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 The Chansons Madécasses come from late in Ravel’s life, and they offer some of 

his most advanced music.  In 1925 Ravel received a commission from the American 

patron of arts Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge for a set of songs, and she made an unusual 

request: Ravel was free to choose the texts, but she asked that they be accompanied, if 

possible, by an ensemble of flute, cello, and piano.  Ravel–who had just completed 

Tzigane and his orchestration of Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition–accepted that 

condition, and then he in turn made a surprising choice of texts. 

 The title Chansons madécasses means “Songs of Madagascar” or “Madagascan 

Songs.”  For these songs, Ravel set three poems that Évariste Parny claimed to have 

translated from the original in 1787 under the title Chansons madécasses, traduites en 

françois, suivies de poésies fugitives.  Scholars have doubted the authenticity of these 

“fugitive poems,” suggesting that rather than translating native poetry, Parny (1753-1814) 

wrote them himself while living in India and based their style on poems from 

Madagascar.  Whatever their origin, these songs and their shocking texts caused a 

sensation at their first performance on June 13, 1926 in Paris: the poems are surprising in 

their explicit sexuality and in their political sentiments, and some members of the 

audience walked out of that first performance.  The almost visceral appeal of these songs 

was underlined by the lithographs that appeared in the first edition of the songs: dark, 

expressionistic, and violent, these crude woodcuts captured the spirit of the “native” 

songs perfectly. 

 Ravel himself described this music: “I believe the Chansons madécasses 

introduce a new element, dramatic–indeed erotic, resulting from the subject of Parny’s 

poems.  The songs form a sort of quartet in which the voice plays the role of the principal 

instrument.  Simplicity is all-important.” Some observers have detected an unexpected 

influence on these songs: Arnold Schoenberg.  The use of a solo singer and small 

instrumental ensemble recalls Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire of 1912, and Ravel freely 

admitted being aware of Schoenberg when he wrote these songs: “I am quite conscious of 



the fact that my Chansons madécasses are in no way Schoenbergian, but I do not know 

whether I ever should have been able to write them had Schoenberg never written.”  

 The first song, Nahandove, is explicitly erotic.  “Nahandove” is the name of the 

poet’s lover, and both poet and composer clearly like that name, lingering over it as much 

as they can.  The poet waits for his lover in the moonlight.  She arrives, they make love, 

then collapse together in the warm air; she leaves, and he is left alone, caught in the same 

longing he felt at the beginning.  Ravel’s scoring is extremely spare here, and he often 

accompanies the singer with a single instrument. 

 If the first song was soft and erotic, the second song is violent and political. It 

opens with the singer’s shouted “Aoua!” and then she warns “Méfiez-vous des blancs”: 

beware of the white men who came making fine promises but who built forts and tried to 

subjugate the people.  The piano plays a grim ostinato that drives the song to its climax 

when the natives revolt and drive out the white man; at this climax, the flute shouts out 

trumpet-like fanfares, but the song fades away on a final warning about the white man.  

France was fighting a colonial war in Morocco when this song was premièred in Paris, 

and several members of the audience rose and walked out ostentatiously, proclaiming that 

they would not listen to such subversive music while their nation was at war. 

 Il est doux . . . is a song of complete ease and languor: the poet lies in the 

moonlight as women move around him, anxious to serve.  This atmosphere is captured by 

the free flute solos and cello in harmonics, as the poet celebrates the “attitudes of 

pleasure” around him.  The final line is all the more effective for being unaccompanied. 
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 Sergei Taneyev was Tchaikovsky’s most successful student.  He studied 

composition with Tchaikovsky at the Moscow Conservatory, gave the Moscow première 

of Tchaikovsky’s First Piano Concerto in December 1875 when he was only 19, 

succeeded Tchaikovsky as professor of composition at the Conservatory, and remained a 

lifelong friend of the older composer.  As a teacher at the Conservatory, Taneyev had a 

number of distinguished students, but–alarmed by the Conservatory’s elitist standards 



and moved by the revolutionary sentiments in the air–Taneyev resigned from the faculty 

in 1905 and formed his own “People’s Conservatory” in Moscow that would offer 

instruction even to those unable to pay.  He died from the pneumonia he contracted at the 

funeral of one of his best students, Scriabin. 

 Taneyev occupies a unique position among turn-of-the-century Russian 

composers in that he rejected all forms of nationalistic music, whether folktunes or dance 

rhythms, in favor of the classical forms of Western music.  Technically he was perhaps 

the best-equipped of any Russian composer, though some have regretted his insistence on 

cutting himself off from anything innately Russian in his own music.  Among his 

compositions are four symphonies, nine quartets, three quintets, an opera, and numerous 

choral works. 

 Taneyev composed his Piano Quintet in G Minor in the years 1908-10, just after 

leaving the Moscow Conservatory.  This is big music: its four movements stretch out 

over three-quarters of an hour, and Taneyev generates a huge volume of sound from these 

five instruments.  It is also well-integrated music: it opens with a slow introduction 

marked mesto (“sad”), and the piano’s opening figure will become the fundamental 

theme-shape for the entire quintet.  This shape evolves into the movement’s main theme 

when the music leaps ahead at the Allegro patetico.  In this case, patetico means not 

“pathetic” but “expressive” or “intense,” and intense this movement certainly is.  The 

flowing second subject (also built on the opening shape) brings some calm, but it is the 

gigantic scope of this movement that impresses most.  Taneyev’s markings range from 

triple forte and drammaticamente to frequent admonitions to keep the music cantabile, 

dolce, espressivo; despite these interludes of calm, the movement drives with unremitting 

force through the tense G-minor cadence. 

 The pleasing Scherzo is much lighter, sparkling along on the piano’s staccato 

triplets and the strings’ ricochet bowing.  There is unusual metric variety here: into a 

fundamental pulse of 6/8(2/4), Taneyev alters the meter in such ways that the same meter 

can feel completely different–these subtle shifts of pulse are part of the music’s charm.  

Another part is its good spirits: Taneyev at one point marks the score con allegrezza: 

“with mirth.”  The theme-shape from the very beginning returns here in the trio and in the 

coda, which drives to a sudden ending. 



 The remarkable Largo is built around an ostinato-like theme stamped out by all 

five players and then repeated in some form throughout the movement.  Above this, 

Taneyev spins out a variety of expressive music, alternating passages for strings alone 

with extended writing for solo piano.  The movement rises to a passionato climax before 

falling away to the effective ending, where the ostinato theme–so powerful throughout–

dissolves quietly at the close.  The tumultuous finale is built on material from earlier 

movements–in fact, when the main theme takes wing, Taneyev marks it pateticamente.  

This is a dramatic movement, full-throated in its rhetoric, and it drives to an 

extraordinarily sonorous close. 

 
 


