
Charles Richard-Hamelin, piano
Silver medalist and laureate of the Krystian Zimerman Prize at the 2015 International Chopin 
Piano Competition in Warsaw, Canadian pianist Charles Richard-Hamelin is standing out today as 
one of the most important musicians of his generation.

He has appeared in various prestigious festivals including La Roque d’Anthéron in France, the 
Prague Spring Festival, the “Chopin and his Europe” Festival in Warsaw and the Lanaudière Festival 
in Canada. As a soloist, he has performed with more than fifty ensembles including the main 
symphony orchestras of Canada (Montreal, Toronto, Ottawa, Métropolitain, Québec, Edmonton, 
Calgary) as well as with the Warsaw Philharmonic, Sinfonia Varsovia, Singapore Symphony 
Orchestra, the Korean Symphony Orchestra, OFUNAM (Mexico), les Violons du Roy and I Musici 
de Montréal. He has played under the baton of renowned conductors such as Kent Nagano, Rafael 
Payare, Antoni Wit, Vasily Petrenko, Jacek Kaspszyk, Aziz Shokhakimov, Peter Oundjian, Jacques 
Lacombe, Fabien Gabel, Bernard Labadie, Carlo Rizzi, John Storgårds, Alexander Prior, Giancarlo 
Guerrer, Jonathan Cohen, Christoph Campestrini, Lan Shui and Jean-Marie Zeitouni. Charles 
Richard-Hamelin is a graduate from McGill University, the Yale School of Music, the Conservatoire 
de Musique de Montréal and has studied with Paul Surdulescu, Sara Laimon, Boris Berman, André 
Laplante and Jean Saulnier.

Charles Richard-Hamelin has recorded over ten albums to date, all published on the Analekta 
label. Five of these are dedicated primarily to the solo piano works of Frédéric Chopin. He has also 
recorded concertante works – both Chopin piano concertos with the Orchestre Symphonique 
de Montréal conducted by Kent Nagano and Mozart’s piano concertos nos. 22 and 24 with the 
Violons du Roy conducted by Jonathan Cohen. His recordings have earned several Félix (ADISQ) 
awards and one JUNO (2022) and received widespread acclaim from critics around the world.
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Programme

Pavane pour une infante défunte Maurice Ravel
  (1875-1937)
Prélude in A minor. Assez lent et très expressif

Le tombeau de Couperin   
 1. Prélude. Vif  
 2. Fugue. Allegro moderato
 3. Forlane. Allegro
 4. Rigaudon. Assez vif
 5. Menuet. Allegro moderato
 6. Toccata. Vif

Intermission

Twenty-four Préludes, Opus 28 Frédéric Chopin
  (1810-1849)

Programme Notes
Ravel: Pavane pour une infante défunte (1899). Composed when Ravel was 
just 24 years old and studying at the Conservatoire de Paris under Fauré, this was not 
dedicated to the memory of any particular princess. Rather, it was intended to evoke a 
pavane that a little princess might have danced at the Spanish Court. As such, it reflected 
a nostalgia for Spain and Spanish customs that was rather popular at that time. Moreover, 
the title was chosen simply because he found the sonority and alliteration (Pavane, 
Pour, inFante, déFunte) pleasing. In later years, Ravel expressed dissatisfaction with this 
composition with its “poverty-stricken formula.” He even criticized performances of it 
as being a “Dead Pavane for a Princess” rather than a “Pavane for a Dead Princess.”  
Nonetheless, it became exceedingly popular.

Ravel: Prélude in A minor (1913). This was composed as a sight-reading test for 
students at the Conservatoire, designed to challenge their manual dexterity as well as 
musical interpretation. It features a 6-note motif taken from the third of Ravel’s songs 
based on poems by Mallarmé, a motif that is subjected to extensive modal transformation  
during the short (~90sec) work.

Ravel: Le tombeau de Couperin (1914-1917).  “Le tombeau” refers not to a 
tomb, but to the French tradition of composing a musical tribute to the deceased. In this 
case, to friends who had died in World War I. Naturally, it is also in commemoration of the 

great French keyboard music of the Baroque, as personified by the composer Couperin. 
This points to the fact that while Ravel is sometimes classified as an “impressionist,” 
along with Debussy, he was also something of a neo-classicist, borrowing extensively 
from the forms, ornamentations etc of 18th century French keyboard music. 

Le tombeau opens with a boisterous Prélude in E minor - a study in perpetual motion 
(sixteenth notes in triplets) and of harmonic shifts by fifths up and down the circle 
of fifths.  The second movement “Fugue” is lyrical yet contrapuntal in style (again the 
impressionist AND neo-classicist showing themselves). The “Forlane” in 6/8 is joyous 
and said to be based on a 17th century Italian ‘gondoliere’ folk song. It is not until the 
Rigaudon that we move formally out of a minor key and into C major, with this animated 
folk dance - similar to a bourrée but with a melancholic pastoral middle section. The 
Menuet in G major is a graceful lyrical dance in triple meter. The Toccata finale is again a 
study in perpetual motion, and like the first three movements commences in E minor, but 
via its own innovative modulation ends in E major. Asked as to why such a joyous work 
should have been composed in memory of his dead friends, Ravel replied, “The dead are 
sad enough in their eternal silence.”

Chopin: Twenty-four Préludes, Opus 28 (1835-1839). The Préludes were 
completed during the winter of 1839 while Chopin was in Majorca with his lover George 
Sand. There is little doubt that Chopin was inspired by Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier; 
he studied this work avidly before embarking on his Twenty-four Préludes. However, 
there are two important distinctions between these compositions. Although they each 
comprise a complete cycle of the major and minor keys, Bach chose to arrange the 
Préludes and fugues chromatically, advancing each by a semi-tone (C major/C minor, 
C-sharp major/C-sharp minor etc). By contrast, Chopin’s Préludes are arranged in pairs 
of major and relative minor keys, ascending in intervals of the fifth (C major/A minor, 
G major/E minor etc). Moreover, in the Well-Tempered Clavier, each Prélude serves 
to introduce the subsequent fugue, whereas it could be argued that each of Chopin’s 
Préludes serve to set the tone for the subsequent Prélude. The cycle of 24 Préludes is 
based on contrasts: from ecstasy to despair, from quiet to clamorous, from slow to fast, 
from tightly rhythmic to expressive and rhythmic freedom. 

Tonight, we are to hear the full cycle of 24 Préludes, as is the custom today. Chopin himself 
never played more than four of the Préludes at any single public performance, and it was 
not until the 20th century that the complete set was customarily presented in recital. 
In contrast to the compositions of his contemporaries Schumann and Liszt, Chopin 
did not attach names or descriptions to his compositions. He was of the opinion that 
music expresses ideas and feelings, not images and thus his was not to be considered as 
“programmatic” music. Indeed Chopin was actually angry that number fifteen, probably 
the most famous of his Préludes, acquired the name “The Raindrops;” he considered 
such aural imitations to be childish! As we listen to this music, we might reflect on the 
fact that Préludes number four and six have the distinction of having been played at 
Chopin’s funeral, just 10 years later. 

~ Program notes by Susan Jacobs
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