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 This dissertation analyzes the first movements of three chamber works —   the 

Piano Trio (1914), the Duo for Violin and Cello (1920-22), and the Sonata for Violin and 

Piano (1923-27) —   and situates their harmonic procedures in relation to important 

developments within Parisian musical culture.  Chapter 1 explores Ravel’s early 

harmonic style, in particular, how he blends nontonal harmonic procedures and tonality 

within the framework of the sonata as seen in the first movements of his String Quartet 

and Sonatine.  Chapter 2 analyzes the Piano Trio, which culminates the early phase of 

Ravel’s career with a sophisticated amalgamation of pre-war musical trends, such as 

extended harmonies and formal inventiveness, with an early wartime emphasis on 

reduced textures and melodic primacy. 

In the post-war years, Ravel was forced to adjust to a new role, in which he was 

no longer at the forefront of musical developments, but rather the follower of a group of 
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young, avant-garde composers.  His two post-war compositions, the Duo for Violin and 

Cello and the Violin Sonata, articulate the struggles he faced with composition in the 

1920s.  Criticized for having an out-moded aesthetic, he modified his compositional style 

by incorporating and adapting new harmonic techniques.   Drawing on Peter Kaminsky’s 

theory of monotonality and dual pitch organization, chapter 3 examines Ravel’s harmonic 

language in the Duo through linear analysis.  Ravel’s attempt to incorporate 

contemporary harmonic procedures however was not sufficient to compete with the more 

progressive works of Les Six or Stravinsky’s burgeoning neoclassicism.   As a result, 

Ravel re-evaluated his craft by rethinking his engagements with the musical avant-garde.  

The analysis of the Violin Sonata in chapter 4 reveals that harmonically, deeper levels of 

dissonance require pitch prioritization intimately bound to formal function.  Unlike the 

Duo, Ravel presents a more innovative formal design in the Violin Sonata, where 

boundaries are blurred and formal functions are juxtaposed.  Chapter 5 concludes with a 

comparative analysis of the first movements of Ravel’s Piano Trio, Duo and Violin 

Sonata and their evolving harmonic practices.   
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Chapter 1 

Ravel‘s Early Harmonic Language in the 

String Quartet and Sonatine 

 

Introduction 

 This dissertation analyzes the first movements of three chamber works—the Piano 

Trio (1914), the Duo for Violin and Cello (1920-22), and the Sonata for Violin and Piano 

(1923-27)—and situates their harmonic procedures in relation to important developments 

within Parisian musical culture.  The way in which Ravel reacted to musical trends 

during each period of his career is critical to understanding the aesthetics and motivation 

of each composition.  By situating each work within its historical and musical 

environment, my dissertation examines Ravel‘s harmonic and formal language in the 

selected chamber works and relates it to his evolving professional position before and 

after the war. 

As a young composer at the Paris Conservatoire, Ravel‘s early musical style was 

confident and innovative.  This chapter explores Ravel‘s early career and examines his 

first responses to composing within the framework of the sonata as seen in the first 

movements of his String Quartet (1902-03) and Sonatine (1903-05).  In Chapter 2, I focus 

on the Piano Trio of 1914, which culminates this early phase of Ravel‘s career with a 

sophisticated amalgamation of pre-war musical trends, such as extended harmonies and 
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formal inventiveness, in combination with an early wartime emphasis on reduced textures 

and melodic primacy.   

Chapter 3 examines Ravel‘s wartime and post-war compositions, Le Tombeau de 

Couperin (1917) and the Duo for Violin and Cello (1920-22).  The onset of World War I 

disrupted Ravel‘s position in the avant-garde of contemporary French music.  Devastated 

by personal loss, demanding war duties, and consequent writer‘s block, Ravel looked to 

an older style for his compositional models.  The conservative turn perceived by critics in 

Le Tombeau de Couperin  and La Valse
1
 (1920) provoked harsh criticism from an 

emerging post-war culture that valued scandal, the immediacy of art, and, most 

importantly, a fresh outlook.  Thus in the post-war years, Ravel was forced to adjust to a 

new position, in which he was no longer considered at the forefront of musical 

developments, but was ―rather a follower of trends‖
2
 behind a group of young, avant-

garde composers.   

His two post-war chamber compositions, the Duo for Violin and Cello (1920-22) 

and the Sonata for Violin and Piano (1923-27), articulate the struggles Ravel faced with 

composition in the 1920s.  As Ravel was criticized for an out-moded aesthetic, he 

modified his compositional style by incorporating and adapting new harmonic 

techniques, such as bitonality, as is exhibited in the Duo.  Drawing on Peter Kaminsky‘s 

                                                      
1
 Though La Valse was completed after the war, most of it was actually written before the war (1906-1920). 

2
 Arbie Orenstein, ed., A Ravel Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 9. 
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theory of monotonality and dual pitch organization,
3
 I examine Ravel‘s new harmonic 

language in the Duo through linear analysis.  The employment of a more conservative 

sonata design contrasts with his use of contemporary harmonic techniques, revealing an 

interesting juxtaposition between two facets of his work.       

As French composers and critics in the early 1920s favored a more radical 

aesthetic, Ravel‘s attempt to incorporate contemporary harmonic procedures within a 

conventional form was not sufficient to compete with the more progressive works of Les 

Six or Stravinsky‘s burgeoning neoclassicism.  As a result, Ravel re-evaluated his craft, 

rethinking his engagement with the musical avant-garde.  My analysis of the Violin 

Sonata in chapter 4 reveals that harmonically, deeper levels of dissonance require pitch 

prioritization more intimately bound to formal function.  Unlike the Duo, Ravel presents 

a more innovative formal design in the Violin Sonata where boundaries are blurred, 

themes are stratified, and formal functions are transformed.  Chapter 5 concludes with a 

comparative analysis of the first movements of Ravel‘s Piano Trio, Duo, and Violin 

Sonata and their evolving harmonic practices. 

 

 

Ravel‘s Early Years: Under Debussy‘s Shadow 

Thirteen years his junior, Ravel began his career in the shadow of Claude 

Debussy, a position that was both advantageous and unfavorable to Ravel‘s development 

                                                      
3
 Peter Kaminsky, ―Ravel‘s Late Music and the Problem of ‗Polytonality,‘‖ Music Theory Spectrum 26, no. 

2 (Fall 2004): 237-64. 



4 

 

as a composer.  While still a student at the Conservatoire, Ravel aligned himself with a 

group of young artists, musicians, and poets that became known as the Apaches.  This 

―rowdy group who didn‘t miss one of the first twenty four performances of Pelléas‖ 

frequently gathered after concerts to relive Debussy‘s music through song and piano 

improvisations.
4
  At their meetings, they discussed matters of artistic importance, 

performed their own compositions, and shared transcriptions, even jovial parodies, of 

Debussy‘s music.
5
  In addition to transcriptions,

6
 Ravel modeled his early compositions 

such as the String Quartet in F Major (1902-03) after Debussy‘s String Quartet (1893) 

and dedicated his Duo for Violin and Cello (1920-22) to the memory of Debussy.  As a 

result, Jann Pasler notes that ―it should be no surprise that the group was sometimes 

thought of as ‗Debussystes,‘ and that the public might focus on similarities in the music 

of Debussy and Ravel.‖
7
   

As a young composer, Ravel regarded Debussy as an important influence in the 

evolution of his musical style.  When Manuel Rosenthal inquired about the music he 

would like to have played at his funeral, Ravel immediately responded:  ―L’Après-midi 

d’un faune… because it‘s the only score ever written that is absolutely perfect.‖
8
  

However, as Arbie Orenstein points out: ―despite their common heritage and many points 

                                                      
4
 Jann Pasler, ―A Sociology of les Apaches: ‗Sacred Battalion‘ for Pelléas,‖ in Berlioz and Debussy: 

Sources, Contexts and Legacies, ed. Barbara Kelly and Kerry Murphy (London: Ashgate, 2007), 156. 
5
 On the first night of the premiere of Pelléas the Apaches all gathered at Maurice Delage‘s house, where 

Ravel and Delage performed a parody of Pelléas et Mélisande: ibid., 155.  
6
 Ravel made four transcriptions of Debussy‘s Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune and a two-piano 

transcription of Nocturnes: ibid., 156. 
7
 Ibid. 

8
 Roger Nichols, Ravel Remembered (London: Faber, 1987), 101. 
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of contact, Ravel claimed that he had followed a direction ‗opposite to that of Debussy‘s 

symbolism,‘ and, influenced by Poe, had decided ‗to abandon the vagueness and 

formlessness of the early French impressionists in favor of a return to classic 

standards.‘‖
9
  Thus, from early in his career, Ravel simultaneously acknowledged and 

resisted the powerful influence of France‘s leading composer.   

During the early years of the twentieth
 
century, a time when Debussy experienced 

unrivaled success as an innovator and leader of a new French musical aesthetic, Ravel 

experimented with fusing fin-de-siècle harmonic trends with classically conceived forms 

as seen in his String Quartet (1902-03) and Sonatine (1903-05).  Ravel‘s mixture of 

progressive harmonic techniques with more conventional bass functions and formal 

paradigms created a unique compositional voice that differentiated his music from that of 

Debussy‘s.  With important premieres of Rapsodie espagnole (1910), L’Heure espagnole 

(1911), and the Ballets Russes‘s performance of Daphnis et Chloé (1912), ―Ravel‘s 

reputation as one of France‘s leading composers was firmly established.‖
10

  These 

compositions not only proved to be a catalyst for Ravel‘s distinctive style, they also 

secured him a position at the forefront of the Parisian musical world before the war.   

 

 

 

 

                                                      
9
 Orenstein, A Ravel Reader, 21. 

10
 Ibid., 6. 
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Harmony in Ravel‘s Early Chamber Works 

Two of Ravel‘s early chamber compositions, the String Quartet (1902-03) and the 

Sonatine (1903-05), blend extended chords, lush textures, and novel harmonic 

progressions with conventional formal designs.  Formally, the first movement of the 

String Quartet reveals a clear-cut sonata form, followed by a scherzo in the second 

movement, a slow third movement that recalls material from the first movement, and a 

brisk finale in sonata form that recapitulates musical themes from the opening movement.  

Ravel‘s String Quartet, then, exhibits classical and cyclical forms that are juxtaposed with 

harmonic innovations that are representative of a progressive fin-de-siècle compositional 

style.  Likewise his Sonatine, whose title ―indicates a willing return to late eighteenth-

century elegance and structural clarity,‖
11

 demonstrates Ravel‘s close affinity with 

classicizing elements admidst a harmonic texture dominated by modal ambiguity, parallel 

fifths, and sequences based on minor ninth chords.   

The juxtaposition between progressive and classical harmony in Ravel‘s early 

compositional style is underlined in the research of Eddy Chong and Philip Russom, 

whose opposing opinions highlight this distinction in Ravel‘s early composition style.  

Russom bases his analytical perspective on Ravel‘s equal participation with avant-garde 

musical trends as well as the traditional musical training he received at the Conservatoire.  

For Russom, ―Ravel‘s music shares many of the structural attributes of traditional tonal 

music, and yet it is distinct enough to be considered as a separate, nontonal style of 

                                                      
11

 Orenstein, Ravel, Man and Musician (New York: Dover, 1975), 158. 
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composition.‖
12

  Russom‘s pitch-class orientation outlines ―Referential Scale 

Collections‖ and states that Ravel‘s bass lines are largely organized by whole-tone, 

pentatonic and octatonic scales; he explains that while major and minor scale forms are 

present, they are utilized in ways that differ from tonal applications and therefore belong 

to that ―gray area between tonality and atonality.‖
13

     

At the other end of the spectrum, Chong‘s Schenkerian perspective firmly places 

Ravel within a decidedly tonal tradition.  Chong presents analyses of Ravel‘s early 

compositions that: 

reveal how much Ravel‘s Impressionist language is infused with the 

essence of classical functionality: the harmonic veneer may be marked by 

modal inflections, parallel successions, extended triads, unusual 

progressions, and even non-triadic chord structures, the tonal principle at 

work is, nonetheless, fundamentally classical.
14

 

 

Thus, Ravel‘s harmonic style presents more than one possible interpretation, depending 

on the extent to which one prioritizes pitch content or tonal function. 

