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Maurice Ravel 
1875–1937

Le tombeau de Couperin

i. Prélude, vif
ii. Forlane, allegretto

iii. Menuet, allegro moderato
iv. Rigaudon, assez vif

Maurice Ravel became known as one of the greatest French composers 

of the twentieth century, despite the fact that his father was Swiss and 

his mother Basque. Through his mother, he always felt drawn to the 

Spanish part of his heritage, which is demonstrated in his famous Boléro, 

the Rapsodie espagnole and the Alborado del gracioso. His ‘Frenchness’ 

came from his Parisian education at the Conservatoire, and placed him in 

the same league as older figures such as Chabrier and Faure (his teacher), 

and contemporaries such as Debussy and Satie.

The prestigious Prix de Rome, awarded by the French Academie des Beaux-

Arts, has been won by many distinguished composers since its inception 

in 1803. Ravel entered every year from 1900 to 1905, failing each time to 

get better than third prize and seldom in fact getting past the first round, 

suggesting that a master of orchestration and compositional originality like 

Ravel need not necessarily appeal to the jury sitting on his future reputation. 

He was told by the judges that his music was ‘provocative’ – a mark of 

distinction in some minds, but clearly not welcome in conservative circles.

Partly due to these rejections, and Ravel’s characteristic problem with 

authority, he became one of a ‘gang’ of rebel artists known as ‘Les Apaches’ 

which also included Stravinsky and Manuel de Falla. In 1909 he went on 

to found the ‘Societe Musicale Independente’ – a sort of equivalent to the 

painters’ ‘Salon des Refuses’ – focussing on French and foreign music 

without regard for convention. Widely regarded, after Debussy’s death in 

1918, as the leading French composer, he was offered, but refused, the 

Legion d’Honneur in 1920. 
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He wasn’t a prolific composer, and, despite prestigious commissions 

such as Daphnis et Chloé and La Valse for the Ballets russes, and the 

orchestration of Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition, he is remembered 

mostly as a composer for piano: the Jeux d’eau and Gaspard de la nuit, the 

Valses nobles et sentimentales, the Mother Goose Suite, and Le tombeau 

de Couperin, all of which he orchestrated. In fact, he excelled as a writer for 

piano, either solo or with orchestra. Of his two piano concertos, that for the 

left hand is undoubtedly one of the favourites of the repertoire.

Ravel wrote the original version of Le tombeau de Couperin during the war 

years, 1914–1917, a particularly painful time for him, and each movement 

was dedicated to the memory of a friend who had been killed in the 

bloodbath. Also, his mother, with whom he was particularly close, died in 

1917, precipitating a breakdown in his mental and physical health. Ravel 

himself, despite ill-health, had served as an ambulance driver at the front in 

1915, signing his letters ‘Chauffeur Ravel’. Nevertheless, when he was asked 

why the ‘tombeau’ was light-hearted in tone, rather than reflecting his own 

sadness and the horrors of war, he replied ‘the dead are sad enough, in their 

eternal silence.’ Rather than celebrate the passions of war, Ravel chose to 

show the beauty and elegance of the values and expressions which war 

threatened to extinguish.

The premiere of the piano work was performed in 1919 by the outstanding 

French pianist Marguerite Long (the widow of one of the work’s dedicatees), 

who also gave the premiere of his piano concerto (the one for two hands). 

In the same year, Ravel orchestrated the work, omitting two of the original 

six movements, and this was first performed in 1920. It isn’t merely an 

orchestration of the piano work, but a reworking of the material to suit 

the potential of the orchestra rather than the quite distinct character of 

the piano. Francois Couperin (1668–1733) was one of the major figures 

of the French baroque era. The ‘tombeau’ in question can be taken 

literally as ‘tomb’, but, as Ravel himself insisted, the work is not in fact a 

straightforward homage to Couperin, but a reflection on the elegance of 

eighteenth-century music in general.
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It is also an elegy for the fragility of French culture which the world war 

had so nearly destroyed. A ‘tombeau’ came to mean any form of homage, 

and at the death of Debussy several French composers collaborated on a 

‘Tombeau de Debussy’.

