft repeated comment "Je ne souhaite pas que l'on
interpréte ma musique: il suffit de la jouer" - exemplifies one of the most
puzzling contradictions imbedded in the western musical psyche -
contradictions emerging from fundamental assumptions relating to the nature
of composed music and its transmission. Through its comparative analysis of
over eighty years of sound recordings by master performers, the thesis
challenges Ravel's dictum, and with it the received wisdom about issues
involving the relationship of composer to interpreter, textual authenticity,
intention, variability and invariability in performance, communication and
meaning in composed music.

No matter how these issues are treated they must contend with the
rationally based, historical position of the interpreter (whether passive
messenger or inspired commentator) as creatively subordinate to the
composer. The aural evidence provided by master pianists calls into question
the very concept of the performing artist as "interpreter”.

The thesis shows that in the process of "interpreting” the individual

artist creates a distinctive complementary structure - defined herein as the



"performing structure" - that in its interaction with the composer's notated
text generates a new self-sufficient work of art. The blending of "musical
signatures” in effect constitutes a re-shaping of the given material into a
unique co-created synthesis.

Taken in the context of the historical, philosophical, cultural and
musical antecedents which Ravel inherited, this thesis compares the
composer's statements, his recordings of his piano music and those of
successive generations of master performers. It concludes that the nature and
range of variability in these performances precludes the possibility of any
statement of intention, nor any single performance - no matter how
"authoritative" - providing a definitive measure of the implicit meaning of a
piece of music. It follows that a multiplicity of "meanings" drawn from the
comparative analysis of performances by master artists will offer a more

reliable index of the intrinsic potential of a particular musical work.
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INTRODUCTION

"On n'irait bien loin dans l'analyse des oeuvres d'art si l'on s'en tenait & ce
que leurs auteurs ont dit ou méme cru avoir fait."
(Claude Lévi-Strauss)

This thesis will offer a perspective on the historically dichotomous
relationship between notated music and its transmission in performance. It
will focus on a comparative performance analysis of recorded performances of
the piano music of Maurice Ravel (1875-1937) who, composing, performing,
teaching and lecturing during a pivotal period in the history of music — a period
of unprecedented intellectual and artistic ferment — exemplifies some of the
most puzzling contradictions imbedded in the western musical psyche.

Like many of his contemporaries, Ravel drew intellectual sustenance
from the prevailing scientific vision, with its implicit promise of a rationally
ordered world uncontaminated by romantic excess. The early twentieth
century faith, for example, in the power of the western notational system,
played an important role in this regard. Ravel, Stravinsky, Barték among
other composers of the period, shared the belief that the existing system was
capable of notating, unambiguously, just about everything worth writing,
performing or listening to. Ravel's musical texts — with their meticulous

performance indications — and his written and spoken statements about the



performance of his music — evidenced in numerous formal public lectures,
letters to colleagues and friends, as well as interviews for radio and literary
journals, reflect not only the widespread infatuation with the scientific/rational
model, but reveal a conscious attempt to define his art in terms of an exercise
in higher reasoning.

Central to Ravel's position was the argument that since his musical
intentions were precisely spelled out in his scores, they required nothing more
than a faithful execution by the performer. In other words, the composer's
notation is the final statement of the meaning of the music, thereby leaving
little room for variation. Pierre Boulez has noted that "some composers, such
as Stravinsky and Ravel, have been very critical about the so-called freedom
of the performer". An example of this profound mistrust of the performing
artist, who, in effect represented the non-objective and therefore irrational
element within the rational scheme, can be found in Stravinsky's ragtime piece
for mechanical piano. Here we have one of the first serious attempts to
dispose of the live performer altogether.! Indeed, with the engineered
manipulation of contemporary sound recordings, not to mention sophisticated
computer programming capable of creating virtual performances, the live
performer has become an endangered species.

In order to gain some perspective on the complex relationship between
score, composer and performer this study will examine the implications of the

historical movement that took place at the fin de siécle and the profound

1 Pierre Boulez, "Score: Imagination and Reality." Art Institute of Chicago
(1994).



impact this shift had on musical — both compositional as well as performance
— goals and ideas. With the growing trend toward specialization, for example,
traditional music making roles took a major philosophical turn — a turn that
contributed to the escalating tug of war between writers of music and their
interpreters. The question of control — the inevitable consequence of the
rational mind set — is at the core of the struggle. It asks who will define the
nature of the music and who will determine how it should be executed.