 

 

String Quartet in F major 

It is commonly believed that Ravel modeled his String Quartet in F major on 

Debussy‘s String Quartet nearly ten years earlier: as a contemporary review noted, ―in its 

                                                      
12

 Philip Wade Russom, ―A Theory of Pitch Organization for the Early Works of Maurice Ravel‖ (PhD 

diss., Yale University, 1985), 2. 
13

 Ibid. 
14

 Eddy Kwong Mei Chong, ―Contextualizing Ravel's Sonatine,‖ in Music Research: New Directions for a 

New Century, ed. Michael Ewans, Rosalind Halton and John A. Phillips (London: Cambridge Scholars, 

2004), 351.  
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harmonies and successions of chords, in its sonority and form…and in all the sensations 

which it evokes, it offers an incredible resemblance with the music of M. Debussy.‖
15

  

Recent writers concur: ―the outward features of Ravel‘s modeling on Debussy‘s Quartet 

are obvious enough: the flying pizzicato in the Scherzo; the beginning of the third 

movement in the key of the second, with an early modulation to a remote main key; the 

pervasive cyclic treatment of themes.‖
16

  Orenstein states that, like Debussy‘s quartet, the 

―modus operandi [in Ravel‘s Quatuor] is that of thematic transformation, which occurs 

within individual movements as well as between movements.‖
17

  Yet, in spite of obvious 

modeling, Ravel distinguishes his harmonic language from Debussy‘s in the way tonal 

references of the bass intermingle with modern harmonic inflections.  While Ravel‘s 

early works also utilize whole-tone passages, he ―sought to differentiate his music from 

that of Debussy, preferring the acidulous sounds created by diminished octaves, 

secondary ninths, [and] raised dominant elevenths.‖
18

  Thus, Ravel‘s bass lines frequently 

imply conventional harmonic function in contrast to Debussy‘s more nonfunctional bass 

lines.  Ravel‘s predominantly tertian harmony also implies tonal function, despite his use 

of nontonal collections.  Mark DeVoto notes that more than Debussy, ―Ravel‘s music is 

                                                      
15

 Pierre Lalo, Le Temps (19 April 1904); cited in Orenstein, Ravel, Man and Musician, 39-40. 
16

 Mark DeVoto, ―Harmony in the Chamber Music,‖ in The Cambridge Companion to Ravel, ed. Deborah 

Mawer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 99.  Comparative analyses of these two Quartets 

are substantial and evident in the multiplicity of recordings which feature both compositions.  
17

 Orenstein, Ravel, Man and Musician, 155. 
18

 Robert Orledge, ―Evocations of Exoticism,‖ in The Cambridge Companion to Ravel, ed. Deborah Mawer 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 34.  Similarly, Kaminsky notes that ―the early songs all 

share Ravel‘s sophisticated harmonic language, including dissonant chord extensions (ninths, elevenths 

thirteenths, flattened and shared fifths), post-tonal pitch collections (octatonic, whole-tone, and pentatonic), 

pedal points and dissonant linear counterpoint.  Also evident is the predilection for archaism through 

modality, parallel fifths and other devices.‖  Kaminsky, ―Vocal Music and the Lures of Exoticism and 

Irony,‖ in The Cambridge Companion to Ravel, 163. 
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characterized above all by classical triad-based root progression and bass line, 

notwithstanding the abundant appearances of non-classical succession, with parallel 

chords, remote juxtapositions and chords whose essential structure is complicated by 

non-harmonic notes.‖
19

   

A notable example of this can be seen in the opening measures of the String 

Quartet (Ex. 1.1).  The String Quartet opens with a prolongation of F major in which a 

two octave scalar ascent in the cello is accompanied by parallel tenths in the second 

violin; the first violin melody above it, however, creates ambiguity by emphasizing D 

minor (mm. 1-4).  Measures 5-8 slip into the flat realm of 
b
III with all instruments 

descending an Ab major scale; this section also emphasizes F minor, echoing the modal 

ambiguity of the opening four measures.  The harmony of the following phrase (mm. 9-

16) is more complicated.  The cello implies G minor (or ii in F major) with G-Bb-D 

arpeggiations in the cello.  However, the upper voices present a nontonal succession – G
7
, 

B
b7

, b , b
bM7

 – obscuring the straightforward presentation of G minor in the cello.   

Linearly, the prolonged bass note G (mm. 9-16) functions as a large-scale upper neighbor 

to F (m. 17), the point at which F major returns.  As shown in Fig. 1.1, the opening 

twenty-one measures present F major, in which a consonant linear intervallic pattern 

(parallel tenths) is contrasted by a dissonant one (parallel fourths) within an overall tonal 

prolongation of a primary bass (F) and melodic pitch (A).   

 

                                                      
19

 DeVoto, ―Harmony in the Chamber Music,‖ 99. 
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Example 1.1: Ravel, String Quartet, I, mm. 1-21  
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Figure 1.1: Stepwise motion of the bass, Ravel, String Quartet, I, mm. 1-21  

 

 

Harmonic ambiguities coexist in the opening measures of the movement, such as F major 

harmony versus a D minor melodic emphasis (mm. 1-4) and Ab major with F minor 

emphasis (mm. 5-8), as well as the G minor region (mm. 9-16), where the upper voices 

imply different harmonies than the bassline.  Yet these regions do not jeopardize the 

privileged F major harmony of the bass, demonstrating Ravel‘s ability to integrate 

modern harmonic inflections with tonal function.     

The following transition phrase (mm. 21-30), however, overturns the primary 

diatonicism of the opening twenty one measures with the inclusion of non-diatonic scale 

collections (Ex. 1.2).  Annotated below the stave in Ex. 1.2 is an adaptation of Russom‘s 

analysis representing the various Referential Scale Collections (RSCs) presented in mm. 

21-30.
20

   

                                                      
20

 Example 1.2 is adapted  from Russom, ―A Theory of Pitch Organization,‖ 23.  Russom explains that 

―incomplete RSCs are given a pc set name to identify the subcollection that represents it;‖ ibid., 24.  In this 

example, Russom‘s analysis includes all voices, not just bass-note collections.  He uses the bass note at the 

beginning of each measure in the music to show the scale below the staff; therefore, scale forms do not 

necessarily start with the first bass note in Ex. 1.2.  For instance, the melodic minor scale in m. 28 can be 

understood by starting with the note A (A-B-C-D-E-F#-G#-A), not E.  Russom utilizes a variety of 

different scale names based not only on the way in which pitches organize a scale, but the pc class to which 

they belong.  He differentiates between harmonic major and harmonic minor as follows: harmonic major  
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Example 1.2: Ravel, String Quartet, I, mm. 21-30 

 

                                                                                                                                                              
with a major third and minor sixth (C-D-E-F-G-Ab-B-C) and harmonic minor with a minor third and minor 

sixth  (C-D-Eb-F-G-Ab-B-C).  The harmonic major scale in m. 27 is so-called because it belongs to 6z28, 

but also because if the scale started on C, not D, it would create a major third (C-D-E-F-G-Ab-B-C); the 

harmonic minor scale in m. 29 (A-B-C-D-E-F-G#-A) is in minor mode.     
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Despite the instability of the transition phrase (mm. 22-30) and the use of different 

intervallic combinations (or RSCs), the music remains tied to C major/A minor (Fig. 1.2).  

In m. 22, G returns in the cello as the dominant of C major, articulated in m. 24.  As the 

cello gradually ascends from C to E (mm. 24-8), the first violin encircles the primary 

melodic pitch A, before descending to C (mm. 28-30).  

 

Figure 1.2: Linear analysis of Ravel, String Quartet, I, mm. 22-30 

 

 

The opening principal theme area (mm. 1-21) and beginning of the transition 

(mm. 22-30) thus present interesting nuances in Ravel‘s early harmonic language.  On the 

one hand, a harmonically simplified background is easily perceived through diatonic 

prolongation (F major in mm. 1-21 and C major in mm. 22-30).  On the other hand, the 

melody creates interesting modal ambiguity (D minor in mm. 1-21 and A minor in mm. 

22-30) alongside rapid successions of linear intervallic patterns (10ths and 4ths) and 

dissonant pitch collections (RSCs) in the inner voices.  The degree to which F major is 

prolonged in the opening measures hinges on conventional tonic and dominant 
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prolongations in the background, in contrast to the harmonic devices of the foreground 

such as parallel textures, modal ambiguities, and the inclusion of nontonal scale 

collections.  The different strategies at play in the harmonic background and foreground 

of the opening of the String Quartet become even more pronounced in the first movement 

of the Sonatine, which Ravel began working on the same year. 

 

 

Sonatine  

The Sonatine is another early composition that combines modern and classical 

harmonic elements.  The title, alluding to an eighteenth-century composition juxtaposes 

with the harmonic language, in which tonal function is blurred with the inclusion of mode 

mixture and nontonal scales, in particular, the whole-tone and pentatonic scales.  Both 

Russom and Chong analyze the Sonatine, presenting two contrasting harmonic readings: 

one that is essentially centric but nontonal, and another that conforms to functional 

tonality. 

Russom and Chong analyze the Sonatine based on their different interpretations 

of Ravel‘s harmonic influences (Ex. 1.3, Fig. 1.3A, and Fig. 1.3B).  Russom associates 

Ravel with the avant-garde in fin-de-siècle Paris and therefore focuses on non-diatonic 

scales in the bass, in which the whole-tone scale plays a significant role in prolonging a 

central tone.  For instance, Russom‘s analysis of the Sonatine‘s coda (mm. 82-87) 

accounts for each bass note in which he finds ―a variety of bass-note configurations, each  
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asserting the tone center in its own way.‖
21

    

 

Example 1.3: Ravel, Sonatine, I, mm. 82-87 

 

Figure 1.3A:  Russom‘s bass note analysis of Ravel, Sonatine, I, mm. 82-87
22

 

 

Figure 1.3B:  Chong‘s tonal analysis of Ravel, Sonatine, I, mm. 82-87
23

 

 

                                                      
21

 Russom, ―A Theory of Pitch Organization,‖ 82. 
22

 Ibid., 81.  Russom uses a slur with an arrow in mm. 84-5 to show that ―F# priority is asserted  by 

arpeggiating the notes D-F#-A, placing the tone center in the middle of this ‗triadic‘ configuration;‖ ibid., 

82 
23

 Adapted from Chong, ―Contextualizing Ravel‘s Sonatine,‖ 356.  Slut from first A# change to first F#, 

take off 2
nd

 87 under 85, 86, is there voice exchange? 
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For Russom, the whole step operates as the generator of most bass note 

collections, which connects structurally important pitches around a central tone (Ex. 

1.3A).  Russom‘s bass-note configuration of the coda is a pentatonic subcollection, D-E-

F#-A, with an F# tone center [D - F# - A].  The note, F#, is initially prolonged by its 

lower neighbor, E, which is then recontextualized as a passing tone in the 3-line whole-

tone descent to D (m. 84), a segment of the prevailing pentatonic collection.  Beginning 

in the second half of m. 84 to m. 87, an arpeggiation D-F#-A concludes the movement 

with the triadic configuration encircling the primary pitch F#.  Russom‘s exclusive focus 

on the bass line emphasizes D pentatonic as the background scale, despite the 6-sharp key 

signature.  The upper voices confirm the F#-centricity of the bass-line, however, within 

the diatonic realm of F# major/minor.   

Russom notes that ―the movement concludes on a major triad with an added ninth 

(F#-A#-C#-G#)‖ in which the upper voices end on a pentatonic subcollection that 

supports his F#-centric reading.
 24

   Russom‘s primary focus on the intervallic 

construction of the bassline, particularly on how the whole tone evokes the pentatonic 

scale, fails to account for the dissonance between the upper and lower voices or to offer 

an interpretation of the overall harmonic texture of the Sonatine‘s concluding measures.   

In contrast, Chong situates Ravel as a traditionalist in the French musical world at 

the turn of the twentieth century and argues that ―it would seem unlikely that Ravel 

would totally eschew the musical tradition in which he was grounded during his 

                                                      
24

 Russom, ―A Theory of Pitch Organization,‖ 82. 
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formative years.‖
25

 Chong‘s tonal perspective, therefore, reads tonic and dominant 

functions alongside major and minor scales.  His reliance on Schenker‘s voice-leading 

principles leads him to interpret the Sonatine‘s harmony differently (Ex. 1.3B).  Unlike 

Russom‘s emphasis on the role of the whole-tone scale in the bass line, Chong‘s 

interpretation of the whole step functions within the structural background, either as part 

of the Urlinie or as a foreground, neighbor-note diminution.  In his analysis of the 

Sonatine‘s coda, Chong deemphasizes the whole tone and stresses traditional voice-

leading between the upper and lower voices within F# major, despite his noted 

observation of Ravel‘s frequent parallel fifths.  He states that the ―concluding lament bass 

doubled at the fifth and tenth, together with the lowered mediant chord (Am), may have 

blurred the modality of this passage, yet these textural and chromatic elements can be 

accounted for within the tonal framework of F# major.‖
26

   

Further differentiating Chong‘s analysis from Russom‘s is how he interprets the 

final G# of Russom‘s closing pentatonic chord.  Instead of an F# major triad with an 

added ninth, which Russom considered a ―consonant‖ pentatonic subcollection, Chong 

disregards the agogic and privileged melodic position of G# in m. 87 and reads it as a 

―foreground passing sonority within the prolongation of the final tonic.‖
27

  Therefore 

Chong‘s analysis offers an interpretation of both the upper and lower voices that 

                                                      
25

 Chong, ―Contextualizing Ravel‘s Sonatine,‖ 349. 
26

 Ibid., 354. 
27

 Ibid. 
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highlights tonally functional voice leading within the key of F# major, despite parallel 

fifths and extended tertian sonorities.    

These two contrasting analyses serve to highlight the ambiguity found in Ravel‘s 

early harmonic style—analyses that hinge on the degree to which tonal and nontonal 

elements intermingle.  As mentioned earlier, Russom asserts that Ravel‘s adaptation of 

tonal and nontonal elements represent centric pitch organization, manifested in bass-note 

scalar references to whole-tone, pentatonic, and other nontonal collections.  Thus, 

Russom emphasizes the role of the whole tone around the central pitch of F#.  Chong‘s 

tonal emphasis requires him to make certain allowances, or in his words ―applicational 

expansions,‖ that account for Ravel‘s nontonal elements within the voice-leading 

principles of Schenkerian analysis.
28

  Chong grounds his analysis in the fact that ―Ravel 

was well-schooled in traditional harmony and counterpoint‖ and therefore it was probable 

that he would have ―assimilated the essence of tonal practice and transformed—rather 

than violated—it for his own artistic expression.‖
29

   

As the above analysis has shown, Ravel‘s Sonatine blends fin-de-siècle harmonic 

procedures with those of functional harmony.  By conjoining these seemingly disparate 

elements, my linear analysis of the Sonatine attempts to reveal their sophisticated 

dialogue: that is, a harmonic language that fluctuates between tonal and nontonal 

elements. 

                                                      
28

 Chong, ―Extending Schenker's Neue musikalische Theorien und Phantasien: Towards a Schenkerian 

Model for the Analysis of Ravel's Music‖ (PhD diss., The University of Rochester, Eastman School of 

Music, 2002), 222. 
29

 Ibid., ―Contextualizing Ravel‘s Sonatine,‖ 347 and 349. 
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Figure 1.3C:  Blending of tonal and nontonal elements in Ravel, Sonatine, I, mm. 82-87  

 

 

 

Figure 1.3C shows that Ravel essentially reverses traditional soprano and bass voice-

leading roles by composing a melodic bass line that moves predominantly by whole step 

and thirds below a soprano line that supplies dominant and tonic motion by perfect 

fourths.  Conventional dominant chords have been replaced by minor dominant chords, 

which maintain dominant function due to a salient root emphasis in the soprano.  The 

chord preceding the structural tonics in the bass (m. 85, m. 86, and m. 87) are approached 

by third, further obscuring cadential function.  Moreover, the problematic penultimate 

note in the melody, G#, is interpreted in Fig. 1.3C as not only a melodic retardation, but a 

harmonic misalignment where the melodic bass reaches tonic beginning in m. 85 below 

the dominant G# in the soprano.  The soprano then delays resolution to the final tonic 
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harmony until the upbeat of m. 87.  The soprano‘s G# simultaneously functions as a 

passing note to A# as well as a dominant to the last melodic note, C#. 

