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Idil Biret’s teacher at the Paris Conservatory, pianist Jacques Février, with Maurice Ravel in the 1930s.
In 1937 Ravel chose Jacques Février to play his Concerto for the Left Hand, originally written for

Paul Wittgenstein. Février later played the concerto all over the world and also recorded the complete 
solo piano works of Ravel.



3 8.571413 

Idil Biret
 plays

 Gaspard de la nuit
 of 

Maurice Ravel
 through three decades

 1965 - 1975 - 1984

– Listen! – Listen! – It is I, it is Ondine who brushes drops of water on the
resonant panes of your windows lit by the gloomy rays of the moon.

– Ah! that which I hear, was it the north wind that screeches in the night,
or the hanged one who utters a sigh on the fork of the gibbet?

– Oh! how often have I heard and seen him, Scarbo, when at midnight the moon
glitters in the sky like a silver shield on an azure banner strewn with golden bees.
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Maurice RAVEL (1875-1937)

Gaspard de la nuit

Paris 1965
1 Ondine 7:04 
2 Le gibet 6:58 
3 Scarbo 9:15

New York 1975
4 Ondine 6:30 
5 Le gibet 7:01 
6 Scarbo 9:02

Stuttgart 1984
7 Ondine 7:04 
8 Le gibet 6:58 
9 Scarbo  9:15

A Sérénade Grotesque 3:23
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Idil Biret and Ravel’s music      by Sefik B. Yüksel

Idil Biret made studio recordings of a number of works twice. Among these are Bach’s Chro-
matique Fantasie et Fugue (RTF/IBA), Beethoven Sonatas Pathetique (Finnadar/IBA), Pastoral 
(Vega/IBA), Hammerklavier (Finnadar/IBA), Brahms Händel and Paganini Variations (Vega/
Naxos), Capricci et Intermezzi Op. 76 (Vega/Naxos), Boulez Sonata No. 2 (Finnadar/Naxos), 
Berlioz/Liszt Symphonie Fantastique (Finnadar/Naxos), Chopin’s two mazurkas in A minor and 
B major (Finnadar/Naxos), Prokofiev’s Sonata No. 7 (Vega/Finnadar), Rachmaninov’s Corelli 
Variations (DECCA/Naxos), Moments Musicaux (DECCA/Naxos) and Prelude in C sharp minor 
(Finnadar/Naxos), Schumann’s Fantasiestücke, Op. 12 (Pretoria/IBA)… But, of only one work 
she made three studio recordings – Ravel’s Gaspard de la nuit. The first of these was in 1965 for 
DECCA in France which had taken over Vega with which Biret had a contract. Le tombeau de 
Couperin was the other work she recorded for this, LP for DECCA. But, the recordings fell short 
of her exacting requirements of the time and Idil Biret decided that the LP should not be released. 
Instead, she recorded the Corelli Variations and Moments Musicaux, Op. 16 of Rachmaninov 
which DECCA released later. The original acetate LP masters of these two Ravel works remained 
in Idil Biret’s archive for nearly half a century. When these were discovered and listened to it was 
noted that they were of high artistic quality but there was a deterioration of sound and, more im-
portantly, a wobble in some parts of the disc. Following correspondence with Mark-Obert Thorn, 
who had restored some of Idil Biret’s archive recordings, it was learnt that a special (and quite 
expensive) software was need to repair the wobbly sound. Andrew Rose of Pristine Audio in Paris 
had this software and he could help. Because the recording of Le tombeau was Idil’s only record-
ing of this work (Gaspard was recorded twice afterwards) it was decided to restore and release 
this piece first. With Mr. Rose’s kind help the wobble was eliminated and a much improved sound 
quality was attained. Le tombeau de Couperin was then released in the IBA box set Twentieth 
Century Piano Edition in 2015 (8.501504). It was then released individually in early 2020 together 
with Mirroirs and La valse which Idil had recorded in the 1980s (IBA 8.571404). This Ravel CD 
of analog recordings from the 1960s and early 1980s attracted much attention and critical praise 
in the press. Some examples are below:
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THE INDEPENDENT (UK) “The distinguished Turkish pianist Idil Biret performs music by 
Ravel with breathless excitement.” FANFARE (USA) “This is a treasurable document of a su-
perb pianist at the peak of her powers.” AMERICAN RECORD GUIDE “This is a memorable 
collection of Ravel piano music…performances that will bring you back many times.” INTER-
NATIONAL PIANO “In this new release of music by Ravel you can sense Idil Biret’s pedigree 
in every bar… A superb release.”

