
��������	
�
���
����

�
�����
�
���	��


���
�����
��������
�����
��������
�����
��������
�����
����� 





��
���	�
���
�
��������	
�
���
����
������
��
���	� 
���
�������	�
�
��	������	�
��

����

��	�
���

�����
��


William Randolph Hearst Foundation 
Harold & Arlene Schnitzer CARE Foundation 

�  
Integra Telecom 








Writing and research by Alexis Hamilton 



 
Portland Opera appreciates the continuing support of The Regional Arts and Culture Council, Work 
for Art, Oregon Arts Commission, The National Endowment for the Arts and the Oregon Cultural 
Trust. Portland Opera is a member of OPERA AMERICA. 

 



�� ��
�
�����	��� 


 
It is clockmaker Torquemada’s day to regulate the 
municipal clocks – and his wife Concepcion’s day to 
entertain lovers. When Ramiro, a muleteer, visits the clock 
shop to have his watch repaired, Concepcion worries that 
his presence will ruin her rendezvous with her lover, the 
poet Gonzalve. She devises a plan to keep Ramiro busy, 
asking him to cart one of two grandfather clocks to her 
bedroom. When he returns too soon, interrupting her time 
with Gonzalve, she asks Ramiro to bring the clock back 
and take the other clock upstairs instead. As he leaves to 
fetch the clock, Concepcion persuades Gonzalve to hide 
inside the second clock, which Ramiro then transports to 
her bedroom. Another suitor, the banker Don Inigo, arrives 
and, though dismissed by Concepcion, he decides to stay, 
hiding in the other clock. Concepcion returns, disenchanted with Gonzalve and asks Ramiro to 
once again swap the clocks. Ramiro reenters with the second clock (and Gonzalve) and dutifully 
takes the first clock (and Don Inigo) upstairs. Meanwhile, Concepcion tries to send Gonzalve 
packing, but he resumes his hiding place as Ramiro returns. Ramiro makes one more trip 
upstairs, this time to bring back the first clock. When he returns, he asks Concepcion if she has 
any further orders. Weary of her other suitors, she requests the virile muleteer to return to her 
bedroom – without a clock! 
 
While Ramiro and Concepcion are upstairs, Torquemada returns to find Gonzalve and Don 
Inigo and succeeds in selling the guilty duo the two clocks. The opera ends with a habanera 
quintet and a moral taken from the poet Boccaccio.   - Courtesy of New York City Opera 
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A naughty little boy is in his room, misbehaving. When his mother berates him and leaves him 

alone with an austere lunch, the boy goes on a destructive 
rampage. He smashes dishes, destroys wallpaper, torments 
animals, breaks a grandfather clock, and rips up books. He then 
collapses exhausted into an armchair, which, along with other 
domestic items, comes to life and chides him for his bad behavior. 
The boy is astonished and tormented by the sorcery surrounding 
him.  
 
Escaping to his beloved garden, he finds the trees and animals 
there ready to take revenge on him for his past violence towards 
them. Realizing the pain he has caused, he binds the paw of a 
wounded squirrel. The animals forgive him and lead him home to 
his mother.          - Courtesy of New York City Opera 
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“Doesn’t it ever occur to those people that I can be ‘artificial’ by nature?” 

 
~~Maurice Ravel~~ 

 
Maurice 
Ravel has 
often been 
accused of 
“coldness,” 
“affectation,” 
“reserved-
ness,” and, 
famously, of 
being a 
“Swiss 
watchmaker” 
by 

Stravinsky.  It seems more charitable (and 
more accurate) to regard him as entirely his 
own creation, driven by a desire to control 
himself, his compositions and his 
environment as far as was possible, and in 
the case of the image he projected to the 
world and his music, he evidently 
succeeded.  Indeed, Ravel lived life rather 
strenuously on his own terms.  He confided 
to a friend once, “Everyone has their faults; 
mine is to act only with complete 
conscience.”  He refused the Légion d’ 
honneur and several other French awards 
(though he did accept honors from other 
countries) and refused to join a group of 
prominent French composers who wanted 
to ban from performance the works of 
Austrian and German composers during 
World War I, forming instead his own 
musical organization to promote modern 
works without regard to origin.  His 
appearance of a rarefied dandy was 
carefully cultivated from his youth and 
reflects his attention to detail throughout the 
rest of his life.  His home, Belvédère, which 
housed his collections of mechanical toys, 
bibelot boxes, miniature plants and bonsai, 
once again bespeaks a passion for the 
refined, the small, the perfect, a world at 

arm’s length—almost as if he viewed the 
universe backwards through a telescope, 
the images accurate to the tiniest detail, but 
distant.  It has even been observed that he 
only visited the countries whose music had 
influenced his own after he had written said 
music, almost as if he didn’t want reality to 
infringe upon the painstaking completeness 
of his vision viewed through his lens.  Ravel 
may borrow the sounds of Spain, Arabia, or 
American jazz, but he remains irrevocably 
Ravel, and unapologetically French.   
 
Ravel is considered “one of the most 
original and sophisticated musicians of the 
early 20th century.”  His understanding of 
orchestration, knack for a musical portrayal 
of ambient sound, and his precision and 
unique tonal language instantly marked him 
by his contemporaries as the most 
influential French composer of his age after 
the death of Debussy.  He established his 
musical “voice” early in his career, with 
none of the 
“journeyman” 
years of other 
composers.  
In some ways, 
he was anti-
establishment, 
never really 
succeeding in 
conservative 
academic 
circles, but he 
revered the 
past, its forms 
and 
composers, 
and studied assiduously the scores of 
masters.  Early in his career, one can hear 
the echoes of his study and inspiration.  
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Claude Debussy  



Later those musical mentors become more 
fully incorporated into his singular voice.   
 

Ravel was born on March 7, 1875 in 
Basque country—that strange region of 
Spanish influence in the South of France 
(as well as parts of Spain) whose language 
and culture were sufficiently exotic to 
fascinate the young Ravel throughout his 
life.  His mother, Marie, of whom very little is 
known before the age of 35, was Basque, 
and sang her first-born son Spanish folk 
songs, which liberally flavored his future 
work.  Ravel adored her, and she was his 
primary emotional relationship.  Ravel’s 
father was Swiss, an innovative engineer, a 

modestly successful inventor and 
entrepreneur, and a talented amateur 
musician who appreciated art and music 
deeply.  Despite the family’s tenuous 
financial situation, Ravel began piano 
lessons at age 7, and studied counterpoint 
and harmony concurrently.  Ravel’s parents 
actively supported his musical ambitions.  
The family moved to Paris during Ravel’s 
early childhood, where they remained, 
although they moved about much 
throughout the city following various 
business opportunities of his father.  
Eventually, his little brother Edouard was 
born, and the family was complete.  Theirs 
was a happy childhood, with both parents 
deeply involved in their sons’ lives.  Their 
father often took them to factories to look at 
the machinery, and during the Paris World’s 
Fair they visited the Galérie des machines.  
Each boy’s ambitions were quietly nurtured, 
and as Maurice was auditioning for the 
Conservatoire, Edouard followed in his 
father’s footsteps and became an engineer. 
 