 

Conclusion 

Ravel‘s use of the classical string quartet medium and piano sonaine provide 

examples of his early harmonic style in which he pays homage to an eighteenth-century 

genre while experimenting with a fin-de-siècle harmonic language that combines 

elements of tonality and nontonality.  Ravel‘s desire to imbue these compositions in the 

style of classical genres with an adventurous blending of modern and traditional harmony 

creates a unique compositional voice that differentiates his music from Debussy‘s and 

represents the early creative freedom he felt at this point in his career. 
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Chapter 2 

Tonality and Whole-Tonality in the Piano Trio 

 

Ravel completed his Piano Trio on the eve of World War I, nearly ten years after 

his last chamber composition, the Sonatine (1903-05).  Premiering in 1915, this return to 

an instrumental medium is exceptional not only for the way in which he combines 

innovative piano writing (as seen in works like Miroirs (1904-05) and Valses nobles et 

sentimentales (1911)) and an emphasis on melody (a trait that he developed in early vocal 

compositions such as Histoires naturelles (1906) and Chants populaires (1910)), but also 

for the way in which he anticipates musical directions taken in the post-war years with 

regard to harmony and form.  The Piano Trio occupies a unique position in Ravel‘s 

oeuvre as it represents a culmination of his pre-war musical style, as well as the last 

composition in which he felt uninhibited by professional and personal pressures.
1
  

Composed at the end of his most productive period (1901-1914), the freedom he felt 

personally is musically reflected in the Trio through its vitruosic blending of fin-de-siècle 

harmonic techniques—whole-tone passages, parallelism, mode mixture, and extended 

tertian sonorities—with more traditional tonal functions and design.   

The decade preceding the composition of the Trio was the happiest in Ravel‘s life.  

In a 1905 letter to Madame René de Saint-Marceaux, Ravel expressed his contentment: ―I 

have never been so happy to be alive, and I firmly believe that joy is far more fertile than 

                                                 
1
 During and after the war, Ravel suffered depression and subsequent writer‘s block.  His struggle 

following the war is evident in his post-war correspondence as well as in the length of time it took to 

complete a single composition.  Chapters 3 and 4 evaluate Ravel‘s professional position and compositional 

styles in the 1920s.   
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suffering.‖
2
  Not only was 1905 productive, but the following years represented the most 

prolific period of his compositional career, with Ravel producing nearly double the 

amount of music before the war as he did following it.  With many compositional 

accomplishments, such as Jeux d’eau (1901), the String Quartet (1903), Sonatine (1905), 

L’Heure espagnole (1911), and Daphnis and Chloé (1912), Ravel was quickly becoming 

recognized for his distinct musical voice.  This esteem, combined with his productivity, 

provided Ravel with the creative confidence to incorporate various melodic, harmonic, 

and formal innovations in his Piano Trio.   

In this chapter, I explore the way in which Ravel blends extended tertian chords, 

parallel textures, and nonfunctional whole-tone passages, within a conventionally tonal 

paradigm.  Specifically, I will examine the explicit and implicit role of the whole step 

within the diatonic framework of A minor/C major and relate these findings to the sonata 

design of the first movement.   

 

 

Whole-Step Motion in the Exposition 

 Like his String Quartet (1903) and Sonatine (1905), Ravel‘s Piano Trio continues 

to explore the relationship between tonal and nontonal harmonic procedures.  The 

intermingling of whole tone, extended tertian sonorities, harmonic parallelism, and pedal 

points lends a degree of harmonic ambiguity to more conventional aspects of the Trio‘s 

harmony and counterpoint.  In essence, the Piano Trio represents a fulcrum in Ravel‘s 

                                                 
2
 Arbie Orenstein, ed., A Ravel Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 5. 
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harmonic evolution that culminates his early experimental style and, at the same time, 

anticipates the more conventional tonal language of his post-war style.   

As noted in chapter 1, Philip Russom believes that the whole-tone motion in the 

bass is crucial to the harmonic logic of Ravel‘s early works, which, according to him, 

diminishes significantly in the tonal language of the Piano Trio: 

Ravel‘s prewar compositions make a unified repertoire in terms of our 

theory of pitch organization.  That is, the Referential Scale Collections are 

more clearly (and more pervasively) composed out in this period of his 

compositional career than in any other.  When Ravel employs an 

Referential Scale Collection, he is faithful to its pitch-class content 

without introducing ―chromatic‖ pitch classes that are not contained in it.  

His Referential Scale Collection usage in the prewar period is 

characterized by an avoidance of such chromaticism, plus an emphasis on 

the nondiatonic Referential Scale Collections.  This contrasts to his 

wartime compositions, including the Trio (1914) and Le Tombeau de 

Couperin (1917), which represent something of a regression toward 

tonality in that the diatonic collection predominates as does tonal syntax.
3
 

 

Yet a simple survey of the Trio‘s bass line in Fig. 2.1 however shows an ascending 

whole-tone sequence beginning in m. 13. 

  

Figure 2.1: Whole-tone sequence in tonal context, Ravel, Piano Trio, I, mm. 1-35  

 

 

                                                 
3
 Philip Wade Russom, ―A Theory of Pitch Organization for the Early Works of Maurice Ravel‖ (PhD 

diss., Yale University, 1985), 7-8. 
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Like Ravel‘s early works, the whole-tone scale predominates in the middleground of this 

sequential passage.  Here, the whole-tone scale serves to prolong the last melodic note, E, 

within the diatonic key of A minor/A major.  Thus, the combination of whole-tone and 

tonal identities are displayed together here, with an ascending whole-tone scale 

(Russom‘s ―nontonal‖ whole-tone scale collection) immediately followed by a 

descending E major scale in mm. 17-28 (Eddy Chong‘s predominantly diatonic 

collection).
4
   

The unconventional harmony of the Piano Trio is immediately evident in the 

opening phrase (Ex. 2.1). Characterized by a repeated melodic motive over a static E 

pedal, the harmonic logic of the phrase distinguishes itself as outside the tonal tradition, 

yet certain aspects remain undeniably tied to that tradition.  Instead of functional chords 

with roots, this passage can best be understood from a contrapuntal perspective, in which 

dissonances function as linear whole-tone neighbor notes to the important structural 

tones, A and E (Fig. 2.2).  Rooted in tonality, this voice leading demonstrates the 

centricity of a primary melodic pitch, E, which is always associated with an A minor 

triad.  In m. 1, E is embellished by its lower and upper neighbors, D and F#, respectively, 

with more emphasis given to the F#, as it is highlighted by an agogic accent and a tenuto 

articulation.    

 

                                                 
4
 Eddy Kwong Mei Chong, ―Contextualizing Ravel's Sonatine,‖ in Music Research: New Directions for a 

New Century, ed. Michael Ewans, Rosalind Halton and John A. Phillips (London: Cambridge Scholars, 

2004), 351.  For a discussion on Eddy Chong‘s analysis on Ravel‘s harmonic language, see chapter 1.  

Another example of a passage involving a whole-tone sequence can be seen in the development of the 

Piano Trio, I, mm. 60-77 (Fig. 2.5). 
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Example 2.1:  Ravel, Piano Trio, I, mm. 1-4 

 

 

Figure 2.2:  Prolongation of E in the principal theme, mm. 1-4 

 

 

The inner voice, A, is placed below the melodic line of the linear analysis for three 

reasons: first, to show the ―root‖ of the underlying harmony, which is obscured by an E 

pedal point in the bass (not shown); second, to demonstrate the whole-tone motive in 

another voice that ascends from A to B (m. 1); and third, to prepare for the compound 

melody that begins at the end of m. 2 with the notes A-B.  At the end of the second 

measure, a skip from D to A occurs in the melody, causing a disjunction from the 

stepwise motion around the central tone.  It is this leap that allows the inner voice, A, to 

play a melodic role in the compound melody. 

Both upper and lower melodic lines present similar motions in a linear reduction.  

In the first appearance of the compound melody (m. 2), A, in the inner voice, becomes a 
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lower neighbor to B, which receives metric and articulated emphasis.  In m. 3, the upper 

voice steps down to D, which is prolonged via its upper neighbor, E.  Notice how the 

opening E-D-E neighbor figure (first three notes in m.1) is inverted in the foreground (D-

E-D, mm. 3-4), while the original motive is echoed at a deeper structural level (E-D-E, m. 

1, m. 3, end of m.4).  A return to the central tone E occurs at the end of m. 4 when an 

arpeggiation descends the octave to E supported by A below.  This octave displacement 

somewhat disguises the overall melodic motion of E-D-E and A-B-A, which is shown in 

its implied register at the end of Fig. 2.2.      

The following phrase produces a similar linear reduction when the violin and 

cello enter with the principal melody over a modified accompaniment (Ex. 2.2, mm. 5-8).  

The piano, still dominated by E pedals, presents two consecutive downbeats on A at the 

beginning of the strings‘ melody (mm. 5-6), marking the first appearance of tonic in the 

bass; this supports the reading that the central tone, E, is harmonically prolonged in the 

movement‘s opening measures by the root of the chord, A (as shown in the linear 

reduction of Fig. 2.1). 
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Example 2.2: Ravel, Piano Trio, I, mm. 5-8 

 

 

As the main melody descends to the lower neighbor, D in m.7, the E pedal returns, de-

emphasizing D‘s structural importance to that of a neighbor embellishment.  

Consequently, D in the melody simultaneously functions as a melodic lower neighbor to 

the central tone, E, as well as a minor seventh above the E pedal, a vertical representation 

of the whole step.   

The second theme (Ex. 2.3, m. 35) highlights the whole-step interaction between 

the notes A-G and E-D in the melody.  An ascending A minor arpeggio in the violin leaps 

up to G, outlining the interval of a minor seventh; the right hand of the piano‘s two-note 

accompaniment inverts this interval into a major second.  An interpretation of how the 

harmony functions in mm. 35-36 hinges on how the melodic note G is construed.  One 

reading could subsume G within the key of A minor via arpeggiation (A-C-E-G), 

essentially creating a seventh chord that is prolonged throughout the violin‘s  
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Example 2.3: Ravel, Piano Trio, I, mm. 35-7 

 

 
 

 

melody (Fig. 2.3A).  This Am7 chord also shows an A minor triad conflated with a C 

major triad—two chords that highlight the tonal trajectory of the first movement (Fig. 

2.3B).
5
  Another interpretation shows the melody oscillating between tonic and dominant 

axes above a sustained A pedal point in the bass of the piano (Fig. 2.3C).   

 

Figure 2.3A:  A minor arpeggiation 

 
 

 

                                                 
5
 Sigrun Heinzelmann analyzes this chord as containing both triads of the double-tonic complex.  

Heinzelmann, ―Sonata Form in Ravel‘s Pre-War Chamber Works‖ (PhD diss., City University of New 

York, 2008), 170-1.    
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Figure 2.3B: A minor and C major triads 

 

  
 

 

Figure 2.3C: Compound melody 

 

 
 

 

Figure 2.3D: Tonal/modal paradigm 

 

 

 

Considering a horizontal or linear reading, as opposed to a vertical or chordal one, 

reveals a compound melody similar to that of the first theme (Fig. 2.2), in which the two 

melodic pitches, A and E, are prolonged by their lower neighbor notes, G and D 

respectively.  Figure 2.3C presents an undulation between tonic and dominant harmonies 

presented through melodic implication.  Here, A minor is established through an 

ascending arpeggio to E, the beginning note of the upper compound melody.  The central 

tone, E, skips to G and D, which belong to the dominant region and function as melodic 
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neighbor notes to A and E; the first G descends an octave to resolve in the original 

register before both voices resolve up a whole step to their original melodic pitches.  The 

tonal/modal paradigm is shown in Fig. 2.3D.  Figure 2.3C underscores the opening 

melodic motion E-D-E (shown in Fig. 2.2) in the foreground with a modified inner voice 

motion, A-G-A.  

The E-D-E melodic line is also represented in the middleground of the second 

theme region (Fig. 2.4).  The central tone, E, is prolonged in mm. 35-36 through its lower 

neighbor, D, in the foreground.  The entrance of the cello in m. 38 establishes D in the 

middleground of the melody, which is prolonged throughout the cello‘s melody and 

following circle-of-fifths progression (mm. 38-43).  E is reinstated as the central tone in 

m. 46, which corresponds with the piano‘s arrival on E in the bass, followed by A in the 

bass (m. 52). 

 

Figure 2.4: Middleground E-D-E motive in the second theme, mm. 35-52 
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Thus, the second theme echoes the E-D-E neighbor-note prolongation on both foreground 

and middleground levels, recalling the whole-step motivic and harmonic construction of 

the first theme. 

 

 

Whole-Step Ambiguity in the Recapitulation 

Evidence of whole-tone activity, either as embellishing neighbor notes to 

structurally more significant pitches within a diatonic key, such as in the first and second 

themes (Figs. 2.2 and 2.3C), or in the form of whole-tone sequences (Fig. 2.1, mm. 13-

18) and the development (Fig. 2.5), continues to resonate throughout the recapitulation.  

Particularly, the recapitulation employs the whole step at three important structural 

junctures.  These moments include the beginning of the recapitulation (m. 77), the arrival 

of the structural dominant (m. 86), and the final cadence to C major (m. 94).    