With this in mind, Ravel's musical associations with a number of major
interpreters becomes significant. To begin with he taught his entire piano
repertoire to Vlado Perlemuter and Robert Casadesus — two of this century's
major pianists — both of whom later went on to record the complete solo piano
works. Secondly, he availed himself of the newly developing field of recording
technology, in order to record several of his own piano pieces — recordings
which are among the earliest examples of sound reproduction — and to
supervise those of certain of his colleagues. While Sergei Rachmaninoff, for
example, personally recorded most of his piano compositions, Ravel's "hands
on" direction of major artists' interpretations, not to mention his own
recordings, demonstrate his great concern about future generations' perception
of his musical intentions.

Can the perpetual struggle over the need for personal artistic expression
ever be resolved to the satisfaction of everyone — composers, performers,
audiences, critics and scholars? Whether or not a piece of composed music
should remain the property of its creator in perpetuity, or should be left to the

discretion of individual re-creators, is not the issue here. What is at issue, is
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the possible interpretations of a great composer's work, covering nearly a
century, by pianists representing a wide spectrum of aesthetic persuasions —
from Ravel "specialists" to virtuoso generalists who see Ravel's works as
blockbusters in next year's program. Whether the composer's very explicit
intentions hold up against time and fashion, or whether the music itself holds
up despite widely varied re-creations, we will have learned something about the

communication of great music.

Sources

The study therefore, turns to the recorded performances of over eighty
years of Ravel interpreters, beginning with the composer himself. There is no
doubt that historical, compositional and structural analyses provide a
necessary point of departure for any study of a body of work of such scope and
depth. Yet without the actual living, breathing, enveloping performing
experience — whether live or recorded — one cannot possibly come to terms
with the creative variability and the multiplicity of meanings imbedded in
Ravel's music. Given the composer's decision — supported by successive
generations of major artists — to employ recording technology as a means of
perpetuating his musical legacy, it is rather curious that so little scholarly
attention has been paid to this massive body of "interpreted" evidence. Indeed
apart from occasional passing acknowledgment there is a noticeable absence
of reference in the existing literature to this body of sound recorded
documentation.

The present study focuses on a comparative analysis of key works
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recorded first by the composer and subsequently by students, colleagues, direct

successors and recognized artists representing a variety of schools, technical

and aesthetic persuasions, personal visions and distinc.:ve musical signatures.

The study is therefore the first scholarly investigation incorporating aural

evidence of:

a)

b)

c)

the relationship of the composer's conception of his own creative process
to the living reality of performance, i.e., what Ravel's own recordings of
his music as well as those of students, colleagues and subsequent
generations of pianists contribute to our understanding of him as

composer, teacher, pianist and polemicist.

the nature and extent of variability and the common binding threads in
performances over eighty years. This study will provide a measure of
the durability of Ravel's piano music over time and the vagaries of
performers' and audience's tastes.

how, in the context of the twentieth century rational world view,
continuous technological innovation has affected our collective musical

experience.

The primary sources used in this study, in addition to the

recordings, biographical and historical references, are Ravel's musical scores,

his lecture notes, letters and testimonial writings of students and

contemporaries. It is important to keep in mind that when sound recordings

are used as "evidence", questions about the recording process itself inevitably



arise. When we consider how closely recordings of Ravel's piano music have
paced the evolution of recording technology — from reproducing pianos,
acoustical, electrical and long playing discs, to tape and compact disc
digitalization etc. — it becomes imperative that we account for vast
differences in reproductive fidelity2. These various forms of audio recordings
represent a long and continuing fascination with a dynamic technology. They
also point up how the obsession with technical perfection, fuelled by the
increasing dependence on engineered manipulations of performances, has

brought composers and performers to a creative cross-roads.

Why Not Objective Analysis?

