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NOTES ON THE PROGRAM 



Maurice Ravel was one of the most prominent French composers 
in the early 20th century. He was born in 1875 and attended the 
Paris Conservatoire where he studied piano and composition. 
Like Debussy and other contemporaries, he wrote in an 
impressionistic style, that is to say that much of his music is 
organized around harmony and color. Even so, Ravel preferred to 
think of himself as a neoclassicist, as he loved to experiment with 
musical form, such as in his famous orchestral work, Bolero, 
replacing traditional thematic development with the repetition of a 
single idea, swelling to a joyous climax. Among his best-known 
works are Gaspard De La Nuit for solo piano, the Concerto for the 
Left Hand, and Daphnis and Chloé. 
 
Ravel was an exceptional orchestrator. He transcribed for 
orchestral performance many works he originally conceived for 
the piano, and orchestrated works by other composers, including 
Debussy’s Pour le piano and Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an 
Exhibition.  
 
In 1904, he started work on Miroirs, a suite for piano in five 
movements dedicated to various members of Les Apaches, a 
group of avante-garde artists with which he was closely 
associated. It was premiered by Ravel’s friend and colleague 
Ricardo Viñes in 1906. The first movement, Noctuelles (“Night 
moths”), is light and flows rapidly from one line to the next, with a 
solemn, expressive middle section. Oiseaux tristes (“Sad birds”) 
presents a contrasting mood, and is the freest and most 
improvisatory of the set. It portrays two different ideas: birds 
singing on the plain and the atmosphere of the forest. The third 
piece in the set, Une barque sur l’océan (“A boat on the ocean”), 
represents the flowing waves of the ocean. This idea is 
manifested right at the beginning in the perpetual arpeggios that 
lull the listener into a trance. The tranquility is suddenly broken by 
outbursts of rapidly ascending and descending lines. Alborada 
del gracioso (“The Jester’s Aubade”) is heavily influenced by 
Spanish folk music, specifically imitations of the guitar. The 
energetic opening, characterized by quick repeating notes, melts 
into the simple and relaxed lyrical line of the work’s central 
section. The final movement, La vallés des cloches (“The valley of 
bells”), contains a multitude of layers, giving the illusion of bells 



ringing from various distances. It is calm and reassuring 
throughout, eventually fading into the distance until the listener is 
left with blissful silence.  
 
Around the same time as he was working on Miroirs, Ravel was 
also composing his Sonatine. An example of his skill as a 
neoclassicist, this three-movement work exemplifies Ravel’s 
ability to work within traditional forms. The piece provided the 
basis for what would become Le tombeau de Couperin. The first 
movement (Modéré) is written in a strict sonata-allegro form. The 
following movement (Mouvement de Menuet) adopts the form 
and style of a classical minuet. The final movement, marked 
Animé, is also in sonata-allegro form. This brilliant finale 
resembles Debussy’s Toccata from Pour le Piano, which was 
written at nearly the same time.  
 
Another notable artist of the twentieth century, born two years 
after Ravel, was Russian pianist and composer Sergei 
Rachmaninoff. A graduate of the Moscow conservatory, he 
became renowned following the premiere of his Piano Concerto 
No. 2.  After moving to America in 1918, he made a name for 
himself as a performer and composer, producing such 
memorable pieces as the Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, 
Third Piano Concerto No. 3, Vocalise, and All-Night Vigil.  
Like such composers as Bach, Chopin, and Shostakovich, 
Rachmaninoff wrote 24 preludes in all of the major and minor 
keys: the Prelude in C-Sharp Minor, Op. 3, No.2; the 10 Preludes 
comprising his Op. 23; and 13 more preludes in Op. 32.  
Rachmaninov never performed either of these sets in their 
entirety, preferring to only offer selections from them to the 
public.   
 
Often called The Bells of Moscow, the Prelude in C-Sharp Minor 
opens with ringing octaves separated by chromatic blocked 
chords that provide an immediate contrast to the opening 
gesture. This is followed by a rapid middle section introducing a 
new musical idea that sings above the running triplets. When the 
original theme returns, it climaxes with the brilliant chords that 
were foreshadowed in the introduction and tapers off as it 
reaches a solemn ending. 



 
Op. 23 is a set of 10 virtuosic preludes. Although he continued 
the romantic traditions of his day in these pieces, Rachmaninoff 
also expanded the conception of what preludes had been for 
centuries, making them longer in form and incorporating complex 
musical techniques, much the same way that composers like 
Liszt and Chopin revolutionized the etude and gave it a formal 
place in the concert hall. In these works, Rachmaninoff 
experiments with musical components such as complicated 
rhythmic patterns, unusual harmonic progressions, and intricate 
lyricism, but maintains the standard ABA form. 
 
Although each is challenging in its own respect, not all of the 
preludes have a fiery and energetic character. Nos. 1, 4, 6, and 
10 are focused on lyricism and sonority instead of virtuosic 
technique, allowing for contrast throughout the whole set. These 
moments of tranquility provide a breath of fresh air for the 
listener. Simply because these particular pieces are more 
subdued does not discredit the immense skill necessary to 
execute them with precision and artistry.  
 
Nonetheless, many of these pieces have the dazzling character 
that audiences expect to find in Rachmaninoff’s music. No. 2 in 
B-flat Major is characterized by its sweeping left hand arpeggios 
and an intense chordal melody. Nos. 3 and 5 are both 
rhythmically driven marches, while no. 9 is an extremely difficult 
etude. It is soft-spoken and has a simple left hand 
accompaniment, but a chromatic melody in the right hand that 
must move smoothly and with incredible fluidity. Clearly 
Rachmaninoff was a master of vivid musical character and 
Romantic expression.  
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