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s was Ravel himself, Boulez and
Aimard are native Frenchmen. The
perfect ingredients, you might say.
What’s more, Boulez, in addition to
being among the great conductors of
our time, is a composer himself, albeit one who
broke with Gallic tradition to pursue serialism.
On top of all that, Boulez proved something of a
guiding spirit to Aimard during the early years of the
pianist’s now estimable career. So I guess it was with
understandable excitement that I went to meet these
two towering musicians in Cleveland, Ohio where
they were planning to make what could turn out
to be the Ravel concerto recording of the decade.

BUT WHY WAS SUCH
a French affair taking place
in the American heartland
rather than in, say, Paris?
The answer lies in the
bond berween Boulez and
the Cleveland Orchestra
which stands among the
conducror’s most enduring
professional associations,

[t was George Szell,
Cleveland’s music director
from 1946 to his death in
1970, who first hml:gh[ Boulez, now 85, to
this primarily working-class city in 1965.
‘Immediately there was a kind of agreement
to work together — more than an agreement:
awillingness, recalls Boulez on a freezing
Friday afternoon in February, the day after
the first of his three concerts with Aimard.
We're chatting in a dressing room backstage at
Severance Hall, the orchestra’s opulent home
since 1931, It's been 20 years since we last met,
but Boulez is as stylishly dressed, relaxed and
disarmingly polite as ever.

"The relationship has been very easygoing,
the best conditions you can dream of,’ Boulez
continues, describing his fruicful but not
uninterrupted time in Cleveland. After
serving as principal guest conductor during
Szell’s final years, he became the orchestra’s
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musical advisor from 1970 to
1972, a period of transition.
But commitments elsewhere
forced him to suspend his
relationship with the ensemble.
‘T was busy with the New
York Philharmonic and the
BBC Symphony, and two was
enough — more than enough,’
he says. Yet by the beginning
of the 1980s, Boulez was
returning regularly to this ciry.
To this dl\ Boulez is still
attracted back to the orchestra, thanks largely
to Szell’s spirit and influence which continues
to hover. ‘“There is a kind of discipline,’
Boulez says, “You don't hear any noise during
rechearsal. That's very pleasant. It’s also
efficient: you work quicker and better.
And you also have the individual
performers, which is important. They
have the privilege to be in a city
that has not too much going on, so
they are much calmer. I suppose
that’s part of the quality - they
have more time.” ‘
[ ask Boulez why he has
specifically chosen to record
Ravel with this orchestra. “They
understand very well the transparency

of the sound and virtuosity at the same

RAVEL REVELATIONS: Boulez and
Aimard talk before the first rehearsal;
(left) George Szell, Cleveland's
conductor until 1970; (below) Pierre
Boulez in the 1970s at Cleveland

time, Boulez says of the Cleveland players.
‘I find that this is the most French orchestra
in America, in the way that Boston was
under Koussevitzky and Munch. And thar’s
funny because Szell did not perform much
French repertory. But whart he brought in
transparency and clarity to his repertoire
you can apply to French music with only
minor changes.”
And so much, if not most, of the
French music Boulez has put on
disc in America has been in the
company of this orchestra, he goes
on to say, which includes the first
of his two previous recordings of
the Concerto for the Left Hand in
D major (with Philippe Entremont
from the early 1970s, on Columbia/

Sony) and his only other recording



of the Piano Concerto in G major (with
Krystian Zimerman from 1994, on DG).
So the new album marks the first time he
has recorded both concertos with a single
pianist and orchestra.

As 5o to his collaboration with Aimard,
a relationship whose roots also run deep.
They first met when the pianist was 19
and studying with Yvonne Loriod, the
wife of Messiaen and Boulez's friend and
former teacher. That was in the mid-1970s,
when Boulez returned to France to run his
electronic music centre IRCAM (Institur

de Recherche et Coordination Acoustique/
Musique) after nearly two decades of living
abroad, as well as its actendant Ensemble

InterContemporain. ‘T needed two or three

pianists for the ensemble and asked Yvonne

Loriod if she could advise me,’ recalls Boulez.

‘I was told about Aimard. The audition was
no problem whatever, so he was engaged with
the Ensemble and learned all the repertoire.
We did quite a lot of concerts with him. One
day he came to me and said, “1 will leave the
ensemble to make my own career.” I had been
expecting this for quite a long time. I told
him I was very glad he was doing this. I think
of him like I think of Simon Rattle, who
studied, so to speak, in Birmingham, not the
most exposed place, and then made his career
in London. They think before they venture
into the wider world, and I think that’s very
intelligent and very rewarding,’

Aimard knew Boulez by reputation, of
course. But in a striking example of youthful
commitment, he was also acquainted him in
a way unlikely for one so young. ‘I went to
Bayreuth to hear him conduct Parsifalwhen |

was 11,
me in a hotel near Severance Hall shortly
after I meer with Boulez
Switzerland when I was nine. I brought my
dad. I also tried to learn his Second Sonata
at 12. But I never thought I would I get the
chance to meet him, let alone study with
him. He was a legend.

s the pianist, now 53, sitting with

‘And I saw him in

eing part of the Ensemble

InterContemporain served Aimard

in various ways. ‘F
privilege to work with Boulez,” the pianist
says, ‘and second, I thought the Ensemble
was the best place for living with new music.
I also thought it a good antidote against the
disease of being a soloist in all its bad aspects
— the glorious isolation, the star system,
egomania and all that!

st, there was the
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In Aimard, Boulez found a collaborator
with whom he shared a philosophy of music
making. ‘He knows what he wants because
he's thought about it,” the conductor says of
the pianist. ‘It’s not all spontancous. There
is some of that, but he knows what the piece
is about and how to solve the problems
presented by it. That's important from the
point of view of form. He knows how to have
a trajectory. And from the technique point
of view he is also very good. The virtuoso
moments are impeccable, yet the playing is
not artificial.’

