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Debussy entered the Paris Conservatoire as a piano
student in 1872 and he took his first steps as a
professional musician as a pianist: in 1880, he travelled
to Russia to be the house pianist for Tchaikovsky’s
patron Madame von Meck, a great adventure for a
young man of modest origins. This visit also kindled a
love of Russian music that was to prove durable. Piano
reductions of operas and other large-scale works were
then popular, and Debussy regularly played these in
private performances, notably Musorgsky’s opera Boris
Godunov in August 1893 at the country home of the
composer Ernest Chausson.

Debussy’s second book of piano Préludes was
composed in1911-3. The term ‘prelude’ has had different
connotations in different periods, and while its most
obvious meaning is an introductory movement,
Debussy was familiar with Frangois Couperin’s
Préludes, which were presented as examples of the art
of improvisation. The three Debussy Préludes selected
for this concert all have an improvisatory quality, and
the first edition placed the title of each piece at the end,
not at the beginning, suggesting the music might be a
prelude to the title.

‘Laterrasse des audiences du clair de lune’ depicts an
imaginary India. As is typical of Debussy, he creates a
sense of space by using different registers of the piano.
The processions of chords and more exuberant
passages are varied as if improvised, and an ascent in
circling motion towards a climax is repeatedly
interrupted. ‘Ondine’ shares its title with the first
movement of Ravel’s Gaspard de la nuit (1907), though
Ravel’s lush depiction of the watersprite is far removed
from Debussy’s capricious creature; her playful
character is underlined by Debussy’s tempo marking,
‘Scherzando.’” Their literary origins are different, too:
Ravel's wasinspired by Aloysius Bertrand’s prose poem,
while Debussy takes his title from Arthur Rackham’s
illustrations to the German Romantic author Friedrich
de laMotte Fouqué’s novella Undine. The dazzling ‘Feux
d’artifice’ captures the excitement and unpredictability
of a firework display, and a fragment of La Marseillaise
at the end suggests this might specifically be a French
national celebration on 14 July.

The six movements of Ravel's Miroirs were each
dedicated to a friend and fellow member of the
Apaches, a Parisian group of young male contemporary
music enthusiasts. ‘Oiseaux tristes’ is dedicated to
Ricardo Vifies, the Spanish virtuoso who premiéred
many of Ravel’s early works (and also played Debussy’s
Préludes, typically in groups of three or four). The
overall title Miroirs suggests that the composer’s aim
was to reflect something in musical terms.

Ravel situates the birds of ‘Oiseaux tristes’ ‘in a very
dark forest during the hottest hours of summer’
‘Alborada del gracioso’ (Dawn Song of the lJester),
dedicated to the Anglo-French critic Michel-Dimitri
Calvocoressi, is an idealised witty Spanish dance that
irresistibly evokes foot stamping and castanets. lIts

outer sections capture the strumming, castanet-driven
excitement of Spanish rhythms, while the more
reflective melodic central partis an alba (medieval dawn
song) reimagined in the early 20th Century. ‘La vallée
des cloches’ mirrors the sound of bells heard near and
far and is dedicated to the composer Maurice Delage,
who accompanied Ravel on his first visit to London in
1909.

Olivier Messiaen taught at the Paris Conservatoire
from 1941 until his retirement, and one of his first
harmony pupils was the brilliant pianist Yvonne Loriod,
who in that period was also a composer. Soon after their
meeting, he wrote Visions de ’Amen for two pianos, and
in 1944 followed a huge 20-movement piano work,
Vingt regards sur 'Enfant-Jésus, dedicated to Loriod.
The fifteenth of these ‘contemplations’, ‘Le baiser de
Enfant-Jésus’ (The kiss of the Child Jesus), is often
heard on its own and is arguably the lushest piece in the
cycle. It is in F sharp major — the key Messiaen
associated with divine love — though tonality is only one
aspect of his complex harmonic language. The opening
theme, labelled a ‘berceuse’ by the composer, is
subjected to more and more elaborate variation,
somewhat in the manner of Chopin’s Berceuse. It builds
to an exuberant climax before dissolving into silence.

Musorgsky’s piano suite Pictures from an Exhibition
(1874) was orchestrated by Ravel in 1922, a version that
has become at least as well-known as the original. It
originated in an exhibition of paintings by Musorgsky’s
friend Viktor Hartmann, who had recently died, but as
many of these canvases are now lost, we must use our
imagination to conjure up some of the scenes.
Musorgsky’s impact on French composers was
considerable: he blended Western classical language
with Russian folk elements such as irregular rhythmic
groupings and modes that can be combined with the
tonal system. He was a virtuoso pianist, reflected in the
brilliance of the writing in this suite. The work was
composed extremely quickly (from 2-22 June 1874), but
Musorgsky made no attempt to publish it in his lifetime,
and Ravel will have known it through an error-strewn
edition made by Rimsky-Korsakov.

Musorgsky ingeniously linked his depictions of the
paintings with six Promenade sections, vividly
imagining an individual walking from one picture to
another in a gallery. The typically irregular Russian
meter gives these link passages a natural fluidity that a
march rhythm would lack. Each piece ranges widely in
mood, from the powerful menace of The Gnome to the
melodic appeal of The Old Castle, the lightness of
Tuileries and Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks to the
ponderous Bydlo (Oxcart) and the ghostly echoes of the
Promenade in Cum mortuis in lingua mortua. The suite
concludes with The Great Gate of Kyiv: Ravel, in his
orchestration of this movement, echoes the pealing
bells of the ‘Coronation Scene’ of Boris Godunov.
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