Certainly, the idea for the Forlane – a north Italian folkdance which was imported 
into French court music in the early eighteenth century – was borrowed from 
Couperin’s own suite of Concerts royaux, but the general musical character of 
the suite lies simply in its adaptation of classical dance rhythms, for example 
in the Rigaudon, another folkdance which found its way into the court music. 
The opening prelude is lively, with demanding music for solo oboe (which also 
features prominently in the Menuet and Rigaudon). The Forlane has a skipping 
theme of great delicacy. The Menuet, one of the most widespread of court 
dances, features woodwind, while the concluding Rigaudon is once again lively 
with a central section (‘moins vif ’ – less lively) which is reflective in nature.

Note by Richard Pine © RTÉ
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Ludwig van Beethoven 
1770-1827 

Symphony No. 7 in A, Op. 92

i.   Poco sostenuto – Vivace
ii.  Allegretto
iii. Presto – Assai Meno Presto

iv.  Allegro con brio

It was Johann Nepomuk Maelzel, the inventor of the metronome and 

other mechanical musical aids, as well as ear trumpets for Beethoven, who 

organised the first performance of the Seventh Symphony in the Great Hall 

of Vienna University on 8th December 1813. It was of secondary importance 

to Beethoven’s other contribution for the evening – Wellington’s Victory. 

The concert was in aid of soldiers wounded at the Battle of Hanau (30th 

October) and was sold out, with many distinguished musicians playing in 

the orchestra, including Spohr, Meyerbeer, Hummel, Dragonetti, Moscheles 

and Salieri. Beethoven conducted, though by now totally deaf. It had been 

four years since a Beethoven Symphony had appeared and the new work 

was well received. Wagner later hailed it as the ‘Apotheosis of the Dance’ 

– perhaps ‘Apotheosis of Rhythm’ would be a more accurate term, as 

the Symphony is the most wonderful display of the power of rhythm in 

Beethoven’s music.

The first movement is launched by an important introduction beginning 

on a chord of A for full orchestra; a little phrase started by the oboe is 

picked up by the other wind instruments. This is interrupted by a big scale 

passage, leading to a further idea in C major for clarinets and bassoons. The 

strings repeat this melody in a dignified pianissimo version. The music then 

prepares the ear for the dactylic figure that is to dominate the movement

– a dactyl is a three beat rhythm, ‘strong, weak, weak’. The music reaches 

the note of E and Beethoven creates one of his most striking ideas by 

repeating it over and over, 61 times in all, until the orchestra breaks into 

the first subject.
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Berlioz likened this to a ‘peasant rondo’ but there is much more dignity 

in its bouncing 6/8 measures. Some musicologists claim there is no real 

second subject, the first tune so dominates procedures, but Beethoven 

does introduce other material, including a short, soaring theme on violins 

accompanied by a downward-rushing scale on second violins and violas, 

and a stuttering chordal sequence, made much use of later. The music 

swaggers along with many diverting variants and reworkings of the main 

theme. The coda provides a new five-note motto and brings the movement 

to a powerful conclusion, including the tricky passage in which Beethoven 

gives the violas and basses a two-note phrase to repeat for 20 bars, rising 

from pp to ff, while he piles on a pedal-point E major chord four octaves 

deep, from lowest horns to highest flute. This was the effect that caused 

Carl Maria von Weber to conclude that Beethoven was now ‘ripe for the 

madhouse’.

The glorious slow movement was encored at its premiere, a rare honour. 

Beethoven adds a spondee (a two-note rhythm, both strong beats) to 

his dactyl, giving an overall pulse of ‘strong, weak, weak, strong, strong’ 

to the movement. The theme had originally been intended for the third 

Razumovsky Quartet and dates back to 1806. The movement possesses 

many melancholy charms, including the misty soft chord at the opening 

and close, the secondary theme, initially concealed below the main melody 

as an accompaniment, and the delicate fugato section. In the nineteenth 

century it was sometimes inserted into the Eighth Symphony to help 

lengthen it. 

