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The Counterpoint Club
A Chamber Music Podcast

Opus 2, Episode 1

A Guide to Researching for a Concert Lecture
Step 1 Analyze the Score

Step 2 Research the Composer and the Musical Work

Step 3 Find Primary Source Material

Step 4 Prepare a Concert Lecture

We will use Tzigane, Maurice Ravel’s chamber work for violin and piano  
with luthéal extension, as our example throughout the steps.*

Step 1 Analyze the Score

Questions to ask: Are there clues to be found in the score itself? Note the title, the composer, dates (if available), 
dedication (if available), and the language or languages musical instructions are written in. Do you know the definition of 
each of these?

Example: a quickly researched look at Ravel’s chamber showpiece Tzigane would find that the title is a French name for 
Hungarian Romani...but in French culture at that time it was a derogatory term like the more offensive English translation 
“gypsy.” 

The dedication is to Jelly d’Arányi, and after looking her up one would find she was a Hungarian violinist with an extensive 
background in Hungarian Romani folk music. Her style and temperament were often described as ‘gipsy’ or ‘devilish.’ One 
critic wrote: “There is something overwhelming in her playing that seems to be independent of notes, trills and neck-
breaking violin pieces; as I already mentioned: ‘The devil lies in her body,’ who carries everything away with him.”

Something to take away from these critics’ words that will be helpful for step 4 would be: How do these kinds of statements 
make us feel today? Does it seem derogatory of an entire people, or to Jelly as a woman to compare gipsy and devilish or to 
say the devil lies in her body? What was the context for critics saying it then? Were these acceptable things to say at a different 
time period or not? We don’t need to answer these questions, but it will be important for opening a dialogue with the 
audience (or with yourself!)

Step 2 Research the Composer and the Musical Work

Questions to ask: Can you find a documentary or short film about the composer in question? If not, are there any 
comprehensive biographies or articles about them you can find to read? Another great addition is to contextualize the 
world the composer lived in through the history of the time and place they lived or live. 

Example: Maurice Ravel lived in Paris during the exciting buzz of the Exposition Universelle of 1889, for which the Eiffel 
Tower was constructed. It was the 4th of 8 international expositions held in Paris between 1855 and 1937. Ravel was 14 
years old during this event, and soaked up everything he could from the art forms of countries from all over the world. Many 
of his works have folk influences from all over the world, making his music extremely colorful. Since he was a child at the 
time of the exposition, much of these influences became absorbed into his ethos as a composer, and made him a globally 
minded citizen and artist. 
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Step 3 Find Primary Source Material

What to Look For: Primary source material includes original recordings or scores. It also includes letters or articles or 
other documented media by the composer or original performers that is not written about or spoken about by a secondary 
source (like a newspaper reporter, or a critic). While this step isn’t always possible, it makes a wonderful addition to Step 4 
to have some primary source material. 

Example: If a violinist were preparing to perform Tzigane with a pianist, they could include in the lecture some of the 
notes Ravel wrote to d’Aranyi, like: “you have inspired me to write a short piece of diabolical difficulty, conjuring up the 
Hungary of my dreams. Since it will be for violin, why don’t I call it Tzigane?” He consulted d’Aranyi frequently over 2 years 
about technical and performing practice matters. “Can one do this glissando?” he asked. Hoping that Paganini might provide 
him some secret insights, he frantically wrote, “Come quickly with your instrument and the 24 Caprices of Paganini!” Ravel 
also told d’Aranyi “this Tzigane must be a piece of great virtuosity. Certain passages can produce brilliant effects, provided 
that it is possible to perform them—which I’m not always sure of.” It was clear from his original writings that he wanted to 
make the piece idiomatically possible for violin, not his native instrument piano, and he also wanted Jelly to give input on the 
Hungarian nature of the piece. 

Step 4 Prepare a Concert Lecture

Process: This is the fun part of making sense of all of the research collected up until this point, and finding a way to 
make it meaningful to the audience. We have all been to concerts where a performer lists off dry biographical facts about a 
composer, or talks about the musical form of the piece. We want to challenge everyone to dig a little deeper—tell a story 
and find nuance in the complexity of what is being performed. Especially when a piece includes folk influences, be sure to 
weigh certain questions to the audience and be transparent about the composer’s intentions or your conclusions about the 
composer’s intentions. 

Example: if Tzigane were the piece in question, one could illustrate Ravel’s fascination and delight in the musical 
instruments and sound worlds of the music of other cultures from a young age. We would also be clear that he took the 
time when writing Tzigane to engage in a lively collaboration with a musician who had expertise in the field of Hungarian 
Romani melodies and techniques. In the Episode 1 blog post we have included a link to an article that elaborates on how 
ensembles and composers can engage in a respectful cultural exchange today. 

It is important to bring up the fraught history of the word “Tzigane,” posing the question: was Ravel aware that the term 
may have felt derogatory to Romani people at that time, and indeed, was likely used against them as a minority culture? If 
so, what was his reason for naming the piece Tzigane? After our research, we concluded that Ravel most likely meant no 
harm in the moniker and was just looking for something catchy that others in his circle would recognize, and had the best 
of intentions in incorporating folk elements into his piece. However, if we are looking at it in the broadest sense, that does 
not mean that Hungarian Romani people would have felt the same way if they encountered the piece at that time period. 
Another compelling angle for this lecture would be the fantastic female violinist Jelly d’Aranyi and her role in creating this 
masterwork, especially as she is now a mostly forgotten voice in the wider world of music.