Figure 2.5 presents a linear analysis of the entire first movement, which shows the 

movement away from A minor beginning in the recapitulation (m. 77).  The first theme 

emerges from the development‘s climax (Ex. 2.4) and is approached via an ascending 

whole-tone segment F-G-A in the lowest voice of the piano (Fig. 2.5, mm. 76-77).  The 

melody emphasizes E above an A minor harmony in m. 77.  However, at the end of this 

measure, tension is created between the central tone, E, and the bass notes A-D 

articulated in the lowest register of the piano.  The upper voices in this passage  

(beginning in m. 77) determine which tonal center is prolonged: the violin, cello and 

 

upper voices of the piano forcefully continue with a ff, accented, high register, tremolo 
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Figure 2.5: Linear analysis of Ravel, Piano Trio, I  

 
 

 

 

version of the first theme on E, declaring A as the supporting harmonic root.  Despite the 

D-A-D bass motion, the melody‘s insistence on E defies the repetitions of the bass.   
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Example 2.4: Ravel, Piano Trio, I, mm. 76-86  
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 Likewise, the second theme in the recapitulation continues to prolong a melodic E 

with the bass a whole step below it (Ex. 2.4, m. 83).  Below the unchanged second theme, 

the piano presents A minor and F major triads stacked in close position above an almost 

inaudible D pedal.  However, it is the constant return to A minor in the melody that 

continues to prolong E as the primary melodic pitch.  The harmonic potential of the bass 

D as a structural harmony is therefore never fully realized, as D never asserts itself as a 

point of arrival due to the strength of the cello‘s melody on E (m. 83).  The strong 

presence of the cello‘s central tone E (m. 83), the relatively weak presentation of bass 

note D (m. 83), and the bass fifth motion to G7 (m. 86), results in the de-emphasis of D 

(m. 83) in the harmonic background.  As such, D in the bass can be interpreted as a sub-

position that enables the bass to move via descending fifth motion to the next important 

harmonic region of the development: the arrival of the first movement‘s structural 

dominant (G7 in m. 86, Fig. 2.5).  Accordingly, G (m. 86) arises in the background as a 

point of significant harmonic support and articulates the whole-step movement between 

the bass note A (at the onset of the recapitulation, Fig. 2.5, m. 77) to G (the structural 

dominant, Fig. 2.5, m. 86) that is crucial to the first movement‘s overall design.   

 The dominant region of the first movement (mm. 86-93) marks the first time in 

the entire movement that the central melodic tone E loses its position in the structural 

background.  In Ex. 2.4, the piano melody prolongs the pitches E and A (circled in score, 

m. 86) like the second theme before it; however, the notes E and A appear without A 

minor harmonic support.   Thus, when the compound piano melody descends to chord 

tones G and D over the dominant bass note, G, in m. 86 the central tone E becomes an 
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upper neighbor to D (Fig. 2.5, m. 86) and the bass A steps down to G in the background.  

The sub-position of G in m. 86 (Ex. 2.4) under the unchanged second theme in the 

piano‘s right hand has significance: G is the structural dominant of the movement and 

asserts harmonic priority over the melody for the first time in the first movement.  As 

such, the melody functions as a 6-5 suspension over the dominant pedal and marks the 

moment where E steps down to D as the central melodic tone in the background (Fig. 2.5, 

further reduced).     

The cadence to C major in m. 94 also creates harmonic ambiguity, although in a 

different way (Ex. 2.5).   

 

Example 2.5: Ravel, Piano Trio, I, mm. 92-6 

 

 

This brief resolution to C in the bass (m. 94), lasting only two measures, features four 

string entrances of the second theme on the pitches A-D-A-D.  The second theme melody 
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in the strings and right-hand of the piano create an added-sixth harmony with the bass.  

The piano‘s D-C-D melody further obscures this harmonic arrival in C major.  The C 

added-six harmony coupled with the prolongation of melodic pitch D creates an aural 

effect in which the resolution to C occurs only in the bass.  Satisfactory establishment of 

C major is further complicated by the brevity of this section and the surprising move to 

Ab major over a C pedal in m. 96 (not shown).  It is not until the principal theme 

reappears in m. 108, firmly situated within C major that the central tone E appears with 

stable harmonic support for the first time in the recapitulation.  As shown in Fig. 2.5, the 

unchanged central tone of the first theme (m. 108) undergoes a subtle transformation 

from its original appearance: the exposition‘s prolongation of E as scale degree 5 in A 

minor becomes scale degree 3 in C major at the close of the first movement. 

 

 

Formal Ambiguity in the Piano Trio 

Formally, Ravel manipulates traditional sonata design expectations in the first 

movement.  Two exceptional areas in this regard are the non-transposed second theme 

region in the exposition and the harmonic sub-position in the recapitulation.  As 

discussed in the harmonic analysis above, the second theme does not modulate to a 

different key area in the exposition and, as a result, replicates the first theme in the 

middleground with the melodic motion E-D-E.  In the first movement of the Piano Trio, 

the E major cadence (Fig. 2.5, m. 28) that prepares the arrival of the second theme, 

establishes the second theme in the same key as the principal theme.  Sigrun 
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Heinzelmann acknowledges the surprise of the home-key second theme area.  Citing 

James Hepokoski and Warren Darcy‘s statement that the medial cadence is 

―metaphorically analogous to the moment of the opening of elevator doors onto a higher 

floor—making S-space possible or opening to the second part of the exposition,‖
6
 

Heinzelmann continues their analogy with regard to Ravel‘s non-transposed medial 

cadence: ―when the elevator doors open, we find ourselves still on the first floor!‖
7
 As a 

result of the non-transposed second theme, an unusual structure arises in which any 

interruption at the background level is avoided (Fig. 2.5).  Instead, E is sustained as the 

primary melodic pitch throughout the exposition.  

In the recapitulation, formal expectations are further thwarted by the ambiguous 

return of the principal theme, as well as the conflicting nature of the bass in relation to the 

implied harmony.  The first theme of the recapitulation (m. 77) arises out of a dense, 

whole-tone sequence from the development (refer to Ex. 2.4 and Fig. 2.5).  Initially, it is 

unclear as to whether this is a true recapitulation or the highpoint of the development 

section.  The dissonant harmony, extended range, and string tremolos in the music of 

mm. 77-81, maintain the musical characteristics of the preceding development section, 

which distracts from the simultaneous return of the first theme in the piano in m. 77 (Ex. 

2.4).  In fact, even the establishment of A minor here is complicated by the sudden 

appearance of a bass D below, as discussed above.   

                                                 
6
 Heinzelmann, ―Sonata Form,‖ 171-2, quoting James Hepokoski and Warren Darcy, Elements of Sonata 

Theory: Norms, Types, and Deformations in the Late-Eighteenth Century Sonata (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2006), 25. 
7
 Ibid. 
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For some analysts, such vague thematic references are not enough to justify a true 

recapitulation.  Arbie Orenstein notes that ―although the recapitulation is intimated, it is 

in fact bypassed.‖
8
  Mark DeVoto perceives a different formal layout, identifying the 

recapitulation in place of the development.  He explains: ―with the second theme thus in 

the main key (bar 35), Ravel offers a sharp contrast with the beginning of the 

development in a remote key, D# minor, at bar 60.  The succession of events soon makes 

it apparent that this is no real development, but rather the actual recapitulation which has 

begun in the ‗wrong‘ key.‖
9
  He supports this reading by interpreting the ―climax of the 

movement‖ in mm. 77-81 (what my analysis calls the recapitulation of the first theme) as 

an expansion of a similar climax in the exposition‘s first theme area (mm. 20-21).  In 

short, DeVoto‘s analysis highlights the recapitulation of the first theme despite the key 

and bypasses a development section altogether, while Orenstein‘s reading bypasses the 

recapitulation.   

 As noted above, Heinzelmann draws on Hepokoski and Darcy‘s sonata rotation 

theory to explain the complicated recapitulation of the principal and second theme in the 

Piano Trio‘s first movement.  As such, she analyzes the form of the movement based on 

rotations, in which the term recapitulation is ―inappropriate‖ for a Type 2 sonata and is 

replaced by the more accurate ―Tonal Resolution.‖
10

   She calls the return of the principal 

theme in A minor (Ex. 2.4, m. 77) a second development climax, where the return of the 

principal theme fails to initiate the tonal return or recapitulation.  Instead, ―Tonal 

                                                 
8
 Orenstein, Ravel, Man and Musician (New York: Dover, 1975), 183.   

9
 Mark DeVoto, ―Harmony in the Chamber Music,‖ in The Cambridge Companion to Ravel, ed. Deborah 

Mawer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 105. 
10

 Heinzelmann, ―Sonata Form,‖ 174-5; Hepokoski , Elements of Sonata Theory, 353. 
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Resolution‖ is achieved with the appearance of the second theme (m. 83), despite the fact 

that the arrival in A minor is compromised by the appearance of a D pedal in the bass and 

subsequent modulation to the relative major (m. 94).  Heinzelmann states: 

The movement‘s formal design as a Type 2 sonata and the tonal trajectory 

of its double-tonic complex are intricately connected. The exposition‘s 

inertia, its refusal to leave the tonic plateau, postpones the motion to C 

major until the second rotation‘s return of S. The Type-2 model is the 

ideal vehicle for merging the developmental function with an unexpected 

tonal resolution: in this movement, a separation between the 

―development‖ and ―recapitulation‖ spaces is not merely ―inappropriate,‖ 

it is impossible.
11

 

 

For Heinzelmann, the development and recapitulation are thus merged into a single 

continuous formal region.  The first movement‘s failure to attain the relative major mode 

in the second theme (from A minor in the first theme to C major in the second) is 

transferred to the fourth movement, where the first movement‘s double-tonic complex 

functions as the minor-mode exposition to the four-movement cycle.
12

  This will be 

discussed in further detail below. 

Arbie Orenstein also notes Ravel‘s innovative employment of classical structures: 

Ravel observed that Mendelssohn‘s Violin Concerto contained an 

outstanding example of the art of making a classical structure.  Pointing to 

the passage following the cadenza in the first movement, he noted how the 

arpeggio figuration in the violin continued unabated, lulling the ear, as it 

were, and before the listener was fully cognizant of what had occurred, the 

recapitulation was already under way.  An analogous melodic deception 

occurs in the first movement of the Sonatine, while in the Trio, the 

recapitulation in the first movement is merely intimated.
13

  

 

                                                 
11

 Heinzelmann, ―Sonata Form,‖ 179. 
12

 Ibid., 162. 
13

 Orenstein, Ravel, Man and Musician, 135n5. 
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Thus, the formal boundaries of the first movement‘s design are equally as perplexing as 

its harmonic language.  Just as the Piano Trio intermingles tonal and nontonal harmony 

within an unconventional background, so too does the form create uncertainty through its 

interesting play on the notion of recapitulation.  These ambiguities raise important 

questions, such as the ones Eddy Chong posed with regard to Ravel‘s Sonatine: ―Is it in 

sonata form, and, is its harmonic language functionally tonal in the classical sense?‖
14

   

 In essence, Ravel reverses conventional sonata expectations by modulating in the 

recapitulation.  The prolongation of a melodic E in the exposition and recapitulation, and 

the subsequent absence of a background interruption, coupled with an ambiguous 

recapitulatory section that modulates to C major, creates contradictory readings.  In a 

more traditional sonata design, an A minor harmony with E in the melodic line unfolds a 

descending 5-line that becomes interrupted at the end of the development; in the 

recapitulation, the 5-line begins again and descends to scale degree 1, remaining in A 

minor throughout.  In Ravel‘s Piano Trio, the central tone E is prolonged throughout the 

exposition, development, and beginning of recapitulation.  It is not until the brief 

recapitulation of the second theme that the melodic line steps down to D (m. 86) before 

returning to E (m. 94).  Figure 2.5, further reduced, then, presents a radical 

reinterpretation of the sonata design, one that plays with the harmonic expectations of a 

minor-mode exposition, on the one hand, and a major-mode 3-line descent on the other.   

                                                 
14

 Chong, ―Contextualizing Ravel‘s Sonatine,‖ 246. 
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The harmonic trajectory of the first movement (i- V/III- III) replicates a minor-

mode sonata exposition.  However, as V of C does not occur in the first movement until 

the end of the recapitulation (m. 86), the location of these key areas suggests a formal 

expansion in which the harmonic design of the minor-mode exposition plays out for the 

duration of the entire first movement.  The following movements play on this notion of 

expanded form (Fig. 2.6).  For example, the perpetual motion of the second movement, 

―Pantoum,‖ reestablishes A minor as the home key and, in fact, reiterates the opening E-

D-E melodic line that was so prevalent in the first movement.  However, the second 

movement quickly moves away from A minor into a dizzying array of key centers, which 

along with the assez vif tempo and advanced bowing techniques, perhaps compensates for 

the brief and unexploited development section of the first movement.  Following the A 

major close of the second movement, the ―Passacaille‖ begins in F# minor.  The cantabile 

melody saturates most of the third movement and offers a reprieve from the heavy 

motivic development and thick textures of its framing movements.  The ―Final‖ 

movement confirms the first movement‘s key with its A major recapitulation of the 

principal theme of the first movement.   
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Figure 2.6: Harmonic trajectory and expanded form in Ravel‘s Piano Trio 

 

Exposition          Development             Recapitulation 

I. Modéré                  II.  Pantoum              III.  Passacaille             IV.  Final 

 

A minor – C major   A minor – A major    F# minor – C# major   A major – A major    

 

         m3                          m3                                  M3 

 

The harmonic layout reveals a third relationship between the beginnings and endings of 

each movement and suggest the reading of an A minor/A major sonata design, which is 

played out in Ravel‘s Piano Trio across all four movements.   

 

 

Conclusion 

Ravel‘s application of the whole-step neighbor figure manipulates harmonic and 

formal expectations at important junctures in the first movement of the Piano Trio.  First 

presented in the melody of the principal theme as a foreground melodic embellishment, 

the whole step permeates various levels of structure, influencing both melodic and 

harmonic activity.  Ultimately, an unusual structural dynamic emerges whereby the 

exposition is cast in a single key and the recapitulation modulates by reharmonizing the 

first and second themes at pitch, essentially reversing traditional sonata expectations.  

Moreover, the prolongation of the home key throughout the entire exposition and delayed 

modulation in the recapitulation implies an expanded form in which the first movement 
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functions as the exposition of a large four-movement sonata design.  The pervasive 

whole-step neighbor motive, E-D-E, can be interpreted as a fragment of the whole-tone 

scale that is observed in sequences and parallel motion throughout the first movement, 

but just as often, it fits within the diatonic framework of A minor/C major.  That E-D-E 

so easily relates to whole-tonal and tonal harmonic procedures in the Piano Trio 

contributes to its overall harmonic ambiguity.  In the background melodic structure of the 

first movement, the E-D-E motive replaces the traditional descent with a neighbor-note 

embellishment, supporting the notion of expanded form in which a true descent is 

delayed until the last movement.   