At 14, Maurice was accepted into the Paris 
Conservatoire as a piano student.  There he 
was generally recognized as a gifted pianist, 
but he was not the best student.  His first 
year there was his most successful.  After 
that, he won no piano awards and was 
forced to leave the school in 1895.  At 20 
his career as a pianist was over.  But, by 
then, Ravel was much more interested in 
composition.  He wrote several pieces and 
in 1897 rejoined the Conservatoire as a 
composer.  Here he studied with Fauré, who 
became both an influential mentor and a 
close friend.  Fauré was an excellent 
teacher for the young man, being supportive 
and independent of the more conservative 
elements of academia.  In addition, Ravel 
benefited from the counterpoint training that 
he received from Gédalge, whom, along 
with Fauré, he credited his “technique and 
musicianship.”  During his time at the 
Conservatoire, he also deepened his 
lifelong friendship with virtuoso pianist 
Ricardo Viñes, whom he had met at age 12.  
Together they played piano duets, read and 
discussed literature, and formed a salon of Ravel's brother Edouard as a child  

Ravel's parents, Joseph and Marie  



literary, visual and musical artists Viñes 
called Les Apaches.  Together they 
discussed the musical and artistic issues of 
fin-de-siècle Paris.  Ravel was profoundly 
influenced by these contacts and thus more 
than usually a product of his time. 
 
One of the requirements of continuing study 
at the Conservatoire was to win an award.  
The most coveted of these awards was the 
Prix de Rome, a prize that provided the 
winner with a cash award, as well as a year 
of study in Rome.  The award had a long 
and illustrious history, having been 

established in the 17th century to help arts 
students continue their studies.  Previous 
winners in the composer’s category 
included Hector Berlioz, Ambroise Thomas, 
Charles Gounod, Georges Bizet, Jules 
Massenet and Claude Debussy.  At the 
dawn of the 20th century, the prize was 
beginning to be regarded as a relic of a 
bygone age, but its importance was still felt, 
and it enabled the winner to continue study 
within the Conservatoire.  Ravel had made 
the attempt four previous times in 1900, 
1901, 1902 and 1903.  The judges’ panel 
was deeply conservative, and Ravel, who 
had been slowly establishing himself as a 

composer in the modern vein, was viewed 
as a radical.  The 1900 undertaking was so 
unsuccessful that Ravel chose to forget it.  
1901 saw him attempt to game the system a 
bit by writing music not of his own preferred 
style, but of one calculated to please the 
judges’ tastes.  His Myrrha, a cantata of 
vaguely Wagnerian harmonics, earned him 
the Second Grand Prix, but sounded 
nothing at all like his previous works 
Schéhérazade, Pavane pour une infante 
défunte or Jeux d’eau.  His near miss for 
first may have been due to the fact that the 
winner’s teacher was on the panel of 

judges.  For 1902, his style reverts back to 
his own, with the beautiful La Nuit  for the 
first round and Alcyone for the finals.  No 
prize.  1903, too, was unsuccessful and he 
declined to enter.  In 1905, though, Ravel 
was about to turn thirty and age out of the 
competition.  By 1905, Ravel had written 
some much admired work and was an 
established presence in musical circles.  His 
name was already uttered with the same 
reverence as Debussy’s and critics were 
creating camps supporting their favorite of 
the two.  Ravel had become an important 
French composer.  He again entered the 
Prix de Rome, but he was eliminated in the 

Maurice Ravel with his teacher Charles de Beriot and his class in 1894.  Ravel standing extreme left. 



first round.  His fugue contained parallel 
5ths, a no-no of gigantic proportions as 
every college musician past their freshman 
theory classes knows.  But, as any artist 
knows, after a certain point, the rules are 
made to be broken.  The judges were 
adamant: “Monsieur Ravel may take us for 
windbags if he pleases, but not with 
impunity will he take us for idiots.”  A 
firestorm of controversy erupted with the 
general public that a composer of Ravel’s 
stature should be denied the opportunity to 
compete.  What became known as the 
Affaire Ravel, fought out very publicly in the 
press (without Ravel’s participation—he 
remained coolly above the fray), ended with 
the resignation of Théodore Dubois who 
was succeeded as the Conservatoire’s 
director by Fauré.  Ravel avoided the 
Conservatoire for the rest of his career and 
solidified his distrust of establishment 
institutions. 
 
His loss of the Prix de Rome was a distinct 
gain for his musical creativity, however.  
The next several years were extremely 
prolific and include Miroirs (1905), Histoires 
naturelles (1906), Rapsodie espagnole 
(1908) and L’heure espagnole (not 
performed until 1911), as well as the ballet 
Daphnis et Chloé.  He suffered an 

emotional blow with the death of his father 
in 1908, which necessitated that he 
shoulder additional responsibilities as the 
head of the family.  A year later, he began 
touring Europe.   
 
In 1914, Europe exploded into the “war to 
end all wars,” World War I.  Desperate to 
serve his country, Ravel longed to become 
a pilot, but, at the age of 39, he was turned 
down.  His indifferent health was also a 
contributing factor.  Not content to sit idly 
by, Ravel became a truck driver on the 
Verdun front.  He named his truck Adelaide 
and related his many adventures with her in 
letters home.  His brother Edouard also 
joined the war effort and was so traumatized 
by his experiences that his hair turned 
white.  Ravel, meanwhile, didn’t seem to 
take the psychic trauma from the war, but 
his physical body took a toll and his service 
ended in 1917 with a dreadful case of 
dysentery, leading to surgery.  During his 
medical leave, he learned of his mother’s 
final illness and death, and he never 
recovered emotionally.  His creative output 
was severely limited for several years.  He 
became more reclusive and in 1920 bought 
a house west of Paris which he named 
Belvédère.  After his move, he refused to 
buy a car or ever drive again.   