When studying Ravel's piano music as a performer's repertoire the
question of objective analysis, particularly when it involves a reductive process,
becomes crucial. To begin with, a performer's repertoire, by definition, includes
the performer — as communicator — in the compositional scheme. When the
musical message is being communicated by the performance of a major artist,
this implies the acceptance of highly individualized treatment(s). From this
perspective Ravel's piano music becomes a natural extension of, or successor
to, nineteenth century cosmopolitan romanticism. It follows that a

comparative analysis of individual performances would reveal the range and

2 T have not included, in my analysis, the few video taped recordings of Ravel's
piano music notably Martha Argerich's performance of Gaspard de la Nuit and Glen
Gould's solo version of La Valse. While visually interesting they do not contribute to
the essentially aural nature of this study.



variety of possible "interpretations” and by implication, the common factors
that define the meaningful boundaries of the text. Since these characteristic
qualities are experienced in "real time" and serve to "move" the music they are
at once tangible and elusive. To Lévi-Strauss,

"Music is the only language with the contradictory attributes of being at

once intelligible and untranslatable, the musical creator is a being

comparable to the gods, and music itself the supreme mystery of the science

of man."3

Touch, tone control, pulse, subtly timed synchronization of pedal with
finger, the colouring of harmonic rhythm, phrase breathing, rubato — pulling or
pushing of the beat — anticipation and delay, articulation, voicing etc.; these,
in the hands of a creative pianist blend indissolubly into the vital force we
experience as music. It is precisely directly communicated intangibles such as
these that the science historian Morris Berman is referring to when he notes
that if we hope to make intelligible the

“unintelligible truths" (Milan Kundera's term) — tied up with "the body,

the emotions, inner psychic perception, humor, anger, play, fantasy, sound,

creativity, etc...” We must first rethink "our obsession with objectivity and

its attendant methodologies."4
Berman pursues this latter point to its logical next step by noting that

"“we find a growing number of historians arguing that the epistemological or

“scientific' dimensions of the discipline itself are too confining, and that the
notion of “objectivity' as it has evolved over the last few centuries actually

3 Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked, trans. John and Doreen
Weightman (London: Cape, 1970) 18.

4 Morris Berman, Coming to Our Senses, Body and Spirit in the Hidden

History of the West (New York: Bantam Books, 1990) 116.
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works against true understanding."5

If Berman is correct, then formal, i.e., structural, harmonic, etc.,
analysis of a musical text in itself serves at best as a reference for
performance analysis, and, at worst as a misleading measure of the

significance of any individual performance.

Methodological Rationale6

The methodology proceeds then, from the recognition that the
complexities involved in a comparative analysis of recorded piano
performances are best treated from a multi-dimensional and inter-relational
perspective. The study has, therefore adopted a modified ecological model that
proceeds from the dynamic interrelationships within a given system, wherein
the performer, as well as the composer, the text and the analytical process are
intimately connected. From this perspective a composer's written and stated
intentions about the performance of his music (not necessarily the same thing)
would be examined within the multi-dimensional system within which these
intentions exist. This multi-dimensional study would select and relate crucial
aspects such as the prevailing philosophical temper of the time — its
expectations and paradoxes — the composer's view of himself and his music,
his aesthetic criteria, the "evidence" of the written text, the performer's

background, training and aesthetic position, the instrument, and recording

5 Berman, Coming to Qur Senses 111.

6 Readers who are interested in methodological considerations may consult
appendix five.



technology. Finally it is essential that the perspective the analyst brings
should come from the direct involvement in the performance of the music being
studied. In this regard the present analyst has publically performed all of
Ravel's solo and major duo piano works, as well as both concerti.?

When we turn to Ravel's personally recorded performances —
supposedly his legacy to posterity — certain paradoxes emerge which throw
into question his pronouncements about his musical credo.8 These recall Lévi-
Strauss's observation quoted at the opening of this chapter, in which he
questions how much "auteurs" can really communicate about the meaning of
their own works. In the case of Ravel, the paradoxes reach well beyond issues
of talent, technical skill, the creative process, aesthetic orientation, affective
communication, historical determination or the temper of the times, to core
questions about humanity's perception of itself. On this last point, rather than
indulge in post mortem psychological analysis, I will focus for the most part on
those aspects which clarify Ravel's historical position.