These fine reviews made us decide to release another Ravel CD and do something which is rarely 
done – put on one CD Biret’s all three recordings of Gaspard de la nuit: the Paris recording of 
1965, the New York recording of 1975 and the Stuttgart recording of1984. The author of these 
lines knows only one similar case: Glenn Gould’s 1955 and 1980 recordings of Bach’s Goldberg 
Variations released together in a set of 2CDs. This time, the wobble of the 1965 Paris recording 
was eliminated and the sound quality restored by Ozan Sarier of MIAM at the Istanbul Techni-
cal University. Gaspard de la nuit is a cheval de bataille of Idil Biret, a work which she played 
throughout the world at recitals in Paris, London, Munich, Istanbul, New York, Chicago, Sydney 
among others. Some reviews from Biret’s performances of this work are below:

NEW YORK TIMES (USA) 1973 “Talent is what Idil Biret has in prodigious measure. The 
Turkish pianist made that clear from the start in her recital at Alice Tully Hall… In Ravel’s Gas-
pard de la nuit the pianist had mastered the delicate spray of notes in Ondine the grim mood of 
Le Gibet with its interminable oppressive B flats, and the skittering brilliance of Scarbo.” THE 
TIMES (UK) 1976 “Anyone who begins a program with Beethoven’s Hammerklavier Sona-
ta, ends with Prokofiev’s Toccata, and throws in Ravel’s Gaspard de la Nuit has a prodigious 
technique. As she demonstrated yesterday afternoon the Turkish pianist Idil Biret must rank as a 
virtuoso. With unflagging energy, she produced a series of supercharged performances.” SOHO 
WEEKLY NEWS (USA) 1977 “There is no question whatever that Biret’s reading of the Ravel 
Gaspard de la nuit takes its place among the most delicately wrought Ravel interpretations by any 
of the many great pianists renowned for their performances of French piano music.” STEREO 
REVIEW (USA) 1977 “Gaspard de la nuit, one of the great landmarks of early 20th Century mu-
sic, is wonderfully revealed in Idil Biret’s visionary performance.” NEW YORK TIMES (USA) 
2003 “Given Ms. Biret’s passion for larger-than-life pianism, she was at her best in the compara-
tively constricted yet descriptive world of Ravel (Gaspard de la nuit).” Bernard Jacobson MU-
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SIC WEB INTERNATIONAL (USA) 2004 “I had heard her play Gaspard de la nuit before, so 
that I was prepared for the sovereign calm she brought to Ondine, the iron control of her Le gibet, 
and the dark vehemence of her Scarbo.” DAVID’S CORNER (UK) 2010 “When this disc played 
by the young Idil Biret was released in the mid-1970s, it was hailed as one of the most remarkable 
piano recordings ever made… She was one of those who raised the level of virtuoso expectations 
that we have today. Ravel’s Serenade grotesque has never sounded quite so disjointedly grotesque, 
nor has the scene on the gallows in Gaspard de la nuit emerged so creepily horrid. Those usual 
washes of sound we hear in the work’s final Scarbo are here waves of notes that have a cleanly 
delineated content, the ending possessing such admirable strength.”

In 1996 and 1998 Idil Biret performed Ravel’s Left hand Concerto in D Major and the Concerto in 
G major with the legendary French conductor Jean Fournet and the Bilkent Symphony Orchestra. 
Both these concerts were recorded and released on CD (IBA 8.571272). They also received very 
positive reviews.

In her book of memoirs (Buchet/Chastel, France, 2006) Idil Biret expressed some of her thoughts 
about Ravel and his music. She said, “Ravel had a sophisticated mind. He liked living in small 
spaces. He divided the rooms in his house into two. Instead of four rooms of regular size he pre-
ferred to have several tiny but independent rooms. His house is like the house of a cat, with its 
corners and more corners. You can curl up and hide in secret cupboards…I am constantly fascinat-
ed by the depth of Ravel’s originality and by his imagination. I think of Sérénade Grotesque, Ma 
Mère l’Oye, L’Enfant et les Sortilèges, Gaspard de la Nuit…In some ways Ravel’s writing is very 
like Liszt’s, but full of astonishing pianistic innovations. For example, I am thinking of the use and 
descent in seconds in Scarbo or of the extraordinary Concerto for the Left Hand. Also, I feel close 
to Ravel because of his real modesty which is apparent in his correspondence…”

Here then are all three of Idil Biret’s recordings of Ravel’s Gaspard de la nuit.

