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Maurice Ravel's Boléro stands as one of the most provocative and influential compositions in the Western classical
canon. Originally commissioned as a ballet by Ida Rubinstein, the work premiered in 1928 and immediately
subverted traditional symphonic expectations through its unwavering tempo, obsessive repetition, and singular,
expansive crescendo. For music educators and conductors, the challenge lies in translating this sophisticated
exercise in orchestration into a format accessible to developing musicians. The Johnnie Vinson arrangement,
published by Hal Leonard under the MusicWorks Grade 2series, represents a significant pedagogical
achievement, distilling Ravel's complex textures into a functional score for young concert bands.

1. Theoretical Framework: The Architecture of Boléro

The structural integrity of Boléro relies on a concept Ravel himself described as "orchestration without music."
While the harmonic progression is relatively static—firmly rooted in C major with a famous modulation to E major
near the conclusion—the technical complexity resides in the rhythmic ostinato and the incremental layeringof
timbres.

The Rhythmic Engine

The foundation of the piece is the snare drum ostinato, a two-bar pattern that repeats 169 times in the original
orchestral version. In a technical context, this rhythm serves as the "clock" of the composition. For the Grade 2
musician, this provides a rigorous exercise in rhythmic consistency and subdivision. The pattern is as follows:

e Bar 1: 3/4 Time: [8th, 16th-16th-16th, 8th, 16th-16th-16th, 8th, 8th]
e Bar 2: 3/4 Time: [8th, 16th-16th-16th, 8th, 8th, 8th, 8th]

In the Vinson arrangement, this ostinato is shared across the percussion section to prevent physical fatigue and to
allow students to focus on maintaining a strict tempo giusto. The mathematical precision required here is
foundational for developing ensembles.

The Melodic Dichotomy

Ravel utilizes two distinct themes (Theme A and Theme B). Theme A is diatonic, flowing, and centered on C major,
while Theme B is more syncopated and contains "blue notes" and flattened degrees that suggest a more exotic,
Spanish influence. The Johnnie Vinson arrangementstrategically assigns these themes to instrumental groups
based on the Grade 2 range and technical facility, ensuring that the characteristic "winding" nature of the melody is
preserved without exceeding the developmental capabilities of middle school players.

2. Technical Breakdown: The MusicWorks Grade 2 Adaptation

The transition from a full professional orchestra to a Grade 2 concert band involves several critical engineering
choices in the score. Johnnie Vinson, a renowned arranger for educational ensembles, utilizes specific techniques
to maintain the "soul" of the Boléro while adhering to the limitations of young players.



Instrumentation and Voicing Strategy

In a Grade 2 setting, instrumentation is often incomplete. Vinson employs cross-cueing and doublingto ensure
that the work sounds full regardless of the ensemble's specific makeup. Key technical adaptations include:

* Woodwind Voicing: The high-register flute and clarinet parts are written to avoid the "break” where possible,
or are supported by other voices to maintain pitch stability.

e Brass Range: Trumpet parts are generally kept within the staff, rarely exceeding a written G5, while the
trombone and euphonium parts focus on the fundamental harmonic support.

e Percussion Integration: Beyond the snare drum, the arrangement utilizes mallets (bells or xylophone) to
reinforce the melodic line, adding a layer of shimmer that mimics Ravel’s use of the celesta and harp.

Mathematical Modeling of the Crescendo

The most defining characteristic of Boléro is the gradual crescendo. In a professional orchestra, this is achieved
through the sequential addition of instruments and increasing the physical force of performance. In the Vinson
arrangement, the crescendo is "built-in" through the score's vertical density.



Phase Dynamic Level Instrumentation Density Pedagogical Focus

Introduction pptop Snare Drum + Flute/ Control and Air Support
Clarinet Solo

Development mp to mf Addition of Saxophones Ensemble Balance
and Horns

Mesa-Section f Full Woodwinds and Low Articulation Consistency
Brass

Finale ff Full Ensemble + Dynamic Ceiling and
Percussion Battery Intonation

3. Step-by-Step Rehearsal Guide for Educators

Implementing the Boléro (Young Concert Band Edition)requires a structured approach to prevent the monotony
that can occur in highly repetitive works. The following field guide outlines the technical progression for a successful
performance.

Step 1. The Rhythmic Foundation (The "Grid")

Before introducing the melody, the entire ensemble should clap or sizzle the snare drum ostinato. This establishes
a collective "internal clock." Use a metronome set to approximately 72 BPM. The goal is to eliminate tempo
rushing, a common failure mode in young bands when playing repetitive rhythms.

Step 2: Isolation of the "Blue Notes" (Theme B)

Theme B contains accidentals that may be foreign to Grade 2 students (e.g., Bb, Eb, and Ab in a C major context).
Conduct a technical warm-up focusing on these chromatic alterations. Ensure that students understand the
functional harmony of these notes as coloristic elements rather than "mistakes."