Ravel‘s near obsessive focus on melody and melodic behavior can be traced back 

to his contrapuntal education.  His teacher, André Gedalge, constantly stressed the 

importance of melody: ―Whatever sauce you put around the melody is a matter of 

taste.‖
15

  In the first movement of the Piano Trio, Ravel‘s fixation on melody not only 

travels from the principal theme to the background harmonic structure, but also 

reinterprets voice-leading principles within a modern, tonal aesthetic.  The whole-step 

motivic unification at a background level perhaps encapsulates Ravel‘s increasing interest 

on melody and the combination of non-tonal elements within a decidedly tonal idiom, a 

harmonic technique prominently featured in the Piano Trio.  Thus, the first movement is 

best understood as a composition that occurs at the turning point between the extended 

whole-tonicity of his early works on the one hand, and the more traditional harmonic 

syntax of his post-war sonatas, on the other.   

                                                 
15

 Ravel, La Revue Musicale (March 1, 1926): 257; cited in Orenstein, Ravel, Man and Musician, 131. 
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Chapter 3 

A New Direction: Harmony in Ravel‘s  

Duo for Violin and Cello 

 

The War Years and Le Tombeau de Couperin (1917) 

The war years represented the most emotionally trying period of Ravel‘s life.  

Deeply worried about his aging mother who had recently fallen ill, he expressed his 

despair in a letter to Maurice Delage on August 4, 1914:  

If you only knew how I am suffering!  If I leave my poor old mama, it 

would surely kill her. . . . Yes, I‘m working; and with an insane certainty 

and lucidity.  But, during this time, the blues are at work too, and suddenly 

I find myself sobbing over my sharps and flats!. . . . This has been going 

on for 4 days, since the tocsin.
1
   

 

This sudden bout of depression deepened as the war progressed and prevented Ravel 

from composing, marking a notable change from his productive pre-war period.  

In 1914, Ravel enrolled in the army as a truck driver with the Thirteenth Artillery 

Regiment and was frequently exposed to hazardous conditions.  Arbie Orenstein notes 

that ―on several occasions near the front at Verdun, Ravel literally came within inches of 

losing his life.‖
 2

  In addition to this stressful occupation, his own health was 

deteriorating.   Suffering from a poor appetite and insomnia, he was diagnosed for 

dysentery and underwent an operation in 1916.  In addition, Ravel‘s mother, to whom he 

was incredibly close, died in1917.   For all these reasons, Ravel found composing 

increasingly arduous during the war years.  He completed only two works between 1914 

                                                      
1
 Arbie Orenstein, ed., A Ravel Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 7. 

2
 Ibid. 
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and 1918: the Trois Chansons for mixed choir in 1915 and Le Tombeau de Couperin in 

1917, though much of the latter work had been composed in 1914.
3
    

In a letter to his friend and student Alexis Roland-Manuel, Ravel expressed his 

frustration with the toll his army duties took on his ability to compose.  On October 1, 

1914, Ravel wrote:  

I‘m also caring for the wounded every week, which is rather engrossing: 

the number, if not the variety of needs which 40 gentlemen can have in the 

course of one night is incredible!  I‘m also writing music: it‘s impossible 

to continue Zazpiak-Bat, the documents having remained in Paris,  It‘s 

delicate to work on La Cloche engloutie — this time I think it really is 

[sunk],
4
 and to complete Vienna, a symphonic poem.   

 

While awaiting the opportunity to resume my old project, Maeterlinck‘s 

Intérieur—a touching effect of the alliance – I have begun 2 series of 

piano pieces (1) a French suite— no, it isn‘t what you think: La 

Marseillaise will not be in it, but it will have a forlane and a gigue; no 

tango, however; (2) a Romantic Night, with spleen, infernal hunt, accursed 

nun, etc.
5
  

 

Of the six compositions listed in his letter, only two, ―a French suite,‖ later titled Le 

Tombeau de Couperin, and Vienna, which became La Valse (1920), were completed, 

demonstrating Ravel‘s inability to compose (for a list of Ravel‘s compositions, see Table 

3.1).  Moreover, both Le Tombeau and La Valse were conceived before the war and both 

reflected a nostalgia for the past.  Stylistically worlds apart, the French eighteenth century 

and Viennese nineteenth century symbolize a ―distancing‖ in Ravel‘s wartime music that 

                                                      
3
 The date on the autograph shows that Ravel began Le Tombeau de Couperin  in July of 1914; Arbie 

Orenstein, Ravel, Man and Musician, (New York: Dover Publications, 1991), 234.   
4
 Noted by Orenstein that ―The Sunken Bell really is sunk.‖ Orenstein, A Ravel Reader, 155. 

5
 Ibid.  
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allowed him to draw from different eras and to allude to earlier models of composition.
6
  

Perhaps it comes as no surprise that Ravel found solace in the distant world of 

eighteenth-century piano music.  In doing so, Ravel was able to move beyond the success 

of his Piano Trio, a success that must have felt impossible to recreate during the war 

years, and to concentrate instead on a new musical aesthetic in Le Tombeau.   

Scott Messing notes that Ravel‘s treatment of the musical past was not unlike that 

of his contemporaries: ―Ravel‘s response to his model [Couperin‘s Forlane from the 

Quatrième concert] resembles the general attitude of his contemporaries towards their 

eighteenth-century tradition to the extent that the most overt sense of similarity derives 

from the recurrence of a rhythmic gesture.‖
7
  In fact, Ravel stated that Le Tombeau was 

indebted ―in reality less to Couperin alone than to French music of the eighteenth 

century,‖
 8

  and this perhaps explains the more general emulation of rhythm, melodic 

contour, texture, and design, despite the specific reference to Couperin in the title.
9
  As 

such, Couperin‘s Quatrième concert and, more generally, pianistic compositions from the 

                                                      
6
 Robert Orledge refers to the notion of distancing in Daphnis et Chloé and Chansons madécasses: ―just as 

his exotic and fairy-tale works were all created from sources he had accumulated in Paris, so Ravel 

distanced himself further from his creations by choosing literary sources from the past as their bases.‖  

Furthermore, he notes that Le Tombeau de Couperin and La Valse ―became inextricably bound up in his 

engagement with cultural ‗otherness.‘‖  Robert Orledge, ―Evocations of Exoticism,‖ in The Cambridge 

Companion to Ravel, ed. Deborah Mawer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 39. 
7
 Scott Messing, ―Neo-Classicism: The Origins of the Term and its Use in the Schoenberg/Stravinsky 

Polemic in the 1920‘s‖ (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 1986), 107-8.  Messing also finds a close 

affinity between the Rigaudon and Rameau‘s Première Tambourin from the Troisième Concert; ibid. 
8
 Maurice Ravel, ―Esquisses autobiographiques,‖ La Revue Musicale (1 December 1938): 17; cited in 

Messing, ―Neo-Classicism,‖ 108. 
9
 Conversely, Martha Hyde picks up on a type of anxiety in Le Tombeau indicative of what Ravel must 

have experienced during the war years.   She analyzes Ravel‘s Le Tombeau as a reverential imitation that 

―follows the classical model with a nearly religious fidelity or fastideousness.‖  This type of modeling, she 

argues, might be due in part to the fact that Ravel was striving to gain creative inspiration by heavily 

leaning on his prototype.  Hyde continues, ―Ravel has updated Couperin‘s theme with the modernisms of 

his impressionist vernacular, above all disrupting the functional norms of tonality.‖  Martha Hyde, 
"Neoclassic and Anachronistic Impulses in Twentieth-Century Music," Music Theory Spectrum 18.2 (Fall 

1996): 206-7. 
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eighteenth century, provided Ravel with an opportunity to experiment within a specific 

idiom and encouraged him to combine inspiration from historic sources with his 

individual harmonic language.   

One of the remarkable attributes of Ravel‘s Le Tombeau was its marked 

―economy of means,‖
10

 an intentional editing of a composition that came to dominate 

musical styles in the years following the war.  It was referred to as the style dépouillé, ―a 

style stripped to essentials.‖
11

  In fact, the simplification of texture and the consequent 

exposure of melody and counterpoint in Le Couperin anticipates the better-known 

neoclassicism of the 1920s.  For this reason, Ravel was often acknowledged, along with 

Debussy, to be one of the leaders in this new manner of composition.  Messing states, 

―Debussy‘s last sonatas and Ravel‘s Trio and Le Tombeau de Couperin encouraged a few 

writers to place them in the vanguard.‖
12

  But, with the upheavals brought on by the war 

and the changing face of the musical avant-garde, Ravel‘s insecurity grew to an intense 

level.  In a comment he made shortly after completing Le Tombeau, he stated: 

I have failed in my life… I am not one of the great composers.  All the 

great [composers] have produced enormously.  There is everything in their 

work: the best and the worst, but there is always quantity.  But I have 

written relatively very little… and at that, I did it with a great deal of 

difficulty.  I did my work slowly, drop by drop.  I have torn all of it out of 

me by pieces… and now I cannot do any more and it does not give me any 

pleasure.
13

   

                                                      
10

 In a conversation with Manuel Rosenthal about Puccini‘s Tosca, Ravel stated, ―this is exactly what I did 

with Le Tombeau de Couperin: this economy of means by which two solo instruments in Puccini‘s 

orchestra produce such an impact – that is the mark of a great artist.‖  Ravel, ―France Culture,‖ interview 

with Remy Stricker; cited in Nichols, Ravel Remembered, 110. 
11

 Roger Nichols, The Harlequin Years: Music in Paris, 1917-1929 (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2002), 216.   
12

 Messing, ―Neo-Classicism,‖159-60.  
13

 Ravel, 1917 letter to Claude Delvincourt, cited in Victor Seroff, Maurice Ravel (NY: Henry Holt and 

Company, 1953), 207.  See Table 3.1 for a list of Ravel‘s works. 
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Post-War Paris and the ―Anti-Ravel Movement‖ 

In the years following the completion of Le Tombeau, several events precipitated 

major changes in the Parisian musical scene and, consequently, Ravel‘s professional 

position within it.  In November 1918, the Allied powers came to an armistice with 

Germany, ending nearly four years of warfare that changed the face of Europe.  Shortly 

before the war ended, ―as Paris was being bombarded by Big Berthe, the German‘s long-

range supergun,‖ Debussy died and was ―seen as part of France‘s national sacrifice.‖
14

  

With one of France‘s most prominent composers gone, ―Ravel was surely a principal 

candidate to fill the lacunae left by Debussy.‖
15

  Many critics were preoccupied with 

identifying a composer that represented the new, French post-war spirit.  As Messing 

notes, ―the problem for critics who were responsive to French music was not to find a 

rationalization for describing it in arguably vague terms, but to determine which 

composer to celebrate as it leader.‖
16

  Ravel‘s ambivalence towards leadership, his close 

affiliation with classical antecedents, and his reluctance to shock audiences prevented 

him from becoming such a leader.  Moreover, the disappearance of Les Apaches, a 

consistent support-group in Ravel‘s pre-war career that ―played the role of a protective 

and beneficial silken cocoon,‖
17

 left him feeling isolated from the progressive and 

outspoken voices of the new avant-garde, Les Six.  With the scandalous premiere of 

                                                      
14

 Barbara Kelly, ―Ravel after Debussy: Inheritance, Influences and Style,‖ in Berlioz and Debussy:  

Sources, Contexts and Legacies: Essays in honour of François Lesure, ed. Barbara Kelly and  

Kerry Murphy (London: Ashgate, 2007), 167. 
15

 Ibid. 
16

 Messing, ―Neo-Classicism,‖ 159. 
17

 Emile Vuillermoz, ―L‘Oeuvre de Maurice Ravel,‖ Ravel par quelques-uns de ses familiers (Paris, 1939), 

33; translated by Jann Pasler, ―A Sociology of the Apaches: ‗Sacred Battalion‘ for Pelléas,‘‖ in Berlioz and 

Debussy, 165-66.   
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Satie‘s Parade in 1917, the publication of Jean Cocteau‘s book Le Coq et l’Arlequin in 

1918, and the increasing attention devoted to Stravinsky in the early twenties, Ravel was 

displaced in post-war Parisian musical culture, which only increased his anxiety towards 

composition.  Ravel‘s pupil Roland-Manuel referred to this post-war period as the ―Anti-

Ravel movement.‖
18

   

Not surprisingly, reception of Ravel‘s music after the war was mixed.  For 

instance, when Ravel made his first post-war public appearance at a concert featuring Le 

Tombeau de Couperin in 1919, the audience gave a standing ovation, encouraging 

Marguerite Long to encore the entire suite again.  Another positive reception occurred in 

1920 when Egon Wellesz claimed that Le Tombeau demonstrated ―a wonderful clarity… 

a new classicism, a harmonious balance between form and content which can only be 

formed among Latin people without having the stamp of academicism.‖
19

  But for many 

post-war musicians, particularly the next generation of composers, the music of Debussy 

and Ravel represented an outmoded aesthetic that no longer resonated with their desire 

for a modern and progressive art.  Musicians looked for a composer to meet their 

progressive tastes.  Unfortunately, Ravel‘s first composition following Le Tombeau was 

La Valse, a choreographic poem emulating the style of Johann Strauss Jr.  To the French 

cultural elites, ―nineteenth-century German romantics had absolutely no place in the 

health of post-war French aesthetics.‖
20

  Despite Ravel‘s own interpretation of the waltz, 

                                                      
18

 Alexis Roland-Manuel, ―Les Six devant Ravel,‖ unpublished typescript, (BNF Mus, 4 Vm˚, Pièce 369, c. 