Victor Zuckerkandl's penetrating comment that follows is particularly
appropriate in evaluating Ravel's rationally conceived aesthetic and the
paradoxes emerging from his own recordings.

"Words divide, tones unite. The unity of existence that the word constantly

7 This method not only has the advantage of being appropriate for the present
study, but shows promise for continued investigations into variability in performance,
including those dependent upon sophisticated technology.

8 A paradox — as defined by the psychoneurologist Richard Cytowic — is
‘something apparently inconsistent with itself or with reason, though in fact true."

Richard E. Cytowic, M.D., The Man Who Tasted Shapes (New York: Warner Books,

1995) 17.



breaks up, dividing thing from thing, subject from object, is constantly

restored in tone...It is certainly no accident that the highest unfolding of the

power of tones in modern instrumental music and the highest unfolding of
the power of objectifying words in modern science coincided historically with
the sharpest division ever drawn between subjectivity and objectivity."9

(italics mine)

Taking into consideration Ravel's "words", his unyielding position concerning
the authority of the composer over the performer, supported by meticulous
textual directives, important questions about what makes the "tones" so
"power(ful)" need to be addressed.

If, for example the recordings show that a range of variability in
performance — or even in the observation of a notated text — is inevitable,
what does this imply about the (assumed) definitiveness of the notated work?
What, in particular happens when a musical (i.e., aurally conceived idea) is
transcribed to a visual (i.e., notated) medium and than re-constituted, as it
were, back into an aural experience? And if a piece of composed music, is, as
Ravel intimates, a composer's final statement, can it by definition, accurately
convey his/her intentions?

Other questions relating to the boundaries of interpretation in the
performance of Ravel's piano music arise. Are there certain "personalizing”
factors, not normally accessible through formal analysis, that can be identified
in the performance of individual artists? If so, how "personal" can an

interpretation become without losing the integrity of the text? In what way

does the "signature" of a major artist affect the meaningful communication of

9 Victor Zuckerkandl, Man the Musician, Sound and Symbol, trans. Norbert
Guterman (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1973) 75.
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the composer's written text? Can we say that the music "speaks" to all ages,
or must it be experienced as a museum or period piece? If the former, what are
the "interpretive effects" — if any — of the passage of time on players and
audiences? Again, will the music "hold up" if the performer adopts a radically
opposed aesthetic position to that of the composer? In effect, can we
distinguish valid (i.e., musically acceptable) performances of Ravel's piano
music over a range of interpretations extending from a near literal rendering to
a highly individualized (widely deviating) re-creation of the text?

Of paramount significance is the inherent pianism of Ravel's virtuoso
compositions — even those he later transcribed for orchestra. Can these
monumental works be conceived of apart from a highly accomplished
performance on a modern keyboard? If not, does this mean that, a) the music
requires a super virtuoso in the romantic tradition to be rendered meaningfully,
or b) a radically new understanding of the role of the interpreter? Finally, what
effect have recordings, contests, master classes and related "standardizing”
factors had on the aesthetic and stylistic criteria for the performance of
Ravel's piano music?

Through a comparative analysis, then, of the performances of major
artists over three quarters of a century, this thesis will attempt to illuminate
Ravel's historical position as well as his significance in cultural history. As
Anthony Storr has noted,

"because (creative people) leave behind records of thoughts and feelings in

their works, they exemplify, in striking fashion, aspects of human striving
which are common to us all but which, in the case of ordinary people,

11



escape notice."10

Hence, Maurice Ravel, committed to the compositional and aesthetic
imperatives of mainstream western instrumental music with the consequent
general acceptance and apparent triumph of the rational world view, contains
within himself a profound microcosm of the consequent challenge to the human
spirit. An examination of his place in the music of our time, his reflections
upon his music, and the ironic consequences of his attempts to guarantee its

permanence chronicles the creative dilemma of our time.