 
The year 1924 saw Ravel 
struggling to finish his second 
opera, L’enfant et les sortilèges.  
Going was slow, but he had a 
deadline and had to finish.  
“Who can … teach me to work 
fast?” he moaned to a friend in 
a letter.  Part of his struggle was 
the perfectionism with which he 
approached his works.  Ravel’s 
creative process required a long 
“gestation period” to use his 
own words.  He would plot and 
plan each work to near 
completion and then lock 
himself away to write it down.  
During the writing down phase 
he often would see no one, go 
nowhere and keep at his work Ravel (at piano) circa 1928.  George Gershwin at right. 



slavishly.  Ultimately he would produce a 
virtually clean score that might undergo 
correction for years.  Any correction Ravel 
decided to make was an improvement on 
the original.  He scored in musical blocks:  
each family of instruments in an orchestral 
work would have a piece of music of unique 
clarity and quality, which could stand 
independent of the rest of the piece.  Such 
attention to detail took time, and as he 
aged, it took more and more time.  By 1927, 
he was already exhibiting symptoms of the 
brain disease which would eventually lead 
to his death.  One neuroscientist even 
hypothesized that his most famous work, 
Bolero, is evidence of his brain disease at 
work.  Many biographies suggest that Ravel 
suffered from Pick’s Disease, which is 
similar to Alzheimer’s but presents some 
different symptoms initially.  What is known 
are his symptoms.  Starting in 1927, Ravel 
began to have trouble performing music in 

public; he would get lost in the music.  He 
began to have trouble writing letters as 
evidenced by many crossings out, a shaky 
hand, unclear thoughts.  He began to 
develop aphasia and an odd form of 
amusia—he could hear and think of music, 
but he could make nothing of the symbols of 
a musical score.  As the disease 
progressed, his frustration at having music 
and musical ideas in his head and being 
unable to communicate them progressed to 
fear.  His friends and his brother were 
desperate to try anything to regain their 
dear “Rara.”  In 1937, under considerable 
pressure from Edouard to “do something,” 
famed neurosurgeon Clovis Vincent 
performed an exploratory surgery to look for 
a tumor.  There was none.  Soon after, 
Ravel slipped into a coma and died on 
December 28, 1937. 
 
 

      
 

 
�  That Ravel collected bibelot boxes and small 

mechanical toys?  
�  That Ravel was a vegetarian? 
�  That Ravel refused to drive a car after World 

War I? 
�  That as a boy, Ravel’s parents had to bribe him 

with money to practice the piano? 
�  That Ravel really disliked his most famous 

composition “Bolero?”   
�  That Ravel was only five feet tall? 
�  That Ravel was a cat lover and owned several? 
�  That Ravel’s nickname was “Rara?” 
�  That one of Ravel’s favorite songs was “Tarara-

boom-de-ay” (Yes, that “Tarara-boom-de-ay”) 
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Ravel with one of his beloved cats  
 

One of Ravel's bibelot boxes  



 
“In Granada, to pay attention to a married woman is unheard of, while nothing is simpler than to 

court a young girl.  In France it is quite the opposite.” 
 

~~Théophile Gautier~~ 
 

 
Ravel loved clocks.  He loved mechanical 
toys, miniatures, cats, children and 
storytelling.  He loved fine food, fine clothes, 
long walks in the woods and great literature.  
He delighted in musical jokes, imitation, and 
his mother’s native Spain, and while his two 
small operas cannot capture all of his loves, 
they do capture the essence of most.  They 
also capture something of the preciseness 
of the man, his precocious understanding of 
the child’s world and the bittersweet 
necessity of growing up.  He even laughs at 
the foolishness of the grown-ups we grow 
into.  These operas reflect his cleverness 
and his ability to calibrate his music to best 
support the language of his story.  For 
ultimately, Ravel was a storyteller, and he 
reveled in the music of words as much as in 
music itself. 

 
In L’heure 
espagnole (The 
Spanish Hour), the 
words were all 
important and 
setting the rhythms 
of spoken 
language of 
primary concern.  
Ravel intended 
that the text should 
be declaimed 
rather than sung.  

He elaborated, “Apart from the student, who 
sings serenades and cavatinas in an 
exaggerated manner, the other roles, I 
imagine, will give the impression of being 
spoken.”   

 
In 1904, Franc-Nohain opened his play 
L’heure espagnole at the Odéon, where he 
enjoyed an enthusiastic following.  The 
Odéon was popular with young poets and 
playwrights who often premiered their works 
there for their colleagues.  Franc-Nohain 
was an accomplished satirical poet by the 
time he was 25, and, at 33, he was 
considered “an excellent humorist.”  His little 
play was only about half an hour long and 
simply a warm up act for a full-length play 
which also addressed adultery.  It wasn’t 
even reviewed by the major publications.  
But it was very funny, and Ravel was in 
need of a subject for an opera.  He had yet 
to write an opera, of course, but his rival 
Debussy had.  L’heure espagnole may have 
felt the perfect choice for Ravel, as it was so 
far from anything Debussy touched on in his 
single operatic masterpiece Pelléas et 
Mélisande that it could not possibly be 
accused of being derivative.   
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Franc-Nohain  

The Odeon Theater, Paris, 1904  



Like Debussy, however, Ravel did choose 
to bypass a librettist and set the play 
directly.  He hadn’t much to do to prepare it 
for setting to music.  The play ran a short 
half hour, and Ravel’s music stretched it to 
only an hour.  There are only a few small 
cuts and minor revisions to the play in 
Ravel’s libretto.  He wrote the opera quite 
quickly for him, a notoriously slow 
composer.  The vocal score was prepared 
in the six months between April and October 
of 1907, but wasn’t orchestrated until 1910 
because the impresario of the Opéra-
Comique was concerned that his audiences 
would not accept an opera based on a play 
that had been reviewed as a “mildly 
pornographic vaudeville.”  His reticence 
disappeared, however, when the wife of a 
cabinet minister gently twisted his arm on 
the issue.  It opened to mixed reviews on 
May 19, 1911.  Some critics (Pierre Lalo, 
who always seemed to have an axe to grind 
with regard to Ravel, in particular) found 
Ravel too clever for his own good and 
deemed L’heure too cold and calculating to 
be easily enjoyed.  Others reveled in its 
contradictions, correctly ascertaining that 
the seeming incompatibility of the text and 
the score were actually textual jokes, 
underlining moments musically that were 
merely colloquies in the play.  The real 
issue was a lack of appreciation for the 
musical techniques on display, at least as 
accompaniment to this libretto.  Ravel 
utilized many of the musical tricks of the 
modern school, and some of these tricks 
were deemed “not always compatible with 
the situation,” whereas they now seem 
colorful, rich and perfectly appropriate to our 
ears.   
 