Beethoven did not call his third movement a scherzo, although it is one 

in all but name. The main theme arrives in quite a flurry, while the central 

section or trio is a very grand affair with its own melody, derived from an 

old pilgrims’ hymn. There are five contrasting sections employing the two 

tunes in felicitous reworkings.
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Two great explosions set the finale on its way. Musicologist Sir Donald 

Tovey described it as ‘unapproached in music as a triumph of Bacchic 

fury’ and certainly the energy seems boundless. The main theme has a 

plunging power about it and drives the music along inexorably. The second 

theme arrives after a long climax of staccato chords and is a slight, shy tune 

with strident outbursts. It receives little support, the motoric rhythm of the 

principal theme taking control in a series of breathtaking variants as the 

music whirls to its exhilarating conclusion.

Note by Ian Fox © RTÉ
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Jaime Martín 
conductor

In September 2019 Jaime Martín became Chief Conductor of the RTÉ 

National Symphony Orchestra and Music Director of the Los Angeles 

Chamber Orchestra. He has been Artistic Director and Principal 

Conductor of Gävle Symphony Orchestra since 2013, and his time 

there has brought the orchestra a new level of international recognition 

through highly acclaimed recordings and touring performances.

Having spent many years as a highly regarded flautist, working with 

the most inspiring conductors of our time, Jaime turned to conducting 

full-time in 2013 and has become very quickly sought after at the 

highest level. Recent and future engagements include return visits to 

the London Symphony Orchestra, National Orchestra of Spain, Sydney 

Symphony, Melbourne Symphony, RTVE National Symphony, Antwerp 

Symphony, Colorado Symphony and Gulbenkian orchestras, as well as 

a nine-city European tour with the London Philharmonic Orchestra. He 

will also make his debut with the Dresden Philharmonic and Netherlands 

Philharmonic Orchestras in the first half of 2021. 
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In recent years Martín has conducted an impressive list of orchestras that 

includes the Frankfurt Radio Symphony, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic, 

Royal Scottish National, Swedish Radio Symphony, Barcelona 

Symphony, New Zealand Symphony, Queensland Symphony, Deutsche 

Radio Philharmonie Saabruecken, Essen Philharmonic and Philharmonia 

Orchestras, the Academy of St Martin in the Fields, Saint Paul Chamber 

Orchestra and the Orchestre Philharmonique de Radio France.

He has forged strong relationships with renowned soloists such as Anne 

Sophie von Otter, Joshua Bell, Pinchas Zukerman, Christian Tetzlaff and 

Viktoria Mullova, among many others. Martín has also commissioned 

multiple world and regional premieres of works by composers Ellen 

Reid, Andrew Norman, Missy Mazoli, Derrick Spiva, Albert Schnelzer and 

Juan Pablo Contreras.  

Martín is recording a series for Ondine Records with the Gävle 

Symphony Orchestra; this includes the Brahms Serenades, Songs of 

Destiny, Brahms choral works with the Eric Ericson Chamber Choir, 

and a recording of the Brahms Piano Quartet arranged by Schoenberg, 

which was released in February 2019. He has also recorded Schubert 

Symphony No. 9 and Beethoven Symphony No. 3 Eroica with Orquestra 

de Cadaqués and various discs with the Barcelona Symphony 

Orchestra for Tritó Records. In 2015 he recorded James Horner’s last 

symphonic work Collages for four horns and orchestra with the London 

Philharmonic Orchestra.

As a flautist, Martín was principal flute of the Royal Philharmonic 

Orchestra, Chamber Orchestra of Europe, English National Opera, 

Academy of St Martin the Fields and London Philharmonic Orchestra. 