1925), 1; cited in Kelly, ―Ravel after Debussy,‖ 170. 
19

 Egon Wellesz, ―Maurice Ravel,‖ Anbruch (October 1920), 546; cited in Messing, ―Polemic as History: 

The Case of Neoclassicism,‖ The Journal of Musicology 9 (Fall 1991): 485.  
20

 Messing, ―Neo-Classicism,‖ 264. 
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critics were unforgiving towards his reincarnation of German romantic music, a trait that 

confirmed for progressive composers that Ravel was a reinventer of the past and a 

composer of ―gaudy romanticism.‖
21

   

Instead, the scandalous reception and extreme simplicity of Satie‘s Parade (1917) 

found a warm reception with many young composers, particularly Les Six.  With their 

relentless search for a modern music and a thirst for scandal, Les Six was more interested 

in the immediacy of art rather than its tradition.  In their desire for a new style of 

composition, they turned their back on Ravel, as well as other composers recognized for 

their pre-war achievements.  For Les Six, ―Satie alone received praise‖
22

 and they lashed 

out at Ravel, who they regarded with disdain for his old-fashioned, ―arty,‖ ―excessively 

refined,‖ and derivative style. 
23

  Les Six particularly criticized Ravel for his reliance on 

the past.  A comment from Georges Auric reflects the common opinion of neoclassicism, 

in which ―the term had the pejorative implication of ‗fatigued and impractical forms.‘‖
24

  

These sentiments were echoed in the press as well.  Leigh Henry, a writer for the 

Chesterian, stated that the ―anemic neoclassicism of Le Tombeau de Couperin threatens 

to become the musical tomb of Ravel,‖
 25

 an attitude that, according to Messing, ―was by 

no means an uncommon polemic, although certainly Jean Cocteau was primarily 

                                                      
21

 Ibid., 162-3. 
22

 Paul Griffiths, "Les Six," Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, accessed September 5, 2008 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/25911. 
23

 Messing, ―Neo-Classicism,‖ 217-9.   
24

 Messing, ―Polemic as History,‖ 489. 
25

 Leigh Henry, ―London Letter,‖ Chesterian (January 1921); cited in Messing, ―Polemic as History,‖ 488.  
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responsible for shifting critical approval away from the composers‖ of the pre-war 

neoclassical style.
26

   

After the premiere of Parade, Jean Cocteau established himself as the leader of 

Les Six.  The publication of his booklet, Le Coq et l’Arlequin (1918), demonstrated his 

enthusiasm for Satie and criticized the pre-war giants of Wagner, Debussy, and 

Stravinsky.  Accordingly, Ravel‘s return to composition after the war coincided with a 

new movement in which Satie, Les Six, and Cocteau—the leaders in post-war music 

circles—looked to a simpler style and, more importantly, one that differentiated itself 

from the pre-war era.  Roland-Manuel notes that ―as is natural they [the young people] 

were concerned less with the dead than the living and less with the famous old generation 

than the men in the prime of age and talent…their rival designate just had to be a 

musician who was rising to fame, still young and capable of new tours de forces.  

Maurice Ravel was precisely this musician.‖
27

  

Thus the post-war musical environment was challenging for Ravel.  Aside from 

Le Tombeau de Couperin, his most successful works were completed before the war.  

Table 3.1 lists Ravel‘s compositions before and after the war showing that he produced 

nearly half as many works following the war than he did in his more productive pre-war 

period.  After the war, Ravel was confronted with a musical avant-garde that followed a 

―new simplicity,‖
28

 divorced from references to the past.  Composers searched for new 

                                                      
26

 Messing, ―Polemic as History,‖ 489. 
27

 Roland-Manuel, ―Les Six devant Ravel,‖ 1; cited in Kelly, ―Ravel after Debussy,‖ 170. 
28

 The phrase ―new simplicity‖ was coined by Jean Cocteau in numerous accounts when referring to the 

music of Satie.  See, for instance, Jean Cocteau, ―Fragments d‘une conférence sur Erik Satie,‖ La Revue 

Musicale (March 1924): 223; cited in Messing, ―Neo-Classicism,‖ 164.  However, ―simplicity‖ was also 
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trends that represented the post-war climate in which scandal, immediacy, and 

progressive thinking were elevated at the expense of compositional and artistic 

predecessors.  In a letter to Ida Godebska, Ravel expressed his discomfort: ―I‘m feeling 

rather out of sorts, and sleeping less and less.  No doubt my morale has a lot to do with 

it.‖
29

  Obviously affected by the constant criticism of his contemporaries, Ravel became 

self-conscious about keeping up with modern trends while still being true to his personal 

style.  As a result, ―Ravel listened a great deal, absorbed, and composed with 

difficulty.‖
30

  The Sonata pour Violon et Violoncelle, also referred to as the Duo, 

represents Ravel‘s first post-war composition that demonstrates his attempt to adapt to 

the new compositional trends of the 1920s.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                              
used with regard to Ravel‘s music by his supporters such as Louis Durey, ―Maurice Ravel,‖ The Chesterian 

13 (Feburary 1921), 422-26 and Roland-Manuel, ―Les Six devant Ravel,‖ 3; cited in Kelly, ―Ravel after 

Debussy,‖ 169 and 171. 
29

 Ravel, letter to Ida Godebska 15 January 1920; cited in Orenstein, A Ravel Reader, 196.   
30

 Ibid., 9. 
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Table 3.1 List of Ravel‘s compositions before and after the war 

Title Voice 

and 

Piano 

Voice 

and 

Chamber/ 

Orchestra 

Solo 

Piano 

Chamber Orchestra/ 

Ballet 

Opera  

Ballade de la Reine morte 

d'aimer 

1893       

Sérénade grotesque   1893     

Un Grand Sommeil noir 1895       

Menuet antique   1895     

Sites auriculaires (2 

pianos) 

   1895-97    

Sainte 1896       

Sonata for Violin and 

Piano 

   1897    

Chanson du rouet 1898       

Si morne! 1898       

Ouverture de Shéhérazade     1898   

Epigrammes de Clément 

Marot 

1896-99       

Pavane pour une Infante 

défunte 

  1899     

Jeux d'eau   1901     

String Quartet    1902-03    

Manteau de fleurs 1903       

Shéhérazade 1903 1903      

Sonatine    1903-5     

Miroirs    1904-5 1906/18    

Cinq Mélodies populaires 

grecques 

1904-6   1904    

Noëls des jouets 1905 1905      

Introduction et Allegro    1906    

Histoires natuerlles 1906       

Vocalise-Etude en forme 

de Habanera 

1907       

Les Grands Vents venus 

d'outremer 

1907       

Sur l'herbe 1907       

Rapsodie espagnole     1907-08   

L'Heure espagnole      1907-

9 

 

Gaspard de la nuit   1908     

Ma Mère l'Oye     1908-10 1911   
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Table 3.1 (continued) 

Menuet sur le nom 

d'Haydn 

  1909     

Tripatos 1909       

Chants populaires 1910    1923-24   

Valses nobles et 

sentimentales 

  1911  1912   

Daphnis et Chloé     1909-12   

Trois Poèmes de Stéphane 

Mallarmé 

1913 1913      

Prélude    1913     

A la manière de …    1913     

Deux Mélodies hébraïques 1914    1919   

Trio (piano, violin, cello)    1914    

Total before the war: 48 18 3 11 8 7 1  

Trois Chansons  1914-15   1914-15    

Le Tombeau de Couperin   1914-7  1919   

Frontispice     1918    

La Valse    1919  1919-20*   

Duo for Violin and Cello    1920-22    

Bercuese sur le nom de 

Gabriel Fauré 

   1920-22    

Ronard à son âme 1923-24   1935**    

Tzigane--Rapsodie de 

Concert  

   1924 1924   

L'Enfant et les sortilèges: 

Fantaisie Lyrique en deux 

parties 

1920-25     1920-

25 

 

Chansons madécasses                                            

(voice, flute, cello and 

piano) 

1926   1925-26    

Rêves  1927       

Sonata for Violin and 

Piano 

   1923-27    

L'Eventail de Jeanne    1929 1927   

Boléro    1929 1928   

Concerto pour la main 

gauche 

    1929-30   

Concerto pour piano et 

orchestre 

    1929-31   

Don Quichotte à Dulcinée 1932-33    1932-33   

Total after the war:27 6 0 2 10 8 1  

*conceived 14 years before the war      **dedicated by Ravel to Manuel Rosenthal 
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Ravel‘s New Approach in the Duo 

Ravel‘s focus on chamber music after the war marks a departure from his 

predominantly vocal and solo piano compositions before the war (Table 3.1).  Nichols 

notes that perhaps Ravel‘s ―own experiences at the front…like so many men who saw its 

horrors,‖ made him ―reluctant to speak in the language of words.‖
31

  This turn towards 

instrumental compositions began with the Duo, which Ravel started composing in 1920 

and completed a year and a half later.  Melodic and harmonic analysis reveals that while 

Ravel adapted new, post-war compositional styles, he engaged with them selectively and 

conservatively.  Supporting this notion is the rather straightforward employment of 

sonata form in the first movement.  Unlike the Piano Trio, which presented an unusual 

first-movement design, the form of the Duo is relatively conventional and displays little 

manipulation.    

Under scrutiny from Les Six, Ravel‘s Duo attempted to break away from the 

negative connotations associated with his pre-war compositions and the apparent ―gaudy 

romanticism‖
32

 of La Valse.  According to Victor Seroff, the Duo was ―intended to prove 

to The Six that he was far from the vieux jeux [old-fashioned] they thought him to be.‖
33

  

By stripping down textures and exposing dissonance, Ravel‘s Duo represents a 

significant departure from the lush textures and harmony of the Piano Trio.  Aware of this  

new approach to composition, Ravel stated: 

I believe that this Sonata marks a turning point in the evolution of my 

career.  In it, thinness of texture is pushed to the extreme.  Harmonic 

                                                      
31

 Nichols, The Harlequin Years, 226. 
32

 Messing, ―Neo-Classicism,‖ 163. 
33

 Seroff, Maurice Ravel, 227. 
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charm is renounced, coupled with an increasingly conspicuous reaction in 

favor of melody.
34

  

 

Ravel‘s emphasis on melody in the Piano Trio continued to evolve and take precedence 

over harmonic thinking in the Duo.  In fact, melody is the most exposed and extreme 

element of the Duo.  In this respect, Ravel‘s linear approach in the Piano Trio perhaps 

anticipated this post-war style.  However, young composers during the 1920s were 

interested in a more radical aesthetic and Ravel‘s unwillingness to abandon traditional 

conceptions of counterpoint, coupled with the employment of a conventional formal 

design, distanced him from the new avant-garde.   

Though few detailed analyses of the Duo exist, the characteristics of the music are 

often mentioned in general terms.  For instance, analysts refer to the Duo‘s overall 

―austere‖ or ―mechanistic‖ textures,
35 

the coherence of form (especially in the first 

movement), and its general ―bitonal‖ harmonic language.
36

  In contrast, Elliott 

                                                      
34

 Roland-Manuel, ―Une Esquisse autobiographique de Maurice Ravel,‖ La Revue musicale (December 

1938): 17-23; cited in Orenstein, A Ravel Reader, 32. 
35

 Mark DeVoto refers to ―intensity and austerity‖ in ―Harmony in the Chamber Music,‖ in The Cambridge 

Companion to Ravel, ed. Deborah Mawer, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 107-12.  

Deborah Mawer relates Ravel‘s influence and fascination with Cubism, ―objectified craftsmanship,‖ and 

the ―machinist phenomenon,‖ which was indeed heightened by his father‘s employment as an engineer in 

factories, to Ravel‘s compositional style, including the ―mechanistic facility‖ of the Duo; Mawer, ―Musical 

Objects and Machines,‖ ibid., 47-67. 
36

 Many refer to a ―bi-tonality,‖ ―poly-tonality‖ or ―nontonality‖ in the Duo.  See for instance, DeVoto, 

―Harmony in the Chamber Music,‖ Orenstein, A Ravel Reader, and Elliott Antokoletz, ―Polymodal 

Chromaticism in Ravel's Sonate pour violon et violoncello," Ravel Studies, ed. Peter Kaminsky, (Rochester: 

Rochester University Press, forthcoming).  More generally, others refer to Ravel‘s late style as ―bi-tonal‖ 

including, Roger Nichols, The Harelquin Years, Marcel Marnat, Ravel: souvenirs de Manuel Rosenthal, 

(Paris: Hazan, 1995),  Gerald Larner, Maurice Ravel, (London: Phaiden, 1996)  and Vladimir Jankélévitch, 

Ravel, (New York: Grove Press, 1959).  Alternatively, other theorists note Ravel‘s tonal characterstics in 

his late compositions, including Eddy Chong, ―Extending Schenker's Neue Musikalische Theorien und 

Phantasien: Towards a Schenkerian Model for the Analysis of Ravel's Music‖ (PhD diss., University of 

Rochester, 2002), Philip Wade Russom, ―A Theory of Pitch Organization for the Early Works of Maurice 

Ravel‖ (PhD diss., Yale University, 1985), Peter Kaminsky, ―Ravel‘s Late Music and the Problem of 

‗Polytonality,‘‖ Music Theory Spectrum 26, no. 2 (Fall 2004): 237-64,  and Sigrun Heinzelmann, ―Sonata 

Form in Ravel‘s Pre-War Chamber Works‖ (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2008).    
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Antokoletz offers a detailed exploration of how the opening ostinato motive represents a 

diatonic starting point for the first movement that systematically expands from diatonic to 

more chromatic sonorities in cycles.
37

  The exposed contrapuntal lines of the Duo fuse 

simple modal melodies into a dissonant context, which shocked some contemporary 

critics ―by what they referred to as a "massacre" because of its supposed abundance of 

‗wrong notes.‘‖
38

  The dissonance of the counterpoint has led modern analysts to place 

the haromy of the Duo within a bi- or poly- chordal context.
39

  In an article on Ravel‘s 

late harmonic style, Peter Kaminsky responds to the increasingly vague use of the term 

―polytonal‖ in relation to Ravel‘s late works.
40

  In place of poly- or bi- tonality, 

Kaminsky develops a twofold method for contextualizing Ravel‘s small and large-scale 

dissonance within a local and global tonality.  Kaminsky argues that most of Ravel‘s 

harmonies can be interpreted as monotonal, where the bass absorbs most of the local 

upper-voice dissonance.  However, strong dissonance or independence between musical 

lines can result in a dual pitch organization.  In this case, two tonalities co-exist based on 

textural factors and usually align with structurally important regions within the form.   