For his contemporaries, for instance, Ravel 
opened his comic opera in an odd way.  
Whereas one could easily see busy bustling 
music accompanying the waking of Seville, 
Ravel opens his piece with dissonance, 
bitonality and the incessant ticking of clocks.  
Spanish idioms float throughout the piece, 
underscoring the muleteer Ramiro’s claims 
to be related to a matador.  Deliberately 
“funny” sounds are liberally sprinkled 

throughout the piece, emphasizing Ravel’s 
claim that he “heard ‘funny’” in order to write 
the opera.  And the score is funny, casting 
its characters as stereotypes so broad that 
they seem automatons to the clockwork 
dynamics of the plot.  The lyricism of the all-
talk-and-no-action poet Gonzalve, the 
ponderous biliousness of the elderly banker 
Don Inigo and the flamenco flash of the final 
duet with Concepcion and the virile 
muleteer Ramiro are delicious examples of 
musical caricature.   
 
But there is a darkness to Ravel’s score, 
too, that those familiar with the play’s 
burlesque essence lamented.   They 
accused Ravel of undermining Franc-
Nohain’s comedy, making it more serious 
than was intended.  It is equally possible, 
however, that Ravel merely punctuated 
issues that were already in Franc-Nohain’s 
text, but, as performed, were obscured by 
physical comedy, broadly suggestive jokes 
and line delivery.  Time is a huge issue 
within the play and the opera, and 
characters talk about it nonstop.  With only 
words, it might be easy to overlook the 
broader implications of Torquemada, the 
cuckolded older husband announcing 
“…Time does not wait,” or Concepcion’s 
anxious “Time is pitilessly rationed for us,” 
to the comedy of the moment.  So much in a 
play depends on the actor’s interpretation of 
the line.  But in an opera, the underscoring 
can give lie to the character’s actions and 
reveal the hidden meaning behind the 
words.  Time, Ravel’s music sometimes 
points out, marches inexorably forward, 
dragging us all along with it, and we are all 
obliged to enjoy our hour of freedom since 
age and obligation will eventually take it 
from us.  There is hope in the message, too, 
however.  After all, everyone will get his 
chance, his time.  As the last line of the 
opera points out, “There arrives a moment 
in the pursuit of Love when even the 
muleteer has his turn.”  We just have to be 
ready to catch it. 
 
If the overall impression of L’heure 
espagnole is detached amusement, and the 



characters merely automatons in the 
workings of the plot, L’enfant et les 
sortilèges (The Bewitched Child) is 
something very, very different, belying the 
accusations of coldness and inhumanity all 
too often leveled at Ravel’s music.  All of the 
wonders of Ravel, personal and 
professional, are on tender display in 
L’enfant.  He lavished love on all of the 
creatures of the nursery—living and 
nonliving—capturing the language of the 
cats he loved and the inanimate beauty he 
admired in an achingly lovely parable of 
childhood.  It so captured the essence of the 
libretto she wrote for Ravel, that Colette 
said: 
 

“How can I describe my emotion when, 
for the first time, I heard the little drum 
accompanying the shepherds' 
procession? The moonlight in the 
garden, the flight of the dragonflies and 
bats ... ‘Isn't it fun’? Ravel would say.  
But I could feel a knot of tears tightening 
in my throat.” 

 
Ravel really “got” children.  His friend 
Marguerite Long once told him, “Maurice, 
you ought to marry.  Nobody understands 
and loves children as you do.”  Certainly the 
children in his life seconded this opinion.  In 
particular, his skills at weaving tales, his 
own and others’, was admired, and the 
favorite place to be was sitting on his knee 
as he began a story.  One of his most 
ardent admirers was Mimi—the little girl of 
his friends Cipa and Ida Godebski.  Ravel 
frequently looked after Mimi and her brother 
Jean and she remembered Ravel most 
fondly: 
 

“There are few of my childhood 
memories in which Ravel does not find a 
place.  Of all my parents’ friends I had a 
predilection for Ravel because he used 
to tell me stories that I loved.  I used to 
climb on his knee and indefatigably he 
would begin, ‘Once upon a time …’ “ 

 
In L’enfant, Ravel had a perfect vehicle for 
exploring his imitative music, for setting 

poetry and for taking a look at growing up 
through a small child’s eyes.  His affinity for 
the story is understandable.  What is a little 
more surprising is his collaboration with 
Colette who was, according to her daughter, 
largely absent from her child’s life.   
 
Colette was a 
French novelist, 
most famous to 
U.S. audiences 
for writing the 
novel Gigi.  She 
wrote over 50 
novels and 
myriad short 
stories, was a 
notorious music 
hall performer, a 
great beauty, an 
adulteress, a 
bisexual, and 
the “greatest 
woman novelist 
of France.”  In 
short, she was 
pretty flashy.  
Though she would later hold the Legion of 
Honor and membership in The Belgian 
Academy of French Language and 
Literature, at first blush it would seem that 
Colette and Ravel had little in common and 
spent much of their acquaintance at arm’s 
length.   
 
Colette described her initial impressions of 
Ravel thus: 
 

“Could I say that I really knew him, my 
illustrious collaborator, the composer of 
L’enfant et les sortilèges?  I first met 
Maurice Ravel at the house of Mme de 
Saint Marceaux who used to entertain 
on Friday evenings after dinner … 
Perhaps inwardly secretive, Ravel kept 
himself at a distance and was dry in 
manner.  Apart from listening to his 
music, which I initially did out of curiosity 
and then from an attachment to which 
the slight unease of surprise and the 
sensual and wicked attraction of a new 
art added their charms, that was as 

Collette  



much as I knew of Maurice Ravel for 
many years.” 

 
Ravel for his part seems not to have 
recorded his initial impressions of Colette.  
One can only 
imagine what he 
might have 
thought of this 
exhibitionist 
beauty and 
extraordinary 
writer, but it 
seems that 
during and after 
their 
collaboration 
they saw much 
in each other 
that was 
comprehensible 
and 
recognizable. 
 
Sometime in 
1917, Colette 
was approached 
by Jacques 
Rouché to write 
a libretto for a 
“fantasy-ballet” 
for the Paris 
Opéra.  She 
banged out 
L’enfant, at this 
time called 
Entertainment for My Daughter (Colette had 
a three-year-old at the time) in a week.  
Rouché met with her and began to suggest 
composers. 
 