10 Anthony Storr, Solitude, A Return to Self (New York: The Free Press,
1988) xiv-xv.
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CHAPTER ONE
Intention, Text and Authority: The Sanctity of the Text

“Je ne souhaite pas que l'on interpréte ma musique:
il suffit de la jouer."11
(Maurice Ravel)

"A musical composition is after all a form, a mold;
the performer infuses life into it."12
(Ignace Jan Paderewski)

The composer asks the performer to simply play what is written. The
celebrated pianist disagrees — the text in itself is insufficient to communicate
the spirit of the music. Here we have the dilemma of textual “interpretation”
and the logical point of departure for this study of the role of the pianist
involved in recording the piano music of Ravel. How does one reconcile the
composer's edict on correctness with one's intuitive response to the latent
content of the text? The dilemma is further exacerbated by the shared
perception held by a growing number of Ravel's contemporaries that certain
violations of the sanctity of the text were a direct consequence of the

performance habits of the day. Seen in this context, Ravel's reluctance to

11 Alfred Cortot, La_Musique Francaise de Piano (Paris: Presses

Universitaires de France, 1948) 9.
12 Adam Zamoyski, Paderewski (London: Collins, 1982) 95.
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trust the musical judgement of performers becomes understandable,
particularly when one considers the knee-jerk individualism characteristic of
many late romantic performers. However, as Paderewski suggests, the
creative ideal of the high romantic tradition was of an entirely different order.
How well you brought something of yourself to the music was the measure of
your worth as an artist. To communicate through cne's own voice, to modify,
to ornament, to impose one's inspired ideas on the text, these comprised the
creative ideal. In effect, a performer is an individual and an individual — even
with the best of intentions — will have difficulty abdicating his or her musical
responsibility to the will of a composer — however distinguished.

The tendency of the high romantic ideal to come off as a pompous
caricature of itself is amusingly illustrated by the otherwise sympathetic critic
Harold Schonberg.

"In line with the ideals of nineteenth-century romanticism, it was the

personality that was important, and it followed that the personality was

more important than the music....The ego was all-important, and the world
was seen almost solipsistically. I am the artist; I am the performer; my
inner world is what I shall describe...Music to the romantics was not the not-
to-be-tampered with force it is today. It was part of the Mystery, and it had

a Meaning or Meanings, an Idea or Ideas, that were bound up with Nature,

the Soul, Life."13
While it may be true that romanticism was bound up with the "Mystery" and
"Meaning" of "Nature", "the Soul" and "Life", it covered — as J acques Barzun

argues — a much broader spectrum of philosophical and artistic attitudes,

ranging from the cult of the personality to the complete immersion of the self in

13 Harold Schonberg, The Great Pianists from Mozart to the Present (New

York: Simon and Schuster, 1963) 125-129.
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the aesthetic or creative exercise. Schonberg's perspective is clearly coloured
by what Barzun calls the hindsight fallacy of the "modern ego”, i.e., the
compulsion to attach a simplistic label to a complex, multi-faceted historical
period, with the inevitable consequence that inherent inconsistencies and
paradoxes are down-played or ignored altogetherl4. On the contrary, it would
seem that the most celebrated nineteenth century interpreters from Clara
Schumann, Hans von Biilow, Mendelssohn and Chopin, to Anton Rubinstein,
Franz Liszt, Ignaz Friedman and of course Paderewski — whatever their
individual differences may have been — joined the force of personality with
exemplary musicianship, thereby revealing the range of possibilities inherent
in the music. As Lydia Goehr points out in her essay on the philosophy of
"musical museum-culture", with the move toward twentieth century
modernism, this "fluid, easily crossed boundary between the performing and
composing roles" became increasingly hierarchical and stifling for the
performing artist.15 Born partly out of the seeds of the romantic concept of
Werktreue, i.e., fidelity to the musical work, the early decades of the twentieth
century nurtured a quasi messianic belief in the musical text as an "inviolable"

object.16 In his discussion of the ideal of "authentic" performance-practice,

14 Jacques Barzun, Romanticism and the Modern Ego (Boston: Little, Brown

and Company, 1944) 20-21.

15 Lydia Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the

Philosophy of Music (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992).