Step 3: Managing the Dynamic Slope

One of the hardest concepts for young players is the long-form crescendo. Most students reach their maximum
volume too early. Create a visual map of the piece on the whiteboard, showing a diagonal line from the start to the
finish. Practice "dynamic plateaus" where the band holds a specific volume for 16 bars before stepping up to the
next level.

4. Comparison Matrix: Original vs. Grade 2 Arrangement

The following table illustrates the technical differences between Ravel's original 1928 score and the Johnnie Vinson
adaptation for student ensembles.



Feature Original Orchestral Score Vinson Grade 2 Arrangement

Duration Approx. 15-17 Minutes Approx. 3-4 Minutes (Condensed)

Key Center C Major (Ending in E Major) Bb or Eb Major (Transposed for Ease)

Meter 3/4 3/4 (Maintained for Authenticity)

Solos Sopranino Sax, Oboe d'amore, Sectional Soli (Flute, Clarinet, Alto
Trombone Sax)

Difficulty Professional / Virtuosic Grade 2 (Developing/Intermediate)

5. Case Study: Common Operational Challenges and Solutions

In analyzing performances of the MusicWorks Grade 2 Bolero, several recurring technical issues emerge.
Understanding these failure modes allows the conductor to implement preemptive solutions.

Issue: The "Rushing" Snare Drum

Diagnosis: The snare drummer, under the pressure of the repetitive pattern, tends to increase the tempo, causing
the entire band to lose cohesion.Solution: Assign a second percussionist to play the pulse on a bass drum or
woodblock during rehearsal to provide an audible anchor. Transition the snare drummer to use "light" strokes near
the edge of the drum head during the pianissimo sections to maintain control.

Issue: Intonation in the Crescendo

Diagnosis: As volume increases, woodwinds tend to go flat and brass tends to go sharp.Solution: Conduct
"sustained chord" exercises at different dynamic levels. Use a digital tuner projected for the class to see how their
pitch shifts as they move from piano to fortissimo. Emphasize that air speed, not air volume, is the key to a
healthy ff.

Issue: Stamina and Air Support

Diagnosis: Young wind players often run out of air during the long, winding phrases of the Boléro melody. Solution:
Implement staggered breathingwithin sections. Mark specific "breath zones" in the score where students in the
same section rotate their breathing points to ensure a continuous, unbroken melodic line.

6. Historical and Legal Context: The Sole Authorship of Ravel

A significant aspect of the Boléro's history is its recent legal journey regarding copyright and authorship. For
decades, there were attempts by various estates to claim co-authorship for set designers or collaborators to extend
copyright protections. However, recent court rulings have reaffirmed that Maurice Ravel is the sole composer.
This is technically significant because it reinforces the work's status as a pure expression of Ravel's individual
algorithmic approach to orchestration.

The "industrious nature" of the piece, as highlighted by NPR, refers to its mechanical, almost factory-like
progression. Ravel himself was fascinated by machinery, and Boléro can be viewed as a musical machine—a
sequence of cogs (rhythms) and levers (instrumental entries) that function with mathematical inevitability. This
makes it an excellent subject for STEM-to-STEAMinitiatives in schools, where music is analyzed through the lens
of patterns and engineering.



7. Analytical Synthesis: Why the Vinson Arrangement Matters

The Bolero (Young Concert Band Edition) is more than just a simplified version of a popular tune. It is a
calculated pedagogical tool. By engaging with this arrangement, students learn the importance of timbral variety.
They learn that a single melody can be transformed entirely simply by changing who plays it—a core concept in
orchestration.

Furthermore, the arrangement serves as an introduction to musical minimalism before the term was officially
coined. It teaches students that repetition is not lack of creativity, but rather a canvas upon which dynamic and
textural growth can be painted. The MusicWorks Grade 2designation ensures that these high-level concepts are
delivered within a framework that respects the physical and cognitive limits of the developing musician.

In the broader scope of music education, performing Ravel's Boléro provides a bridge between the concert hall and
popular culture. Given its presence in film, television, and even sporting events (notably the 1984 Winter Olympics),
students come to the piece with a sense of familiarity. The Johnnie Vinson arrangement leverages this familiarity to
teach complex lessons in rhythm, balance, and the physics of sound. The result is a performance that feels
sophisticated and "pro," providing young musicians with a profound sense of accomplishment as they master one
of the world's most famous crescendos.

Ultimately, the technical success of a Boléro performance hinges on the ensemble's ability to remain disciplined.
From the first tap of the snare drum to the final, chaotic shift into E major and back to C, the piece demands a level
of focus that is rare in Grade 2 literature. Through Vinson’'s expert arranging, the "industrious nature" of Ravel's
masterwork is made accessible, allowing the next generation of musicians to step into the machinery of one of
history’s greatest musical experiments.
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