“He liked my little poem and suggested 
composers whose names I welcomed 
as politely as I could.  ‘But,’ said Rouché 
after a silence, ‘suppose I suggested 
Ravel?’  I burst out of my politeness and 
expressed my approval without 
reservation. ‘We mustn’t neglect the 
fact,’ added Rouché, ‘that it could take a 
long time even if Ravel accepts…’” 

 

It did take a long time.  World War I got in 
the way; Ravel was serving as a truck driver 
at Verdun.  Colette’s libretto was sent and 
waylaid and had to be sent again.  Ravel’s 
mother’s death sent him into a spiral of 

despair and his 
own health was 
unreliable.  He 
did, however, 
accept the 
libretto, but he 
envisioned it as 
an opera and 
asked Colette’s 
opinion on the 
meowing sounds 
of the cats—
would it be 
alright to replace 
“mouao” with 
“mouain?”  Ravel 
was a cat lover 
and his friend 
Manuel 
Rosenthal gives 
us a delicious 
glimpse into his 
work on the 
piece when he 
tells us, “Ravel 
spent a lot of 
time ruffling the 
fur of his two 
Siamese cats, 
the better to 
notate their 

purrings.”  He then brought in a violinist 
friend to listen to his cats and imitate them 
on her violin.  In the opera, the cats never 
speak in a human language, as do the other 
creatures, animate and inanimate, that 
populate the opera.  They would not deign 
to. 
 
Ravel had one objection.  “I do not have a 
daughter,” he pointed out to Colette, and so 
the title was changed from Divertissement 
pour ma fille to L’Enfant et les sortilèges. 
 
The opera (finally) opened in Monte Carlo 
on March 21, 1925, and received an 

Ravel with his cat, Mouni  



“enthusiastic reception.”  It became rather 
more controversial when it arrived at the 
Opéra-Comique in Paris a year later.  The 
audience became fractious during the cat’s 
duet (which, as you recall, was entirely 
meowed), with the Modernists shouting 
down the critics.  It made its way through 
continental Europe within a couple of years, 
but had to wait 40 years for its premiere in 
England’s Sadler’s Wells opera company, 
and it was not performed at the Metropolitan 
Opera in New York until 1981.  Strange for 
such a beautiful piece of theater. 

 
Though very different operas, L’heure 
espagnole and L’enfant et les sortilèges 
both display Ravel’s genius for 
orchestration, text setting, musical imitation 
of the world we live in, and humor.  In 
L’heure, Ravel showed us that we are all 
slaves to time and in L’enfant he showed us 
the magic and heartbreak of growing up.  In 
both of these operas, Ravel made himself 
laugh by “hearing funny.”  We are lucky that 
he was talented enough to “hear funny” for 
us too. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ravel's home, Belvédère, which is designed like a ship.  He wrote L’enfant here. 



 
 

“Am I then able to feel in only one way?...’ 
 

~~Claudine in Claudine en Mènage 
by Colette 

 
Colette was 
born in 1873 
and died in 
1954, and 
throughout her 
long life, 
although she 
describes and 
experienced 
many types of 
emotions, she 
does seem to 

have “[felt] in only one way.”  A 
unapologetic hedonist, Colette was a 
remarkable woman, a prolific writer of 
many charms, adored in her native 
France, where she is still remembered 
fondly by (as literary critic Marvin 
Mudrick puts it ) “hundreds of thousands 
of Frenchmen from 1900 till the 
present.”  Her many honors include: 
membership in the Belgian Royal 
Academy (1935), president of 
the Académie Goncourt (1949) (and the 
first female member, in 1945), and a 
Chevalier (1920) and a Grand Officier 
(1953) of the Légion d’honneur. Many 
remember her for the product of her 
literary youth, the lusty, earthy, 
voyeuristic heroine Claudine—a nascent 
reflection of the author’s own curiosities, 
not yet fully recognized.  Although the 
novels are less worthy forays into what 
developed into the vast talent she 
evidenced in her maturity, they were 
beloved by fin de siècle Paris, and led 
her to a novelist’s career she would 
never have considered had she not 

been pushed to write them by her first 
husband, Willy.* 
 
Colette’s life and character are difficult 
to chart, not because there is too little 
information, but because there is too 
much.  There are Colette’s semi-
autobiographical fictions, rooted strongly 
in the gossipy aesthetic of the times, in 
which true events and motivations are 
shaped to suit the desired mythology.  
There are the perceptions of family, 
friends and acquaintances, the memoirs 
of those with even a periphery 
relationship longing to grasp the tail of 
fame’s comet.  Then there are myriad 
biographies, ranging from loving (and 
extremely forgiving) portraits to the 
“lamentable and venomous biographical 
essay…by Michel del Castillo” (Isabelle 
de Courtivron, literary critic).  Each 
carries a piece of the truth to the wry, 
sensuous, self-absorbed, brilliant, cruel, 
singular woman whose literary voice is 
unique and one of the first to focus 
almost exclusively on the inner lives of 
women in such a way as to bring her 
work to the attention of both sexes.   
 
Colette was born into a stable and 
loving household nominally headed by 
Captain Jules-Joseph Colette, but in 
reality ruled by the velvet tyranny of an 
extraordinary personality known in 
Colette’s fictional memoirs as simply, 
Sido.  Sido, Colette’s mother, led an 

                                                 
* pronounced “Villy” 
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intriguing, adventurous life of her own, 
adhering to the principles of French 
philosopher Charles Fourier, who 
believed that utopia could be achieved,  
not by denying our “passions” but in 
giving in to them—particularly our 
sexual passions.  In doing so, Fourier 
argued, we would create social affinity 
groups, and by creating more 
pleasurable and positive ties amongst 
each other, we would increase social 
harmony.  In 300 
years there 
would be no war 
or want, if we 
could only 
eradicate sexual 
repression.  Most 
significantly, 
however, Fourier 
was a believer in 
total female 
emancipation, 
but culturally and 
politically.  This 
in particular 
would have 
appealed to Sido, 
and later to her 
irrepressible 
daughter.  
Colette’s 
childhood was 
remarkably 
happy.  “You 
can’t imagine 
what queen of 
the world I was 
when I was 
twelve!” Colette 
recalled.  
“Sturdy, with a 
rough voice, two 
tight braids of 
hair which lashed around me like whips, 
with tanned, scratched, scarred hands, 
a square boyish forehead.”  As she 
grew, her parents worried about her 
future.  At the time, the only respectable 
option for a middle class girl was 
marriage, but Colette (or Gabi, as she 

was then called) was nineteen, 
dowerless, and, some sources 
intimated, had “ruined her 
reputation…but running off with an 
unknown lover.”  Such rumors have not 
been verified.  The fact remains, 
however, that the young (but not terribly 
young) Colette was not a marriage 
prize.  Colette solved the problem 
herself in a way by falling in love with a 
friend of her brother Achille, the much 

older 
sophisticated 
man of the world, 
Henry Gauthier-
Villars, “Willy” as 
he styled himself.  
She first met him 
when she was 10 
years old, and as 
she grew she 
determined that 
he would be a 
fine match.  Her 
chance did not 
come until the 
death of his 
much beloved 
mistress led Willy 
to give his little 
son to his friend 
Achille to marry.  
Sido too 
concurred that 
this would be an 
advantageous 
marriage for her 
daughter and the 
two set their 
sights on Willy. 
 
