Parisian Mosaic - Programme Notes

For this recital, I’ve put together pieces by composers who were/are based in Paris - some
French, some not - and arranged them with care so that they connect naturally and form a
single, beautiful story. With this “Parisian mosaic” program, we step into one of the most
important cities for classical music: Paris.

We begin the program with “early music”, as is often done, though the composer is a modern
figure: Poulenc. In his French Suite, a seven-movement dance suite, the lively wit of
Poulenc - a true Parisian - is combined with a Renaissance atmosphere, using melodies taken
from works by the French Renaissance composer Claude Gervaise. This pairing of modernity
with older styles was very much in fashion at the time.

Next, the pavane, a Spanish court dance that also appeared in Poulenc’s suite, will be heard in
Ravel’s setting: Pavane pour une infante déjunte. Even with the same dance, a
different composer lets us sense a different world. Here the melody is nostalgic, floating,
restrained - eminently Ravelian.

Continuing with dance, Satie’s Le Pieecadilly is a chic little piece that borrows the
American cakewalk/ragtime style, hugely popular in Paris in the early 20th century; it calls to
mind Belle-Epoque Parisian culture.

Alborada del gracioso, the fourth piece from Ravel’s five-piece suite, Miroirs, is
written in the Spanish manner he loved, and draws on the rhythm of the Spanish dance,
fandango. Ravel’s famous Boléro was, in fact, first planned also under the title “Fandango”,
and thus shares the same underlying dance rhythm as Alborada.

Ravel originally intended to end Miroirs with this flamboyant Alborada, but later he chose to
add the supremely beautiful and intimate La Vallée des cloches. Tonight, to preserve that
beautiful sequence, I will play the two pieces consecutively.

The intimate mood then takes us to Chopin - for a pianist, no portrait of Parisian musical life
is complete without Chopin, who made the city his home. The two pieces performed today
were both composed in 1842 - a painful year for Chopin in which he lost two close friends,
yet also one of his most productive years, when he reached full maturity. We close the first
half with the dark, profound Ballade Neo. 4 in F minor.

After the intermission, the Seherzo No. 4 in E major answers with warmth and tenderness.

Staying in E major, we slip into the world of Impressionism with Ravel’s Jeux d’eau, an
important work in music history often said to have established the French impressionist idiom
for the piano.

I will pair it with a contemporary Japanese piece that shares a similar impressionist texture,
Impromptu No. 1 “Les Jardins de Forge” by Mayu Hirano - a Japanese composer I
met recently and who is currently active in Paris. Though these two pieces share a kindred
watery texture, Hirano’s writing has an unmistakable Japanese inflection; and while Jeux



d’eau closes by fading away like flowing water, Hirano’s piece ends by breaking everything
apart. Here, the flow of the program is cut off completely for a moment.

And now, as at the start, we return to a modern French look at early music. Satie’s
Véritables Préludes flasques (pour un chien) is written in a Baroque-like
contrapuntal manner, spiced with irony - as its curious title suggests.

Ravel’s Le Tombeau de Couperin, as the title says, offers a pure homage to the great
Baroque composer Francois Couperin. At the same time, completed after Ravel returned
heartsore from service in the First World War, it lets us feel his sorrowful message alongside
the nostalgic sound of its archaic touches.
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