Also sought-after as a soloist, he made a recording of Mozart flute 

concertos with Sir Neville Marriner, the premiere recording of Sinfonietta 

Concerto for Flute and Orchestra written for him by Xavier Montsalvatge 

and conducted by Gianandrea Noseda, and Bach works for flute, violin, 

and piano with Murray Perahia and Academy of St. Martin in the Fields 

for Sony.  
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Martín is the Artistic Advisor and previous Artistic Director of the Santander 

Festival. Over the last five years he has brought financial stability and 

created a platform for some of the most exciting artists in their fields, 

ranging from symphony orchestras and baroque ensembles to education 

workshops and ballet companies. He was also a founding member of the 

Orquestra de Cadaqués, with whom he was associated for thirty years, and 

where he was Chief Conductor from 2012 to 2019.

Jaime Martín is a Fellow of the Royal College of Music, London, where 

he was a flute professor. He now enjoys working with many of his former 

students in orchestras around the world.



11

RTÉ National Symphony Orchestra 
Patron: Michael D. Higgins, President of Ireland
Chief Conductor: Jaime Martín

The RTÉ National Symphony Orchestra has been at the centre of 

Ireland’s cultural life since 1948 when the Raidió Éireann Symphony 

Orchestra, as it was originally called, was founded.

Today it is a formidable creative force, its presence felt throughout the

country in live, year-round performances that celebrate the traditional 

orchestral, vocal and operatic repertoire and champions the commissioning  

of new music alongside crossover projects that embrace the best of 

stage and screen, popular music and traditional music.

In October 2019 it entered an exciting new era when Jaime Martín made

his debut in concert as the orchestra’s new Chief Conductor.

In recent years, the RTÉ NSO has reached new audiences through its live

screenings in concert of cinema blockbusters such as Close Encounters 

of the Third Kind, Jurassic Park, Ghostbusters and Casino Royale and 

with its lavish concert tributes to Hollywood icons Gene Kelly, John 

Williams and Elliot Goldenthal, songwriter extraordinaire Cole Porter and 

the genius of Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin.
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With a long-established international reputation, the RTÉ NSO has worked 

with successive generations of world-famous composers from Igor 

Stravinsky and Karlheinz Stockhausen to Steve Reich and Arvo Pärt.

Among the legendary conductors, soloists and singers with whom it has

performed are Wilhelm Kempff, Vladimir Ashkenazy, Josef Szigeti, 

Martha Argerich, Joan Sutherland, Luciano Pavarotti, Plácido Domingo, 

José Carreras, Mstislav Rostropovich and our own Bernadette Greevy.

More recent luminaries include Kiri Te Kanawa, Bryn Terfel, Angela 

Gheorghiu, Angela Hewitt, Nikolai Demidenko, Maxim Vengerov, Daniel

Hope, Tasmin Little and Leonard Slatkin.

Reading like a Who’s Who of Irish music, its collaborations with Irish artists 

include, among so many others, Sir James Galway, Mary Black, Lisa 

Hannigan, Liam O’Flynn, The Riptide Movement, Barry Douglas, John 

O’Conor, Patricia Bardon, Tara Erraught, Celine Byrne and Ailish Tynan.

Countless world premieres by Irish composers have included Elaine 

Agnew, Gerald Barry, Ed Bennett, Linda Buckley, Ann Cleare, Rhona 

Clarke, Siobhán Cleary, Shaun Davey, David Fennessy, Marian Ingoldsby, 

Brian Irvine, Karen Power, Jennifer Walshe, James Wilson and Bill Whelan.

The RTÉ NSO’s acclaimed catalogue of recordings – on the RTÉ lyric fm,

Naxos, BIS, Toccata Classics labels and others – include the complete 

symphonies of Malcolm Arnold, Rachmaninov, Mendelssohn and Nielsen, 

and Composers of Ireland, a landmark series co-funded by RTÉ and The  

Arts Council. To date, it has recorded works by established names – Gerald 

Barry, Seóirse Bodley, Raymond Deane, Aloys Fleischmann, John Kinsella, 

Seán Ó Riada – and a new generation of remarkable voices, including 

Donnacha Dennehy, Deirdre Gribbin, Kevin Volans and Ian Wilson.