Much that is 
derogatory has 
been written 

about Willy.  Much of it from Colette’s 
own hand in her book Mes 
Apprentissages, which was written 
seven years after Willy’s death and 
years after the dissolution of their 
marriage.  In it Colette created a 
mythology of her development as an 

Colette and Willy during the popularity of the Claudine 
novels 



author which was romanticized to be 
kind, and it has been the generally 
accepted legend until the recent 
publication of two new biographies 
Creating Colette by Claude Francis and 
Fernande Gontier and Secrets of the 
Flesh by Judith Thurman.  The mythos 
that Colette created and nourished 
shows three distinct phases, the middle 
of which Colette worked hard in later life 
to erase from public memory.  In this 
first phase, Colette the child bride (she 
was actually 20!) 
was taken by a 
much older man, 
Willy (13 years her 
senior) and forced to 
write stories which 
he later claimed as 
his own. The second 
phase occurs after 
the charlatan Willy 
left the child bride 
(the reality is much 
more complicated) 
penniless and alone, 
forcing her into a 
scandalous stage 
career to support 
herself.  Here, to 
comfort herself after 
the loss of her 
philandering 
husband, she turned 
to the affections of 
women for a time before falling in love 
with another charming rogue, whom she 
married.  After a time, his unfaithful 
ways broke her heart, even as she was 
initiating his sixteen year old boy in the 
ways of the flesh.  This dissolved their 
union and eventually, as Colette aged 
she met another younger man, who was 
to become her faithful companion in old 
age.  By her twilight years, she has 
moved from the wildness of youth into a 
beneficent earth mother, full of wisdom, 
detached from the pleasures of this life, 
except for “wonder”—always wonder.  
Nowhere does this scenario mention her 
horribly neglected child, or her beloved 

mother, who died alone because Colette 
would not come, or broken relationships.  
The literary public makes allowances 
because of the lyricism of her prose, but 
nevertheless, Colette the literary lion is 
not Colette the woman, regardless of 
her commingling of life and her books.      
 
It is true that Willy was a philanderer 
and a self promoter.  He had been very 
much in love with the mother of his 
childand did not have the same affection 

for the young Colette 
who so ardently 
pursued him.  Her 
letters of the time 
are full of youthful 
passion, but his are 
much more 
measured, almost 
distracted.  Still he 
made her his wife, 
and introduced the 
young woman with 
the floor length 
braids to Parisian 
society.  Their 
relationship was 
somewhat odd, with 
both of them playing 
a role—hers the 
excruciatingly young 
gamine, he the much 
older man, and both 
of them went to 

some pains to appear younger and older 
(respectively) than they were.  Her early 
life with Willy was a pink velvet and 
champagne blur of wealthy Parisian 
society, including the sexually risqué 
and active climate that fueled a hunger 
for novels of mild titillation and gossipy 
sources. 
 
Willy’s profession was literature.  He 
wrote and served on the editorial board 
of a Parisian newspaper, and was 
responsible for a number of novels, 
published under his pen name, but 
almost entirely ghost-written by a 
“literary factory” of hack writers, some of 

Colette with Missy and her mother, Sido  



whose careers were launched by their 
apprenticeship to Willy.  Colette became 
one of these.  Both Willy and Colette 
were popular in salons; Colette because 
of her earthy sense of humor, sensuality 
and bawdy stories of her rustic village 
upbringing.  Ever one with a nose for a 
saleable story, Willy encouraged Colette 
to write stories “based on her diaries of 
her school years.”  Her initial stab at it 
was a useless sheaf of notes that Willy 
shopped around a bit. It was rejected.  
Willy put them away.  In 1900, he 
rediscovered them, edited them, 
emphasized the “spicy bits” he had 
encouraged his pliant wife to include 
and published them as Claudine at 
School under his name.  This just made 
good business sense.  The book was 
sure to be published under Willy’s 
name, as he was an established writer.  
Their friends knew who the real author 
was.  Colette was twenty-seven years 
old. 
 
 Claudine was a remarkable success, 
necessitating sequels and resulting in 
merchandising worthy of the Disney 
Corporation.  Thousands of fashionable 
Parisian women adopted the picture 
collars and bobbed heads of the 
irresistible Claudine, including Colette 
herself, who joined Willy and his new 
arm candy, the leading lady of the stage 
adaptation of the Claudine novels.  Willy 
playfully called them his twins.   
 
Willy’s philandering continued during 
this period, and Colette slowly began to 
plan her escape from the marriage.  She 
took classes in mime and eventually 
was able to make the leap out of Willy’s 
literary embrace into the music hall, 
where she made a scandalous life of her 
acting career. By this time she was 33, 
beautiful, shameless and starring in 
sexually suggestive pantomimes with 
her lover, the Marquise de Morny, a 
wealthy and generous patron, with 
whom Colette would eventually live in 
an arrangement very like marriage.  

Their onstage lesbian kiss caused a riot  
in the theater the first night, publicity the 
exhibitionist Colette relished, but that 
embarrassed “Missy,” as the Marquise 
was called, profoundly.   

 
Colette stayed 
with Missy for 
about 6 years.  
During this time 
she continued 
to write, but 
wrote in her 
own name and 
established 
herself as an 
author in her 
own right.  The 
predominant 
theme of her 
writing:  To live 
life, to live it to 
the fullest, to 

say whatever it is important to say at 
once and to be free, runs its way 
through her literature.  Her female 
characters are invariably the strong 
ones—her men are weak or ineffectual 
in some way.  Her women are 
independent and wise, and although 
Colette weaves herself into them, she 
doesn’t always evince those qualities in 
herself, and 
her choice of 
mates reflects 
that.  In 1910, 
Colette met 
Henry de 
Jouvenel, a 
charming 
womanizer for 
whom she fell 
hard.  They 
married in 
1912, after 
discovering 
that Colette 
was pregnant.  
She was forty 
years old.   
After the birth 

Colette with Marquise de 
Morny or Missy, as she was 
called.  

Colette's only child, Colette de 
Jouvenel  



of her child, Colette hired an English 
nanny, who essentially raised the little 
girl.  Colette had not wanted a child, and 
indeed characterized children as 
“happy, unconscious little vampires who 
drain the maternal heart.”  Clearly, 
despite the fact that she dedicated the 
libretto for L’Enfant et les sortileges to 
her daughter, she gave little to her in the 
way of the love and care she herself 
received.  She was much more 
concerned with her own life, pleasures 
and art.   
 