He goes on to praise Aimard’s ‘solidity’
which, he says, is ‘not the effect just for effect,
but enough for the muscularity to come
through. Being serious but not pedantic,
being lightweight but serious, and all
delivered with panache and elegance’. Which
isn't to say there weren't things to discuss. In
rehearsals for the G major Concerto questions
arose regarding the tempo of the renowned
slow movement. ‘I thought he took it slower
than usual,” Boulez says. ‘And afterwards he

‘| THINK YOU SHOULD
KEEP A DISTANCE —
WHAT | CALL THE

RAVEL DISTANCE’

came to me and said, “I think [ took it a little
slow.” And I said, “I'm not there to say to tell
you, but, yes, you did.” But that’s how the
metronome says it should be, and so he did

it that way in concert.

That movement especially can be tricky,
easily descending into sentimentality if one
isn't careful. But that’s clearly anathema
to both parties here. “We tried ro avoid it,
says Aimard. ‘If the piece starts to become
sentimental, then it can be terribly kitsch.

I think you should always keep a certain
distance — what I call the Ravel distance. He
was so shy and protective of himself, very
much reserved. The second movement is
classical: touching but not sentimental. It is
the expression of a man who loved control all
the time, for himselfand his compositions.”

The Concerto’s third movement possesses
pitfalls, too. ‘It can be a marmalade in sound
if taken at full speed,’ says Boulez. ‘But
Pierre-Laurent did it more precisely. It sounds
quicker because it is fully articulated. And
when the bassoon comes in to imitate the
piano, you can hear the notes, not just a
kind of mumbling,’

Aimard maintains that everything is as
Ravel would have wished. ‘He knew that

THE RAVEL PIANO CONCERTOS

ROGER NICHOLS EXPLORES THE HISTORY OF THESE TWO MASTERPIECES

LES TROIS: Maurice Ravel (centre)
with pianist Marguerite Long and
conductor George Szell in Prague 1932;
(below) pianist Paul Wi’tgenstein
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IN MARCH 1929 RAVEL was in Vienna for
the Austrian premiere of his opera L'Enfant et
les sortiléges. While he was there he went to
hear a programme of orchestral music that
included commissions from Richard Strauss
played by the pianist Paul Wittgenstein, one
of the philosopher’s brothers, who had lost
his right arm fighting in the First World War.
Presumably Ravel was impressed because

he in turn accepted

a commission from
Wittgenstein to write

ONE AMERICAN CRITIC SAID

hard to resist. Certainly he
was determined, as he said,
that the piano texture should
be ‘no thinner than that of a
part written for both hands’
and claimed that he chose ‘a
style which is much nearer

to that of the more solemn

kind of traditional concerto’.
This description comes from

an interview translated into
English for the British press,

and it is likely that the word
‘solemn’ was originally ‘solennel’,
meaning rather ‘ceremonial’.
This the Concerto undoubtedly
is, beginning with the majestic
opening statement by the
orchestra, answered with equal
majesty by the piano. Then ‘a
sudden change occurs and the
jazz music begins. Only later does
it become evident that this jazz
music is really built on the same
theme as the opening part.’

The G major Concerto goes
back some way further than its
companion, including material
from an abandoned pre-War
concerto on Basque themes called Zazpiak
Bat (‘Seven [Are] One’, referring to the seven
Basque provinces). Then, during the 1920s,
Ravel had the idea of writing a concerto for
himself to play. In this he did not have the
support of his friends, who felt that his mid-
fifties were not the time to be starting out
as a virtuoso; and one American critic, during
Ravel's 1928 tour of the US, reckoned ‘he
played even worse than
Brahms, who set a mark
for all bad pianists to

a work for piano and THAT QAVEL pLAYED EVEN aim at.’ Finally, with a

orchestra, and settled WORSE THAN BQAH MS

down to it later
that same year. But
however impressed he was by Wittgenstein’s
virtuosity, he would not have known Strauss's
score and so would have had no idea how
faithful the pianist was being to it. Trouble on
this front was not long coming. Wittgenstein
insisted on making various 'improvements’,
declaiming ‘performers must
not be slaves’. To which Ravel
responded, 'Performers are
slaves’. A recording Wittgenstein
made in 1950 proves that the
pianist’s ‘improvements’ weren't.
Ravel was, in his quiet way,
highly competitive and the
thought of going head to head
with Strauss on such specific
technical terrain was no doubt

European tour planned
for 1932, Ravel backed
out and Marguerite
Long took over at a few weeks' notice.

The opening theme on the piccolo may well
have been inspired by the Basque txistu, a flute
played with one hand. This is soon overtaken
by jazz elements, including ‘blue’ notes and
glissandos. Ravel claimed that the Adagio was
modelled on the slow movement
of Mozart's Clarinet Quintet, and
that he put it together painfully,
‘bar by bar’. The finale, to quote
Constant Lambert, ‘is one of those
rattling perpetuum mobiles at
which the composer especially
excels.' It also ends as it begins,
frequently prompting an encore -

a smart move from this smartest
of composers.