16 Richard Taruskin, Text and Act (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995)
11.
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Richard Taruskin points out that the phenomenon of
“the hard and fast distinction between the creative and re-creative roles...
can scarcely be documented for any creative figure earlier than the
“neoclassical” Stravinsky."17

It is, then, no accident that Ravel, in company with Stravinsky, took
“refuge in order and precision, hostility to subjectivity, to the vagaries of
personality, to whatever passes and decays ... (these) were the inevitable
reactions of all those who were committed to the preservation of high
culture." 18

and no wonder the romantic performer's immersion in

“the dynamic qualities of music...fluctuations of tempo and intensity...crescendos

and diminuendos, accelerandos and ritardandos, not to mention tempo rubato and a

highly variegated timbral palette"19

are anathema to those who's musical credo demanded an "objective" manner of

performance.

The Composer Takes Charge

Indeed, by the late nineteenth century we find in every aspect of
intellectual, scientific and artistic life a major shift away from the romantic
idealization of the emotions. To a growing number of artists and intellectuals
the prevailing scientific/rational vision was welcomed as a timely antidote to a
world view that was no longer tenable. It is important to re-iterate that at

precisely this time in history the previously congenial relationship between

17 Taruskin 14.

18 Taruskin 104.

19 Taruskin 9.
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composers and performers degenerated into a veritable tug-of-war.
Composers, seeing themselves as specialists riding the wave of changing taste
and the emerging "lrtext" revolution, were finally in a position to restrain the
excesses of self-appointed "interpreters."20 Taruskin's humorous sketch of the
composer/performer relationship says it all.

“The notion... entailed a hierarchized, strictly enforced split between
emancipated creators, beholden (in theory) to no one but the muse, and
selfless curators, sworn to submission. The producers of timeless works are
the gods, exulting in their liberation from the world of social
("extramusical") obligation and issuing peremptory commands. The
recipients of the commands are the Nibelungs, bound scrupulously to carry
out the masters' intentions for the sake of their glory, their own lives
pledged to a sterile humdrum of preservation and handing-on... There is
also a class of Alberichs, of course, Nibelungs (chiefly of the podium, the
keyboard, and the larynx) who aspire to godlike power, and who are
dependably crushed for their hubris by critics and pedagogues, the priests
of the Werktreue faith, though their fellow Nibelungs secretly egg them on
and they enjoy wide sympathy among the mortals in the outer darkness of
the hall."21

It follows that Stravinsky, in his Poetics, distinguishes between "executant"
and "interpreter".

"The idea of execution" he asserts "implies the strict putting into effect of
an explicit will that contains nothing beyond what it specifically commands"
while "the idea of interpretation implies the limitations imposed upon the
performer or those which the performer imposes upon himself in his proper

function, which is to transmit music to the listener."22 (italics mine)

Stravinsky concludes that the misunderstandings and errors that exist

20 With notable exceptions prior to the twentieth century most editions were
“interpretations” by celebrated pianists — often obscuring the original with
personalized textual changes in tempo, dynamics, phrasing, ornaments, even notes.

21 Taruskin 10-11.

22 Jgor Stravinsky, Poetics of Music in the Form of Six Lessons (New York:
Vintage Books, 1959) 127.
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between the communication of the musical work and the listener's perception
of it is to be found in the conflict between these two principles. However no
matter how scrupulously notated a piece of his music was, no matter how
carefully he insured against every possible ambiguity through meticulous
indications of tempo, shading, phrasing, accentuation etc., Stravinsky
acknowledged that the music

"always contains hidden elements that defy definition because verbal
dialectic is powerless to define musical dialectic in its totality."23

He relied therefore on the "experience and intuition", or the "talent" of the
person who performed the music. It is clear though that Stravinsky was
acutely sceptical regarding the motivation and integrity of the great majority
of interpreters, assuming that they were

"satisfied with, an immediate and facile success that flatters the vanity of the
person who obtains it and perverts the taste of those who applaud it."24

This he attributed to the governing principles of romantic interpretation, in
part due to the extra-musical considerations inherent in the music of the
romantic masters.
"The worst interpreters" Stravinsky notes, "usually tackle the Romantics.
The musically extraneous elements that are strewn throughout their works
invite betrayal, whereas a page in which music seeks to express nothing

outside of itself better resists attempts at literary deformation."25

One can see then how at the turn of the present century composers,

23 Stravinsky 129.
24 Stravinsky 129.
25 Stravinsky 130.
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