 

Henry proved a disappointment.  He 
would not give up his dalliances and 
Colette was jealous and sad.  Henry’s 
son by a previous marriage was a 
beautiful boy, just sixteen years old.  To 
the horror of some and scandalized 
delight of others, Colette initiated him in 
the ways of love.  Life was imitating art:   
two years before, Colette had published 
one of her most famous novels, Cherí, 
the story of the love affair of a forty-nine 
year old courtesan and a boy barely out 
of his teens.  In 1923, when Henry de 
Jouvenel left her because she was 
having sex with his son, Colette was 50 
years old.   

 
It was late in her life that Colette found 
lasting love in marriage.  Henry’s son 
Bertrand had to grow up and leave her, 
getting married and moving on as was 
inevitable.  Unlike her fictional self, Léa, 
who in Cherí and its sequel La Fin de 
Cherí, accepts her aging, “[shaking] off 
the burden of femininity…[for] the 
peaceful virility of old age,” and releases 
Cherí, Colette tried to hold on to 
Bertrand, and discovered the love of her 
third husband on the rebound, as it 
were.  Maurice Goudeket, a younger 
jeweler who was to be come her “best 
friend,” and remained so for the rest of 
her long life.   
 
Her writing continued and her fame 
grew.  The wild licentiousness of her 
youth gave way to the grand dame of 
writing.  The advent of World War II 
gave her a bit of pause—her beloved 
husband was Jewish, and she spent 
some terrifying days looking for him 
after he had been rounded up.  Her 
behavior during the occupation of 
France was not particularly admirable.  
She pulled some strings in the Vichy 
government to secure her husband’s 
freedom.  Colette’s estranged daughter, 
by now all grown up and deeply 
embittered, had joined the French 
Resistance along with her half brother, 
Renaud.   
 
After World War II, her literary greatness 
war was recognized with many awards 
and celebrations.  She wrote until she 
could no longer lift a pen, her arthritic 
hand too cramped to do so.  Her 
husband, Maurice Goudeket’s, summed 
up her life and works by explaining his 
time with her: “For thirty years, she 
enabled me to live in a fairy world.”  For 
the millions who have experienced her 
distinct literary voice, her allure will 
never fade. 

 
 

Colette, her husband Henry de Jouvenel 
and his son, Bertrand 
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�  Claudine à l'école (1900)  
�  Claudine à Paris (1901) 
�  Claudine en ménage (1902) 
�  Claudine s'en va (1903) 
�  Dialogues de Bêtes (1904) 
�  La Retraite Sentimentale (1907) 
�  La Vagabonde (1910) 
�  L'Envers du music hall (1913) 
�  La Paix Chez les Bêtes (1916) 
�  L'enfant et les sortilèges (1917) 
�  Mitsou  (1919) 
�  Chéri (1920) 
�  La Maison de Claudine (1922) 
�  Le Blé en herbe (1923) 
�  La Fin de Chéri (1926) 
�  La Naissance du Jour (1928) (translated as Break of Day) 
�  Sido (1929) 

�  Le Pur et L'Impur (1932) 
�  La Chatte (1933) 
�  Duo (1934) 
�  Le Képi (1943) 
�  Gigi (1945) 
�  L'Étoile Vesper (1947) 
�  Le Fanal Bleu (1949) 
�  Paradis terrestre, with 

photographs by Izis Bidermanas 
 (1953) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Colette and her last husband, Maurice Goudeket 

Colette and Maurice     
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�  The Kaiser’s Hamburg speech asserts 
Germany’s “Place in the Sun” 

�  Revolution in China:  pigtails abolished, 
calendar reformed, Manchu dynasty falls, 
Sun Yat-sen elected president; appoints 
Chian Kai-shek his military advisor 

�  Churchill appointed First Lord of the 
Admiralty 

�  W.S. Gilbert of Gilbert & Sullivan dies 
�  Leonardo da Vinci’s “Mona Lisa” stolen from 

the Louvre in Paris—it was found in Italy in 
1913 

�  Mahler dies and his “Das Lied von der Erde” 
premiered posthumously 

�  Strauss’ “Der Rosenkavalier” opens 
�  Marie Curie wins the Nobel Prize for chemistry 
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�  Nellie Tayloe Ross becomes the first woman state 
governor (Wyoming)  

�  Hitler publishes volume I of Mein Kampf 
�  Dreiser publishes An American Tragedy 
�  Fitzgerald publishes The Great Gatsby 
�  The New Yorker magazine begins publishing 
�  Berg’s “Wozzeck” opens in Berlin 
�  Erik Satie dies 
�  Scopes trial begins 
�  Crossword puzzles are in  vogue 
�  Peter Sellers is born 
�  State of Tenessee bans sex education in schools 
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Nellie Tayloe Ross  

Marie Curie  



 

Aria  (ah-ree-ah) a solo song.  In opera, arias are often used to tell the audience what 
the character is thinking or feeling—like a monologue in plays 
 

Recitative (reh-chih-tah-teev) literally, “to recite.”  Lines that are sung rather than spoken, 
and forward the action of the story.  They are often followed by arias or 
ensembles which tell how the characters feel about the situation. 
 

Ensemble Group singing, or the group itself.  An ensemble can be a chorus of 50 or a 
duet—it just has to have more than one singer singing at the same time. 
 

Duet Two people singing together 
 

Trio Three people singing together 
 

Quartet Four people singing together 
 

Opera The plural form of the Latin word, opus, which literally translated means “work”.  
A play that is sung, usually with orchestral accompaniment 
 

Soprano The highest female voice.  Fire is a soprano. 
 

Mezzo soprano The middle female voice—in a choir, a second soprano or first alto.  Concepcion 
is a  mezzo soprano. 
 

Contralto The lowest female voice 
 

Tenor The highest male voice.  Gonzalve is a tenor. 
 

Baritone The middle male voice.  Ramiro is a baritone. 
 

Bass The lowest male voice.    
 

Trouser or 
pants role 

In some operas, a mezzo soprano plays a young man or a boy whose voice 
hasn’t changed yet.  This is a very old operatic convention.  The Child is a pants 
role. 
 

Set Short for “setting”.  The scenery the singers/actors work on. 
 

Conductor The leader of the orchestra and singers.  Just like on a train, the conductor keeps 
everything on track. 
 