Other major recordings include Robert O’Dwyer’s Irish language opera

Eithne (in partnership with Irish National Opera), José Serebrier’s 

Symphonic BACH Variations and Mary Black Orchestrated. Film and 

television scores include composer-conductor Michael Giacchino’s Lost 

in Concert and directors John Boorman’s Queen and Country and Lenny

Abrahamson’s The Little Stranger.
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The RTÉ NSO’s work in the world of opera includes the world premiere 

of Gerald Barry’s The Bitter Tears of Petra von Kant (co-commissioned 

by RTÉ and English National Opera) and collaborations with Wide Open

Opera: the Irish premieres of Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde and John 

Adams’ Nixon in China, and a concert presentation of Raymond Deane’s 

The Alma Fetish in association with the National Concert Hall.

The orchestra’s extensive educational work includes its Music in the 

Classroom programme for primary and second level students, and a 

young musicians’ mentoring scheme.

Broadcasting regularly on RTÉ, it reaches vast international audiences

through the European Broadcasting Union.

In 2017, the RTÉ NSO performed, by invitation, in China’s prestigious 

National Centre for the Performing Arts in Beijing with conductor José

Serebrier. In 2018, with then Principal Guest Conductor Nathalie 

Stutzmann and violinist Ray Chen, it gave the closing concert of the 

International Festival of Radio Orchestras in Bucharest.

Find out more at www.rte.ie/nso
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RTÉ National Symphony Orchestra

1st Violin
Fionnuala Hunt (Leader)
Sebastian Liebig †
Orla Ní Bhraoin °
Brona Fitzgerald 
David Clark 
Anne Harte 
Karl Sweeney 
Catherine McCarthy

2nd Violin
Elizabeth McLaren ‡
Larissa O’Grady °
Mary Wheatley
Jenny Burns Duffy 
Dara O’Connell 
Melanie Cull 

Viola
Andreea Bacciu
Francis Harte °
Áine O’Neill
Margarete Clark 

Cello
Martin Johnson •
Violetta-Valerie Muth °
Niall O’Loughlin
Ailbhe McDonagh 

Double Bass
Mark O’Leary
Aisling Reilly °

Flute
Catriona Ryan • 
Sinéad Farrell †

Oboe
Matthew Manning •
Deborah Clifford †

Clarinet
Matthew Billing †
Fintan Sutton †  

Bassoon
Greg Crowley 
Hilary Sheil †

Horn
Bethan Watkeys †
David Atcheler ◊
Peter Ryan

Trumpet
Graham Hastings •
Colm Byrne †

Timpani
Richard O’Donnell •

Harp
Andreja Malír •

•  Section Leader

*  Section Principal

†  Principal

‡  Associate Principal

°  String Sub Principal

◊  Sub Principal

RTÉ National Symphony Orchestra

General Manager, RTÉ NSO & RTÉ Philharmonic Choir:
Anthony Long anthony.long@rte.ie

Marketing & Communications Manager: Assumpta Lawless
Orchestra Manager: Debbra Walters
Librarian: Aedín Donnelly
Concerts & Planning Co-ordinator: Cathy Stokes
Orchestra Administration Assistant: Olive Kelly
Senior Orchestra Assistant: Ari Nekrasius
Orchestral Assistant: Andy Dunne
Management Assistant: Eimear Reilly

For full contact information see rte.ie/nso
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Chief Conductor Jaime Martín

Stravinsky Pulcinella Suite

Mozart Divertimento for Strings in D

Prokofiev Symphony No. 1 ‘Classical’

Paul Herriott, RTÉ lyric fm, presenter

FRIDAY 16 OCTOBER, 7pm

COMING UP

w

 WATCH   rte.ie/culture
 LISTEN   RTÉ lyric fm

FIND OUT MORE! www.rte.ie/nso
LIVE FROM THE NATIONAL CONCERT HALL