Timings  Ondine Le gibet Scarbo
1965 Paris  7:04 6:58 9:15 23:17
1975 New York 7:37 9:20 9:07 26:04
1984 Stuttgart 6:30 7:01 9:02 22:33
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Maurice Ravel: Gaspard de la nuit, Sérénade grotesque 

by İlhan Mimaroğlu (1975)

Sérénade grotesque is Ravel’s first composition for the piano. Composed in or about 1893, it is 
a product of his student days at the Paris Conservatoire. Although a minor piece, it identifies a 
major talent and an astute craftsman. Its existence was known, but it was “discovered,” along with 
several other pieces belonging to Ravel’s formative years, by the Queens College (New York) mu-
sicologist Arbie Orenstein. In his preface to the first edition, Orenstein notes a parentage between 
Sérénade grotesque and Scarbo (of Gaspard de la nuit) and relates it also to Alborado del gracioso (of 
Miroirs). Ravel himself in his biographical sketch, acknowledged the influence of Chabrier, one 
of his heroes. It was in those school days at the Conservatoire that a fellow student, Ricardo Viñes 
had introduced Ravel to the poetry of Bertrand. Viñes, who was to become a renowned pianist 
and a champion of the new French music of the time, remained a very close friend of Ravel and a 
devoted interpreter of his music.

Outside of the literary cognoscenti, the celebrity of Louis Aloysius Bertrand rests today on the 
three pieces that constitute Ravel’s Gaspard de la nuit. In his short and ailing life (he died in 1841 
at the age of 34) Bertrand composed a number of prose poems which were only published after 
his death. The bulk of his poems are collected under the title Le Gaspard de la nuit, Fantaisies à la 
maniére de Rembrandt et Collot, in three books. That these fantasies of Caspar of the night are in 
the manner of Rembrandt and Collot (17th Century French etcher) reflects not only the delicacy 
and justness with which these poems are chiseled, but their overall character too – Rembrandt 
representing the philosopher and Callot the prankster. These poems influenced the whole romantic 
movement in French literature and also established Bertrand as the precursor of such symbolist 
and surrealist poets as Baudelaire, Mallarmé and Breton.

Ondine, the water sprite luring young men to her castle, there to reign as the king of the lakes…
Le Gibet (the gibbet), where hangs a corpse reddened by the setting sun, while a bell tolls beyond 
the horizon…Scarbo, the diabolic dwarf of a nightmare, growing taller like the tower of a gothic 
cathedral…Haunting, exalted romantic visions that found in Ravel’s music pianistic expressions 
which are all the more intense by virtue of their precision. The first of these three poems Ravel 
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selected for his tone pictures, Ondine, is the ninth poem of the third book. Le Gibet, and Scarbo, 
are not from Gaspard de la nuit proper, but were published in the same volume as part of a group 
of individual poems from Bertrand’s portfolio (although there is another Scarbo in the third book 
of Gaspard).

And who is the Gaspard anyway? Who else but Satan!

Composed during the summer months of 1908, Gaspard de la nuit was first performed by Ricardo 
Viñes in January 1909 at the Salle Erard, Paris.

Gaspard de la nuit        by Aloysius Bertrand (1842)

I. Ondine

  . . . I thought I heard
 a faint harmony that enchants my sleep.
 And close to me radiates an identical murmur
 of songs interrupted by a sad and tender voice.
  CH. BRUGNOT - The two Spirits

– Listen! – Listen! – It is I, it is Ondine who brushes drops of water on the resonant panes of your 
windows lit by the gloomy rays of the moon; and here in gown of watered silk, the mistress of the 
chateau gazes from her balcony on the beautiful starry night and the beautiful sleeping lake. Each 
wave is a water sprite who swims in the stream, each stream is a footpath that winds towards my 
palace, and my palace is a fluid structure, at the bottom of the lake, in a triangle of fire, of earth and 
of air. Listen! – Listen! – My father whips the croaking water with a branch of a green alder tree, 
and my sisters caress with their arms of foam the cool islands of herbs, of water lilies, and of corn 
flowers, or laugh at the decrepit and bearded willow who fishes at the line. Her song murmured, 
she beseeches me to accept her ring on my finger, and be the husband of an Ondine, and to visit 
with her her palace and be king of the lakes. And as I was replying to her that I loved a mortal, 
sullen and spiteful, she wept some tears, uttered a burst of laughter, and vanished in a shower that 
streamed white down the length of my stained glass windows.
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II. The Gibbet

 What do I see stirring around that gibbet?
  GOETHE - Faust

– Ah! that which I hear, was it the north wind that screeches in the night, or the hanged one who 
utters a sigh on the fork of the gibbet? Was it some cricket who sings lurking in the moss and the 
sterile ivy, which out of pity covers the floor of the forest? Was it some fly in chase sounding the 
horn around those ears deaf to the fanfare of the halloos? Was it some scarab beetle who gathers 
in his uneven flight a bloody hair from his bald skull? Or then, was it some spider who embroiders 
a half-measure of muslin for a tie on this strangled neck? It is the bell that tolls from the walls 
of a city, under the horizon, and the corpse of the hanged one that is reddened by the setting sun.