Drawing on Kaminsky‘s analytical method, I interpret the harmonic language in 

the first movement of the Duo within a monotonal framework, in which most dissonances 

function as double inflections (such as the simultaneous presentation of the chordal fifth 

                                                      
37

 Antokoletz relates Ravel‘s chromatic language of the Duo to two influences, the opera, L’Enfant et les 

Sortilèges that he wrote concurrently, and the influence of contemporaneous harmonic practices as seen in 

the music of Bartók: Antokoletz, ―Polymodal Chromaticism.‖ 
38
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40
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and flattened fifth or octave and diminished octave) to consonant chord tones.  A close 

look at particular moments in the first movement reveals that even dissonant passages, 

such as the transition to the second theme (mm. 47-60) and development (mm. 112-36), 

function within a monotonal system, while the recapitulation of the second theme (m. 

229), typically a harmonically stable region within the sonata design, requires dual pitch 

organization.   

 

Monotonality in the Exposition 

The movement opens with an A minor/major arpeggiating ostinato in the violin.  

The semitone difference between the ascending minor and descending major triads 

initiates the potential for double-inflected thirds, the ―wrong pitches‖ that become more 

significant as the movement progresses (Ex. 3.1).   

 

Example 3.1: Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 1-12  
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The triadic violin ostinato supplies static harmony to the cello‘s modal melody in m. 6 

that begins in A pentatonic or aeolian and becomes A Dorian with the addition of F# in 

m. 11.
41

  

With the appearance of the first transition theme (mm. 30-46) the music becomes 

more dissonant.  The opening A minor/major ostinato mutates to an ascending G 

minor/descending G# diminished triad beginning in m. 30 (Ex. 3.2).    

 

Example 3.2: Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 30-3 

 

 

Antokoletz remarks that this moment indicates ―the first real chromatic semitone of the 

piece,‖ drawing the music into a ―complete octatonic complex.‖
42

  However, a tonal 

interpretation is also possible if one accounts for a primary and secondary organization of 

the musical lines.  The cello‘s transition theme, seemingly in C major, clashes with the 

violin‘s G minor/G# diminished triads above.  The resulting minor thirds, G-Bb and G#-

                                                      
41

 Antokoletz refers to the thickening of pitch collections, in which the ostinato remains fixed while the 

cello expands its range from pentatonic in m. 6 (A-C-D-E-G) to six notes with the addition of F# in m. 11 

(A-C-D-E-F#-G),and finally to seven notes in m. 16 (A-B-C-D-E-F#-G), essentially filling in a diatonic 

scale; Antokoletz, ―Polymodal Chromaticism.‖ 
42

 Ibid. Antokoletz also argues that the opening Am/AM ostinato only insinuates octatonic-1, while its 

transposition to Dm/DM provides a gapped presentation of octatonic-0.  With the first transition theme, 

mm. 30-7, the remaining octatonic collection, octatonic-2, is presented, thus becoming increasingly 

chromatic. 
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B, play on the opening minor/major ostinato accompaniment.  Although the ostinato 

creates instability and dissonance when set against the transition theme, the cello‘s 

melody assumes the primary harmonic role in this passage, and thus assimilates the 

clashing dissonances of the ostinato within the context of C major.
43

  

The angular melodic line of the second transition theme (mm. 47-61), 

distinguishes itself from the preceding scalar and triadic music.       

 

Example 3.3: Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 47-61  

 

 

The disjunct theme, first presented in the cello (m. 47-52), is accompanied by the 

conjunct motion of an ascending and descending G phrygian scale in the violin.  In the 

consequent phrase (mm. 52-61) the instruments switch roles, in which the violin presents 

the angular theme and the cello performs the arpeggiations on a G pedal point.  Mark 

                                                      
43

 The consequent transition phrase, mm. 39-46 (not shown), similarly functions within a monotonal 

framework in which the violin repeats the preceding cello melody a tritone higher on F# while the ostinato 

motive is replaced with the cello in close canon with the violin. 
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DeVoto analyzes this passage from an atonal perspective, in which there are ―nine pitch-

classes in twelve notes.‖
44

  Similarly, Antokoletz observes that this passage compresses 

two interlocking pentatonic scales (G-F-D-C-Bb and Ab-F#-[ ]-C#-B), offering ―a more 

local chromatic integration.‖
45

  However, this second transition theme (mm. 47-61), 

which represents the most dissonant melodic line thus far, ironically coincides with the 

most functional harmony in the movement: an implied dominant pedal.  The two 

instruments share a strong centricity around the note G: the cello melody of the second 

transition theme begins and ends on G, which is supported by the G-phyrgian scale in the 

first phrase of the violin (mm. 47-51), and this is followed by the cello‘s G pedal in the 

second phrase (mm. 52-61).  The linear reduction in Fig. 3.1 demonstrates how the 

dissonances of the second transition theme function as chromatic upper neighbor notes 

that have been registrally displaced within an octave scale on G.   

 

Figure 3.1: Monotonal reading of second transition theme, Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 52-61  

 

                                                      
44

 DeVoto, ―Harmony in the Chamber Music,‖108. 
45
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The melodic emphasis on G allows the dissonance of this transition theme to be absorbed 

by the structural bass arrival on G (Ex. 3.3, m. 47); this is especially true of the second 

phrase (mm. 52-61), where G appears on the downbeat of every measure. 

Similarly, G is prolonged as the pedal point in the cello of the following phrase 

(mm. 61-67).   

 

Example 3.4: Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 61-9  

 

 

Here, the prominent G bass absorbs the dissonance of the inner voices, where pitches 

such as Eb and C# move smoothly to surrounding G major chord tones.  Like the 

chromatic neighbor notes in the second transition theme (Fig. 3.1), the cello‘s 

dissonances in mm. 52-61 and mm. 61-67 function as neighbor notes that surround 

members of the G major triad (Fig. 3.2).  The figured bass below Fig. 3.2 demonstrates 

how chord tones 3 and 5 are decorated by upper and lower neighbor tones, albeit, 

somewhat unsynchronized.   
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Figure 3.2:  G pedal point in exposition, Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 52-67  

 

 

Thus, the dissonances presented in the exposition are contextualized within prevailing 

localized key centers, in which double inflections are absorbed by the reigning tonalities 

A minor (mm. 1-29) and G major (mm. 30-67). 

 

 

Motonality in the Development 

 The development begins with the opening ostinato alternating between C major 

and minor triads (m. 105).  A new theme is introduced in B minor (m. 113), followed by 

two transposed appearances (mm. 121-27 and mm. 128-35) as shown in Ex. 3.5.  

Although these three phrases increase in dissonance, each functions within a monotonal 

system.  For instance, the violin‘s ―exclusively diatonic‖
46

 melody in the first phrase 

(mm. 113-20) prolongs B minor.  The bass notes in Fig. 3.3A are suggestive of a i-V6/5-i 

progression.  In the music, however, the notes of the ―dominant‖ chord actually spell an  

                                                      
46

 Antokoletz, ―Polymodal Chromaticism.‖ 
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Example 3.5: Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 113-35   

 

A# minor chord, Fig. 3.3B.  As such, a double inflection occurs between the notes E# in 

the cello and E natural in the violin (Fig. 3.3B).  As the violin continues its melody in B 

minor, the cello moves to C# minor with bass notes G#-C#, spelled as an altered 

dominant, g# , to I (mm. 119-20), setting up the development theme‘s second phrase. 

 

 

 

 

 

1st phrase 

2nd  phrase 

3rd phrase 

To climax in C major 
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Figure 3.3A: Implied harmony of cello accompaniment, Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 113-20 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3B: Actual harmony of first development phrase, Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 113-20 

 

 

The melody of the following cello phrase (Ex. 3.5, mm. 121-127) consists 

primarily of notes in the c#7 chord.  Unlike the first phrase of the development, however, 

the violin accompaniment brings back the ostinato in the key region of G major/G minor.  

This is much more dissonant than the first phrase as there are several semitone clashes 

between the two lines (G-G#, D-C#, B-Bb), yet these dissonances do not demand a dual 

organization for several reasons.  As the development‘s new theme races by en animant, 

the listener‘s attention is focused on the melody, pushing the well-established ostinato 

(beginning in m. 120) into the background.  The intertwined range of the instruments 
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makes separation of individual keys difficult to perceive and the short, fast phrase allows 

little time to assimilate the dissonant colorations.  Furthermore, whereas the first phrase 

presented a stable B minor melody, oscillating between tonic and ―dominant‖ harmonies 

that were supported by the cello (mm. 113-20), the ostinato the second phrase (mm. 121-

7) can be easily interpreted as a modification of the first phrase.
47

  That is, the dissonance 

of the ostinato in G major/minor is subsumed within the key of C# Phrygian as an altered 

―dominant,‖ rendering it maximally dissonant. 

 

Figure 3.4: Harmony of the development‘s second phrase, Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 121-7 

 

  

Following the second phrase, the third (Ex. 3.5, mm. 128-35) is considerably 

more consonant.  The harmony of this phrase can be explained within the context of a 

single key, and in this respect, it resembles the first; however, unlike the first phrase, the 

key is never realized.  The violin melody (m. 128) features a lowered fifth in the 

ascending arpeggiation (F#-A-C-E).  As such, the entire melody becomes 

recontextualized from its previous statements.  In the first two presentations of the 

                                                      
47

 Antokoletz notes this tritone contrapuntal transposition of the development theme on C# and ostinato on 

G.  He analyzes the theme itself as an octatonic 2 collection that unfolds over the octatonic ostinato in C# 

phyrgian, which produces 10 out of the 12 pitch classes; Antokoletz, ―Polymodal Chromaticism.‖   
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development theme, the initial arpeggiation is interpreted as the key of the phrase, which 

is supported in the accompaniment by implied tonic and dominant or altered dominant 

chords.  By altering the opening arpeggiation in the third phrase to a half diminished 

seventh triad, the phrase begins with an unstable sonority that is impossible to perceive as 

a tonic chord.  Like the first phrase, the ambiguity of the third offers more than one 

possible interpretation (Refer to Ex. 3.5). 

The violin‘s ascending F#  chord could function as ii  in E major, which 

moves to an implied V (m. 129), then I via a passing note to G# (  of E, m. 129).  

Alternatively, the harmony could move directly from ii  (m. 128) to I (m. 129) as it 

does in the following two measures (mm. 128-33, Fig. 3.5A).   

 

Figure 3.5A:  Harmonic implications of development‘s third phrase, Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 

128-33  

 

 

The cello alternates between dominant and tonic harmonies (as seen in line 1 below the 

staff, Fig. 3.5B) or as dominant eleventh chords, as a result of combining the violin and 

cello notes, to tonic (shown in line 2, Fig. 3.5B).  Yet another interpretation could 

incorporate all of the violin‘s pitches as an expansion of a dominant chord provided by 
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the cello, in which the note G# is construed as the thirteenth above B, thus combining the 

dominant seventh chord (B-D#-F#-A) with its tonic (E-G#-B) as shown in Fig. 3.5C.   

 

Figure 3.5B:  Harmonic implications of development‘s third phrase with cello 

accompaniment, Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 128-33 

 

 

3.5C: Dominant thirteenth chord 

 

 

Regardless of which interpretation one favors, it is clear that various tonal implications 

are embedded within the dissonance of this phrase.  The implied dominant-tonic function 

of the cello incorporates the violin‘s dissonances into the domain of E (V/Am).   
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The cello, however, does not cadence in the anticipated key of E major, the 

dominant of the movement‘s A minor home key, at the start of the next phrase (m. 136).  

Instead, the phrase moves toward another climax that prolongs C major, like that of the 

first climax (mm. 93-100).  The remainder of the development prolongs C major and 

concludes with tritone dominant-tonic alternations (mm. 172-5).  Accordingly, C major 

frames the development section, in which a new theme is developed over three phrases. 

 

Figure 3.6: Tonal trajectory of the development, Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 105-75    

 

      

Despite the prominent dissonances of the development theme, all three phrases locally 

conform to their respective monotonal key centers (B minor (m. 113), C# minor (m. 121), 

and B major (m. 128)) while prolonging C major on a background level.  

 

 

Dual Pitch Organization in the Recapitulation of the Second Theme 

In the recapitulation, the principal theme returns in A minor with a modified C 

major/A minor ostinato (m. 176).  The second theme, however, is not as straightforward.  
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Beginning in m. 229, the second theme returns untransposed in the violin but with a 

modified cello accompaniment (Ex. 3.6).   

 

Example 3.6: Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 229-41  

 

 

The cello‘s strummed chords on the downbeat of every other measure imply a tonic-

dominant function in C major, though, like previous implications of a seemingly tonal 

bass line, the notes stacked above the bass do not function in the same way. 

Beginning in m. 231, the lowest cello pitches imply C major, the anticipated key of the 

exposition‘s second theme, with I-V alterations every other measure.  However, the 

initial pizzicato chord is actually a first inversion Am7 chord that alternates with its first 

inversion minor dominant.  The A minor chords recall the opening key of the movement.  

Similarly, the minor dominant chords evoke the modal ambiguity that is so prevalent 

throughout the first movement, particularly with regard to the ostinato.  Harmonic 
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ambiguity of the second theme area in the recapitulation produces more than one possible 

interpretation and, in this case, a potential dual pitch organization.  This ambiguity further 

complicates the harmonic discourse of the movement. 

In the recapitulation, the second theme appears with the principal theme‘s ostinato 

for the first time in the movement.  Providing the accompaniment to the violin‘s D dorian 

melody, the cello‘s ostinato is considerably more complicated than its previous 

appearances in the movement as it now fluctuates between major, minor, and diminished 

arpeggiations.  The pizzicato chords of the cello simultaneously imply C major with 

alternations between the lowest notes, C and G, while sounding the key of the movement, 

A minor, in the inner voices.  This has led theorists to describe mm. 229-41 as polytonal.  

In DeVoto‘s analysis, he states that the second theme in the exposition is ―easily 

recognized in C major.‖
48

  In the recapitulation, however, he states that ―C major is 

attenuated and varied by combination with the opening accompaniment pattern, freely 

moving among distantly related triads in the bass, forming polychordal harmony with the 

well-established C major above.‖
49

  It is indeed true that more than one possible tonic is 

in dialogue during this section, though polychordal does not fully grasp the significance 

of these suggested harmonies.  Instead, Kaminsky‘s dual pitch organization better 

explains the events of the recapitulation of the second theme.   