Props Short for “properties.”   Anything onstage that is not part of the set or the 
costumes. 
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Some basic opera vocabulary 



 
Torquemada…………………………………………………………Tor-keh-mah-d�  
Concepcion …………………………………………………………kohn-sep-see-ohn 
Gonzalve ……………………………………………………………gohn-zahl-veh 
Ramiro ………………………………………………………………Rah-meer-oh 
Inigo Gomez…………………………………………………………in-ee-goh  goh-mehz 
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Join us for some of these exciting, informative events!  Your opera experience doesn’t have to begin with 
the downbeat or end with the curtain call!   
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One hour prior to every regular performance, join Portland Opera’s resident music historian, Bob 
Kingston, for an illuminating inside look at that evening’s (or afternoon’s!) performance!  This is a free 
event.  Just show up at the theater an hour prior to the performance and head on up to the first balcony.   
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Directly following each of our performances, join General Director Christopher Mattaliano for a 
conversation about the performance—ask questions, give feedback—it’s an opportunity to decompress 
after a riveting performance and make a magical evening all the more memorable. 
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Join Education and Outreach Manager Alexis Hamilton and members of the Oregon Psychoanalytic 
Institute for a unique look at each of our operas—it is opera on the couch!  Each of our Destination Opera 
events is held at Sherman Clay Moe’s Pianos, NW 13th and Davis, at 7:00 pm. 
 
Pagliacci/Carmina burana 
 

October 1, 2010 Dr. Duane Dale 

Hansel & Gretel 
 

November 12, 2010 Dr. Nancy Winters 

Turandot 
 

February 11, 2011 Barbara Drinka, LCSW 

L’heure espagnole 
L’enfant et les sortileges 

April 8, 2011 Dr. Ralph Beaumont 
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Join chorus master, Rob Ainsley and members of the Portland Opera Studio for an delightful 
concert/lecture about each of our operatic gems.  All previews are held at the Central Library, downtown 
at 2:00 pm. 
 
Pagliacci/Carmina burana September 19, 2010 
Hansel and Gretel October 31, 2010 
Turandot January 30, 2011 
L’heure espagnole/L’enfant et les sortilèges March 27, 2011 
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Imbibe in the elixir of love!  Join Portland Opera To Go, Portland Opera’s education and outreach 
program for a 50 minute, English language version of Donizetti’s delightful comedy, The Elixir of Love.  A 
terrific way to introduce your whole family to the wonder of opera.  Cost is $5 for children under 12, $10 
for everyone else.  Shows are at the Hampton Opera Center, 211 SE Caruthers, Portland, Oregon 97214.  
For tickets please call 503-241-1802. 
 
Portland Opera To Go The Elixir of Love:  February 18, 2011, 7:00 pm, February 19, 2011, 1:00 pm & 
4:00 pm. 
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curricular connections—for the teacher  
 

aesthetics & art criticism 
 

�  After preparing with the Study Guide and attending Student Dress Rehearsal of L’Heure 
espagnole and L’Enfant et les sortileges have students write a review of the opera, 
noting how the music directly affects the emotional interpretation of the listener. 

 
�  In both L’Heure espagnole and L’Enfant et les sortileges, Ravel uses musical sound 

effects.  After watching the Student Dress Rehearsal, listen to a recording of either of 
the operas.  Can you hear Ravel mimicking non-musical sounds?  Is his mimicry 
successful?  Why or why not? 

 

english, reading & writing 
 

�  After seeing Portland Opera’s production of L’Heure espagnole and L’Enfant et les 
sortileges, have students write a journal entry or review of the show as a reflection. 

 
�  Write a sequel to either L’Heure espagnole or L’Enfant et les sortileges about what 

happens to the characters 5 years after the action of the opera.   
 

�  Using persuasive writing styles, create a new ending for one of the operas utilizing 
known character information to produce absolute change within one or more of the 
characters. 

 
�  Most operas are not original stories, but are based on plays or novels.  Have students 

chose a favorite story and write an opera libretto.  Remind them that they may have to 
streamline and/or simplify their story—it takes a lot longer to sing something than to say 
it.   Also remind them that their libretto will consist almost exclusively of dialogue.  After 
they have written their libretto, have them reflect on what they had to do to take a 
written story and make it work as a dramatic or musical one.  They can use poetry or 
not, as they wish. 

 

science  
  

�  People die in operas in astounding ways—stabbings, poisonings, tuberculosis, 
insanity—and as they are dying, they are usually singing!  Pick an operatic death.  
Research what would happen to the body during that death.  What systems are 
affected?  How does the body try to compensate?  Would someone really be able to 
sing?  Of course, in Ravel’s operas nobody dies.  Pick another opera! 

 
�  The voice is a combination of a wind instrument and a string instrument…air passing 

through the vocal cords creates a vacuum, pulling the vocal cords closed.  The cords 
then vibrate together and create sound.  Pitch is determined by the tension of the vocal 
cords—just like a violin or a guitar.  You can demonstrate this with a rubber band:  Wrap 
a rubber band around your fingers. Pluck it a few times. Can you see and feel the 
vibrations? The harder you pluck the rubber band, the more it will vibrate, creating a 



louder sound. If you stretch the rubber band, making it longer and thinner, what do you 
hear? (It will be a higher pitch.)  Have your students place their hands on their throats 
while speaking or singing at different pitches—have them feel the vibrations in their 
throats and their chests.  Explore sound waves. 

 

create, present, perform  
 

 
�  Obtain and make copies of the translation for the libretto for either of Ravel’s operas.  

Have students read the parts in a dramatic reading, infusing as much feeling and power 
into the words as possible.  The language may be awkward or embarrassing for some 
of the students—that’s okay, have them explore the reasons why.  Have them 
“translate” the libretto into their own language and perform that.  Then return to the 
original libretto.  How does their perception of the language change—or not?  Do they 
think that music would affect how the lines would sound?   

 
�  Write a paragraph in the style of a news report.  As the reporter, give your two-minute 

spin on the performance or elements within the production for the class.  Make eye 
contact and speak clearly with attention to pronunciation and rate of speech. 

 
�  Have students break into groups and write their own “opera” using popular songs and 

stringing them together with dialogue.  Perform for the class. 
 
�  Sets and costumes play an ENORMOUS role in opera.  Design sets and costumes for a 

new version of either of Ravel’s operas.  Costumes are rendered in color on paper and 
set designers often make dioramas of their set designs.  Keep in mind the symbolism 
possible in color and texture.  Remind students that drawings on paper would have to 
be translated into three dimensions and made practical.  How does that affect their 
designs?  Have them present their sets and costumes to the class pointing out their 
challenges and the possible symbolism of their choices.   

 
 
 
 