III. Scarbo

 He looked under the bed, in the chimney,
 in the cupboard; - nobody. He could not
 understand how he got in, or how he escaped.
  HOFFMANN - Nocturnal Tales

– Oh! how often have I heard and seen him, Scarbo, when at midnight the moon glitters in the 
sky like a silver shield on an azure banner strewn with golden bees. How often have I heard his 
laughter buzz in the shadow of my alcove, and his fingernail grate on the silk of the curtains of 
my bed! How often have I seen him alight on the floor, pirouette on a foot and roll through the 
room like the spindle fallen from the wand of a sorceress! Do I think him vanished then? the dwarf 
grows between the moon and me like the belfry of a gothic cathedral, a golden bell shakes on his 
pointed cap! But soon his body becomes blue, translucent like the wax of a candle, his face pales 
like the wax of a candle end - and suddenly he is extinguished.

(Translator unknown)



11 8.571413 

On Gaspard de la nuit                by Idil Biret

I was very young when I came across Gaspard de la nuit for the first time. This was before entering 
the Paris Conservatoire. I remember having heard only Ondine at a concert, or, more probably, at 
one of Mme Marguerite Long’s masterclasses, without really being taken by its delicate harmo-
nies. Ondine and Scarbo had fearful reputations. They were considered among the most difficult 
pieces of the piano repertory. I was therefore intrigued by the challenge the interpretation of Gas-
pard de la nuit represented and looked forward to grow up and be able to tackle its complexities. At 
the age of twelve I was admitted to the Paris Conservatoire, entered the piano class of Jean Doyen 
and later the chamber music class of Jacques Février. A year later, in one of the yearly concerts 
given by his students, Mr. Doyen asked me to learn Scarbo to perform on this occasion.1 I was 
happy to have been chosen for this demanding task and started practicing Scarbo under the watch-
ful control of my teachers who were very strict about rhythmic accuracy, nuancing, right pedaling 
and accentuation. As I had worked very seriously and attentively on this piece, the performance 
went well. After my studies at the Conservatoire were over, at the age of sixteen, I started intensive 
work to build my future concert repertory. One of the first pieces I took up was Gaspard de la nuit 
and I added Ondine and Le gibet to Scarbo. In those days I was inclined to exaggerate the contrasts 
by trying to achieve all sorts of frightening effects on the keyboard. This, as I later understood, was 
totally misconceived and a far cry from Ravel’s refined treatment of Aloysius Bertrand’s poems. 
To group Ondine’s ostinato like figures which are present all along the piece, represent quite a 
challenge. I had to spend long hours of practice to master their regularity without the interference 
of any sort of wrong accents. Once, during vacations that I always spent at seaside locations, an 
idea crossed my mind – “Why not practice mentally Ondine while swimming?”. This unorthodox 
practice style worked. The floating sensation experienced while playing Ondine on the waves in 
the water made me aware of the right weight necessary to display on the keyboard and realise 

1 Idil Biret’s teacher Jean Doyen became the first pianist to record Gaspard de la nuit, in 1937. He then played 
Scarbo for a Ravel tribute concert in 1938, not long after the composer’s death. Doyen also later recorded the 
two piano concertos of Ravel, with the orchestra conducted by Jean Fournet. After nearly half a century, Jean 
Fournet conducted Idil Biret’s performances of the Ravel concertos, in 1996 (the D major for the left hand) 
and in 1998 (the G major). These concerts were recorded and released on CD. (Note by S. B. Yüksel)
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the intemporality of the ostinato like figures. Le gibet is a vision of a crepuscular landscape seen 
from a distance with oppressive indifference as it sounds in Ravel’s own recording of the piece. 
Le gibet establishes the balance between the seduction of Ondine’s scintillating piano writing and 
Scarbo’s evil virtuosity. With the passing years, Gaspard de la nuit became a part of myself. At the 
beginning the conception I had of this work was more inspired by German fantastic romanticism. 
This changed as I tried later on to find a certain form of classicism inherent in Ravel’s music by 
following as closely as possible the composer’s indications of nuances, accents, pedaling etc., 
and by also avoiding facile effects. In due course the true magic of these masterpieces became 
more evident and perceptible to my mind. The proof is that less is better than too much. The three 
versions I recorded during three decades, in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, may give an idea about 
the unfinished quest to discover Ravel’s Gaspard de la nuit.

