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Shéhérazade 
MAURICE RAVEL 
Born March 7, 1875, Ciboure, Basses-Pyrénées 
Died December 28, 1937, Paris  

In 1903 the French poet Tristan Klingsor (pen name of Arthur Leclère) published a 
collection of a hundred prose-poems on exotic topics, titled Shéhérazade. Klingsor's 
friend Maurice Ravel was instantly drawn to these poems (he noted that in them "I 
yielded to the profound attraction which the East has always held for me since my 
childhood") and resolved to set some of them to music. Ravel was attracted not only by 
the exotic topic but also by the subtle language and free-verse rhythms of Klingsor's 
poems: he asked the poet to read Shéhérazade finally chose three quite different texts. 
These settings are remarkable for their sensitivity to Klingsor's language. The vocal line 
is always clear, and the texts are at many points spoken and declaimed rather than "sung."  

Ravel may have felt a lifelong fascination for the Orient, but it was a fascination 
undimmed by reality: he never traveled there and so was free to imagine it as an opulent, 
mysterious, sensual place, and that romantic fascination energizes these shimmering 
songs. Klingsor himself was surprised that Ravel chose to set Asie("Asia"), which reads 
like a long catalog of fantastic images, but that seems to have been its appeal for Ravel.  

Many of the lines begin "Je voudrais . . ." ("I would like"), and each of these introduces 
its own brief chapter of exotic images: princesses, jewels, magical vistas, bloody 
assassins. Ravel writes a different sort of music for each of these, and this long opening 
song moves from a quiet beginning to its furious climax on the lines "those who die from 
love or else from hate."  

The other two songs, both much shorter, are quite different. In La flûte enchantée ("The 
Enchanted Flute"), a slave-girl, locked in a room with her dozing elderly master, hears 
the sound of her lover playing the flute on the street below, and the sound of his flute 
caresses her cheek like a kiss. In contrast to the opulent and varied Asie, this song is 
spare, almost lean in its textures.  

Ravel marks the beginning "Soft and expressive," and-appropriately-the solo flute has a 
central role. The final song, L'indifférent ("The Indifferent One"), is the most mysterious 
of the set-and the most provocative. It depicts what is only a transient moment: a youth of 
feminine demeanor passes by indifferently and disappears, and the poet is left moved and 
unsettled in the aftermath. Yet the sex of the speaker in Klingsor's poem is unclear, and 
this languid song drifts into silence in an atmosphere of uncertain sexuality.  

 
 
 
 



String Quintet in F Major, Opus 88 
JOHANNES BRAHMS 
Born May 7, 1833, Hamburg 
Died April 3, 1897, Vienna 
 

 Brahms liked to get away from Vienna during the summers, and in 1880 he 

discovered what would remain his favorite retreat, Bad Ischl, high in the Alps east of 

Salzburg.  Here, beneath snowcapped mountains, he could relax by the dark blue water of 

the Salzkammergut and enjoy the genial company of many friends from Vienna.  He 

came back to Bad Ischl for the next several years, and in 1882 he wrote two superb 

chamber works there–the Trio in C Major, Opus 87 and the String Quintet in F Major, 

Opus 88.  The normally self-critical Brahms was so pleased with the quintet that he wrote 

to his publisher, “You have never had such a beautiful work from me”; in a letter to Clara 

Schumann he called it “one of my finest works.” 

 This was a very good period for Brahms the composer.  At 49, he found himself 

famous and at the height of his powers–the previous summer had seen the composition of 

the Second Piano Concerto; the Third Symphony would come from the following year.  

Though the String Quintet No. 1 is one of Brahms’ sunniest chamber works, it is full of 

complex music beneath that genial surface.  The viola quintet (a form much favored by 

Mozart, who wrote some of his finest works for this combination of instruments) offers a 

composer a rich sonority and the opportunity to use the additional viola as a thematic 

instrument rather than relegating it to its more traditional accompanying role.  Brahms 

responds to these opportunities with imaginative compositional choices–this quintet 

features unusual voicing, structure, and harmonies. 

 This Quintet was actually composed during the spring of 1882 at Bad Ischl 

(Brahms went early that year), and many commentators have been unable to resist 

hearing the sound of spring in the lyric and easy opening measures.  The surprises begin 

immediately: even within the initial statement of this theme, the second violin has 

climbed above the first (Brahms intermeshes the voices in unusual ways in this quintet).  

A long transition passage, based on dotted rhythms, leads to the second theme in the first 

viola; this melody’s easy flow on triplets hides the fact that it arrives in a totally 

unexpected key, A major.  The lengthy development of this sonata-form movement then 



takes place over a sustained deep pedal C from the cello before the vigorous close. 

 The middle movement brings a number of further surprises.  It is a slow 

movement, but Brahms incorporates two fast episodes that give this movement by turns 

the character of adagio and then scherzo.  The opening, marked Grave ed appassionato, 

begins with a somber melody that finds the cello, with the lowest register of the five 

instruments, playing the theme above the other four voices.  In a curious touch, Brahms 

bases this movement on themes he had written for suites of piano music nearly thirty 

years before.  The dark beginning gives way to a dancing Allegretto; a return of the 

opening material leads to a sparkling Presto, itself a variation of the Allegretto.  The 

concluding moments of this movement, with the first violin arching high above the other 

voices, bring some of Brahms’ most moving and effective music. 

 The powerful finale, Allegro energico, explodes to life with two sharp chords that 

introduce a fugue.  But this movement is not really a fugue–instead, it is a sonata-form 

movement that uses fugal material as part of the development.  In yet another ingenious 

touch, Brahms derives all the secondary themes from the fugue subject–it is one more 

display of composing virtuosity in a piece full of such touches.  The Presto coda is itself 

based on one more derivation of the fugue theme. 

 A description of the complex technique of the String Quintet in F Major makes 

the music sound over-intellectualized.  It is not.  This is one of Brahms’ most glowing 

chamber works, and its fusion of lovely music and ingenious technique is a mark of that 

composer’s music at its finest. 

 

 