Idil Biret in the piano class of Jean Doyen at the Paris Conservatoire, 1955.
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Alfred Cortot plays Gaspard de la nuit in Istanbul (1949)  by Sefik. B. Yüksel

Alfred Cortot was a friend of the eminent Turkish composer, conductor and pianist Cemal Reşit 
Rey. He visited Turkey quite often as a guest of the Istanbul Philharmonic Society in the 1930s to 
perform in concerts conducted by Maestro Rey and give recitals. His first visit after the war was in 
1949. The Philharmonic society purchased a new concert grand piano for this important occasion. 
In those days piano imports were rare and the customs formalities were long and complicated. So, 
the new concert grand piano stayed in the customs depot nearly a month and most unfortunately, 
outside the building, exposed to sun and rain. When the piano was finally delivered to the Society 
it was in a terrible state. The felt covering the hammers had absorbed water and swollen. The 
Society asked a well known piano maker and tuner of the city, Mr. F. Fasulyeciyan, to intervene 
and help. He spent more than a month repairing the damage as best he could and then the piano 
was polished and prepared for the concert. The Society explained to Alfred Cortot, apologetically, 
what had happened and told him that he could perform on the old concert grand piano instead, 
if he so preferred. Cortot looked at the repaired new piano, played a few chords and then said 
that he would play on it. The next day at the Saray cinema hall (where concerts took place) his 
performances of Chopin’s Sonata No. 2 in B flat minor and Ravel’s Gaspard de la nuit were un-
forgettable. The late Dr. Herman Miskciyan2 who was in the audience had told this writer that he 
could not believe the wonderful sounds Cortot produced from that piano which was in a terrible 
state only recently with swollen hammer felts.

An event that took place that evening was the reading of Bertrand’s poem. The then young univer-
sity student Pertev Apaydın told Idil Biret many years later that when he purchased a ticket and 
entered the concert hall someone had asked him to go backstage as they were looking for him. 
Apparently, Cortot had suggested to Maestro Rey that Aloysius Bertrand’s poems are read before 

2 Dr. Herman Miskciyan, a medical doctor, was also a pianist and gave concerts in Turkey and the USSR. He 
performed Poulenc’s Concerto for Two Pianos with Idil Biret in 1978. At the time, in 1949, he was helping 
Mr. Fasulyeciyan as an apprentice, a summer job for a seventeen year old high school student. In the 1970s 
Dr. Miskciyan, also a horticulturalist who successfully cloned rare orchids, told the author of these lines, 
“One day, from the fingertip skin of a human being they will be able to clone that person”. He was a true 
Renaissance man
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he played Ravel’s Gaspard de la nuit. As Mr. Apaydın had a perfect command of the French 
language, Maestro Rey, with whom he was studying conducting,3 had thought of him to do the 
reading. Remembering that evening, Dr. Apaydın says “I quickly went through the three poems a 
few times and then stepped on the stage and read them to the audience. Immediately afterwards, 
Cortot came on the stage and started playing Ondine.” Dr. Apaydın added that afterwards Alfred 
Cortot had thanked him and wrote the following words in a page of the book on Debussy that Dr. 
Apaydın happened to have with him: “Avec mes remerciements pour la précieuse aide donnée 
à l’intelligence de l’oeuvre de Ravel. Alfred Cortot 1949”. Many years later, in 2009, Idil Biret 
played Gaspard de la nuit at the French high school St. Pulcherie in Istanbul. Three students read 
the poems of Aloysius Bertrand. One of them, reading Ondine, was her nephew Nedim Michael 
Büyükyüksel, then a senior at the school. Such things happen in unexpected places.

Idil Biret’s recordings of Ravel’s works

1965 Gaspard de la nuit, Le tombeau de Couperin 1975 Gaspard de la nuit, Sérénade Grotesque 1984 
Gaspard de la nuit, Mirroirs, La valse 1996 Concerto in D major for the left hand 1998 Concerto in 
G Major

3 Dr. Pertev Apaydın, an electrical engineer by profession, conducted the orchestras at some of Idil Biret’s 
concerto performances in Turkey in the 1970s and 1980s.
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Idil Biret at the jury of the Messiaen piano competition in Paris (1968) with her teacher Jacques Février 
to her right and Olivier Messiaen to her left



The score of Ravel’s Scarbo on a building in Minneapolis, USA