The motivic content of mm. 229-41 (Ex. 3.6) includes the ostinato in the cello and 

the second theme in the violin.  Due to the separate presentations of each musical idea 

                                                      
48

DeVoto, ―Harmony in the Chamber Music,‖ 108.  Antokoletz analyzes the second theme in C major as 

well, though he states that the actual thematic statement on C is withheld until the opening of the 

development section (mm. 105 ff.); Antokoletz, ―Polymodal Chromaticism.‖   
49

 DeVoto, ―Harmony in the Chamber Music,‖ 108. 
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previously in the movement, it is possible for the listener to keep track of both lines 

individually.
50

  The ambiguity between single and double tonal organization pivots on the 

tonally precarious nature of the returning osinato against the established D dorian of the 

second theme.  However faithfully the violin replicates the second theme in D dorian, the 

cello line resists it with transitory key areas.  The seemingly haphazard tonal organization 

of the cello helps to support the notion of dual organization for two reasons.  First, the 

varied tonal language between the violin and cello (mm. 229-41) articulates the 

independence of the ostinato and second theme.  As stated above, a harmonic identifier of 

the ostinato is its tonal ambiguity.  The second theme, on the other hand, was established 

in the exposition within the context of D dorian.  When the second theme appears in the 

recapitulation above the principle theme‘s ostinato, the theme‘s association with D dorian 

remains intact despite the keys presented below it.  Second, the shifting harmonies of the 

cello line, which were preceded by seven measures of sequential transition (mm. 223-8), 

can be interpreted as a continuation of this transitional phrase, therefore the transitional 

quality of the cello remains distinct from the tonally stable second theme.  Essentially, the 

second theme arrives in D dorian above a cello line that continues the harmonic 

instability of the preceding transitional material: thus, a monotonal reading of this 

passage proves unlikely.   

                                                      
50

 This instance is much different than the development‘s second phrase, in which the ostinato was coupled 

with a new theme, yet remained within the constraints of one key.  The reason for this discrepancy is due to 

formal and motivic expectations.  In the recapitulation, the simplistic construction of the second theme is 

immediately recognized, unlike the fresh and unfamiliar theme in the development.  As a returning melody 

in m. 229, one is able to discern the theme and returning ostinato.   
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 In m. 229, the cello arpeggiations shift chromatically around the quarter note 

chords built above the bass notes C and G.  The cello‘s centricity around C major and the 

violin‘s adherence to D dorian in the recapitulation recalls the tonal ambiguity of D 

dorian and C major during the second theme in the exposition.  The cello functions as 

two instruments representing two tonal centers: the bass, with an implied V-I movement 

in C major, and the inner-voice harmony, in A minor, the key of the movement.  

 

Figure 3.7: Cello voice-leading reduction in the recapitulation of the second theme, 

Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 231-41 

 

                

The stemmed notes in Fig. 3.7 show the cello‘s pizzicato chords, which are preceded by 

pitches of the ostinato.  Though the appearances of the ostinato seem distantly related to 

the chords that follow, and especially to the D dorian melody above it, the voice-leading 

graph above demonstrates that the upper voices of the ostinato‘s arpeggios resolve by 

step or common tone to the pizzicato chords.  These dissonances, then, can be seen as 

chromatic embellishments.  The cello‘s bass motion, suggestive of C major, becomes 

subsumed by the cello‘s inner voice key of A minor (the key in which the recapitulation‘s 

second theme is ―supposed‖ to be in), as the cello‘s bass notes function as inverted 
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members of the A minor key.   Accordingly, the violin and cello retain their individual 

keys (D dorian in the violin and A minor in the cello) until the end of the phrase, at which 

point, both lines resolve on a half cadence in the key of A minor (m. 241). 

 The cello reduction in Fig. 3.7 mirrors the voice leading from G pedal point 

encountered in the exposition (Fig. 3.2), where the supporting harmony in the inner 

voices of the cello did not always comply with the bass note being prolonged.  However, 

unlike the pedal point in the exposition, the recapitulation‘s second theme is an example 

of dual pitch organization.  Interpreting the second theme in the recapitulation in D 

dorian with a supporting A minor accompaniment creates a dual pitch organization that 

brings the movement‘s important key areas to the forefront. 

 The brief recapitulation of the second theme, only thirteen measures long offers 

the only dissonant passage in the movement representative of a dual tonal categorization 

(Fig. 3.8, mm. 229-41).  Here, key regions are brought into direct conversation with one 

another through superimposition, and they summarize the harmonic discourse of the 

movement within the context of a primary A minor and a secondary D dorian key 

hierarchy (Fig. 3.8).   
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Figure 3.8: Tonal trajectory of the recapitulation, Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 176-289  

 

 

The key regions visited in the second theme of the recapitulation are brought back once 

more in the concluding measures of the movement, further emphasizing the significance 

of these keys (Ex. 3.7).  In the last six measures, the major/minor dichotomy of the 

ostinato is expanded to a progression featuring D major and minor, C major, G major, 

and A major and minor chords, respectively.  Set in a consonant context, this final 

cadence recapitulates the important tonal areas of the movement.   

 

Example 3.7: Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 284-9 
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The movement closes with a modally altered iv-I plagal cadence, thus giving significance 

to the D dorian of the second theme. 

 

 

Formal Manipulation in the Second Theme Areas 

The first movement of the Duo conforms to many of the formal expectations of a 

traditional sonata design.   

 

Table 3.2: Sonata form of the first movement  

Exposition Principal Theme  1-29 A minor 

       Transition 1  30-46 
        Transition 2  47-60 G Phrygian 

       Transition 3  61-8 G major 

  Second Theme 69-92 D dorian 

       Climax 1 93-104 C major-D dorian 

Development Development 1  105-12 C major/minor 

  Development 2  112-20 B minor 

  Development 3  120-7 C# minor 

  Development 4  127-36  B (V/E) 

  Development 5 (Climax 2) 136- 46 C major-D dorian 

  Development 6  147-63 
 

  
Development 7    
(Retransition) 164-75 C major (F#-C) 

Recapitulation Principle Theme  176-200 A minor 

       Transition 1  201-11 
        Transition 2  211-21 E minor (v/Am) 

       Transition 3 (Extension) 222-28   

  Second Theme  229-52 

Dual Pitch 
Organization: A 
minor/D dorian 

       Climax 3 253-64 C major-D dorian 

Coda Principal Theme 265-89 A minor/major 



77 

 

 

Sections are clearly marked by changes of melody and texture.  More importantly, 

harmony, or at least implied harmonic function, provides structural cues to alert the 

listener to the presence of a transition and creates expectations of moving toward a new 

section.  In other words, Ravel alludes to traditional notions of form to create certain 

expectations.  Such procedures include the use of the pedal point to anticipate a new 

section, as well as a change of texture and the appearance of new motivic material.  The 

clarity of the formal boundaries contributes to the coherence of the movement.  However, 

while Ravel adheres to many conventions in the first movement, he manipulates 

expectations in the presentations of the second theme.   

Recall the transitional phrase in mm. 61-67 (Ex. 3.3) and following pedal point in 

mm. 61-69 (Ex. 3.4) in the exposition, where Ravel creates formal expectations through 

the prolongation of G to lead to the second theme area (beginning in m. 69).  The slowing 

down of harmonic rhythm, the thinning of the texture, and the G pedal point (mm. 47-68) 

suggest the arrival of a new theme in the implied key of C major.  A contrasting second 

theme does arrive in m. 69.  However, it is postponed by a lengthy D dorian phrase that 

begins with a contrapuntal voice exchange on scale degrees 1-2-3 (Ex. 3.8). 
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Example 3.8: Ravel, Duo, I, mm. 69-71 

  

 

The arrival of D dorian at the onset of the second theme area (m. 69) is surprising 

considering the eight bars of a G pedal point (more if you include the preceding G 

phrygian and G major phrases beginning in m. 47) that set up strong expectation of an 

arrival of C major.  Some analysts like DeVoto analyze the second theme area in C major 

despite the fact that the note C is largely absent from the music.
 51

  Indeed, the pitch C 

only appears once in the violin, on the second beat of m. 71.  The cello implies C major 

with three appearances of a double-neighbor figure, D-B-C (m. 81 and m. 86), but each 

occurrence of the note C is accompanied by the appearance of the note A in the violin, 

which diminishes its significance.   

For Antokoletz, the harmonic deception at the start of the second theme initiates 

the ―mischief‖ idea, in which ―the actual appearance of C-as-tonic is delayed from its 

‗proper‘ place in the second-theme zone to the juncture between the end of the exposition 

                                                      
51

 DeVoto, ―Harmony in the Chamber Music,‖ 108.  Antokoletz analyzes the second theme in C major as 

well, though he states that the actual thematic statement on C is withheld until the opening of the 

development section (mm. 105 ff.); Antokoletz, ―Polymodal Chromaticism.‖ 
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and beginning of the development.‖
52

  Thus, the G pedal point (Ex. 3.4, mm. 61-7) sets 

up the expectation for an arrival of C major, which is then postponed by the appearance 

of the second theme in D dorian (Fig. 3.9, m. 69).   

 

Figure 3.9: Tonal trajectory from dominant pedal to development, mm. 61-105  

 

 

Following the second theme, C major is prolonged throughout a climax (mm. 93-100), 

which then returns to D dorian (mm. 101-4).  This D dorian phrase finally cadences in C 

major in m. 105 preceded by its dominant, G.  As a result, the harmonic expectations set 

up by the G pedal in mm. 61-7 are denied when the second theme begins in D dorian.  

The establishment of D dorian for the second theme, therefore, functions as a large-scale 

upper neighbor to the next formal section in C major, the development.   

The return of the second theme in the recapitulation also plays with harmonic and, 

consequently, formal expectations.  In the exposition, the second theme was presented in 

a contrasting, although unexpected, key area.  In the recapitulation, however, the 

harmonic goal is to return the second theme in the key of the movement, A minor.  

Therefore, when the second theme returns untransposed in the violin above a bass 

                                                      
52

Ibid.  
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implying C major and A minor (Ex. 3.6, mm. 229-41), important key regions are brought 

into a close dialogue through superimposition.  The second theme (m. 229) only partly 

recapitulates A minor in the cello, while the violin theme remains untransposed in D 

dorian.  The result is a dual pitch organization in which A minor, the key of the first 

movement, and D dorian, the subdominant, coexist.  As follows, the violin‘s key of D 

dorian prevents a full harmonic recapitulation of the second theme.   

Through strategic formal placement and harmonic superimposition, the key of D 

(Fig. 3.10, m. 69) is elevated throughout the harmonic discourse of the first movement to 

equal prominence as A minor in the recapitulation of the second theme.  

 

Figure 3.10: Harmonic trajectory of the first movement 

 

 

Originally a postponement of C major in the exposition (m. 69), D becomes 

recontextualized in the recapitulation (m. 229) where it appears not only in conjunction 

with A minor, but also takes the place of the traditional dominant chord before the last 

tonic chord of the movement (m. 288).  As a result, D, as a key center, is promoted from 

an upper-neighbor embellishment at the start of the movement to a position of structural 

importance in the recapitulation.  Ultimately, formal sections remain tied to conventional 
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sonata boundaries.  However, it is Ravel‘s unique, if subtle, manipulation of harmonic 

events within the formal design that alter and modernize the traditional sonata form.      

 

 

Conclusion 

The Duo presents a harmonic language that has many dissonant, bitonal 

implications.  Yet to call these moments bitonal, fails to account for complex key 

relationships and subtle harmonic transformations within the formal and harmonic 

construction of the sonata.  As the above analysis has shown, despite the multiplicity of 

dissonances, all but one passage in the first movement conform to a monotonal reading: 

the recapitulation of the second theme.  Thus, Ravel softens a truly bitonal harmonic 

language in that foreground dissonances become absorbed by the recurring ostinato, 

implied dominant/tonic harmonies, and bass pedal points.   Tying these dissonances to 

harmonic procedures that either comply with or deny conventional sonata expectations 

reveal a conservative tonal structure that is saturated with surface dissonance.  Ravel‘s 

reluctance to abandon conventional formal and harmonic practices perhaps reflects his 

struggle with composition in the post-war years, a marked contrast to the innovations of 

the Piano Trio in 1914.   
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Chapter 4 

“Incompatibility” in the Violin Sonata 

 

 

L’espirit nouveau and the 1920s  

 As Ravel began to move away from references to the musical past, as seen in his 

compositions Le Tombeau de Couperin and La Valse, towards a compositional style that 

embraced dissonant harmonies, bitonality, and dépouillement in the Duo, the musical 

culture of the 1920s changed again.
1
  After the war, movements in art and composition 

began to shift towards a new aesthetic, one that utilized progressive techniques to 

interpret the past and present.  As a result, an altered form of neoclassicism was created 

in the arts, one that evolved from its derogatory pre-war status, to a neoclassicism that 

received approval in post-war Paris.  Unfortunately for Ravel, his latest two 

compositions, Le Tombeau and La Valse, were frequently performed during this period, 

confirming for the avant-garde composers that Ravel‟s style remained tied to an older, 

pre-war style.  As composers looked to reinvent themselves after the war, many turned 

their backs on Ravel and looked elsewhere for musical leadership.  

In music, “just at the moment when the terminology needed a composer of 

sufficient stature upon which [neoclassicism] could be grafted in order to sustain its 

                                                      
1
 Le Tombeau de Couperin and La Valse were his most recent compositions before the Duo.  Though both 

compositions were premiered after the war, most of Le Tombeau was composed before Ravel left for the 

war and La Valse was conceived of as early as 1906.    
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continued use,” neoclassicism became associated with Stravinsky.
2
  For the first time in 

1923, Boris de Schloezer used the term neoclassicism to describe Stravinsky‟s new 

manner of composition,
3
 in which simplicity, youth, and objectivity were presented in 

works like the Octet and Pulcinella.
4
  Scott Messing describes the transformation that 

occurred in the 1920s:   

In the half-dozen years after World War I, the meaning of the term neo-

classicism gradually changed… The tension between freedom and order in 

post-war art seemed to incite the desire for a terminology to explain it.  In 

that atmosphere neo-classicism was transformed so that it might account 

for both innovation and tradition.  The term enjoyed a renewed life 

beginning in 1923 because it was associated with Stravinsky  

for the first time in that year, and that relationship would prove decisive in 

securing a meaning for neo-classicism that was different from what it once 

had.
5
  

 

Stravinsky‟s association with neo-classicism in the 1920s, following Les Six‟s public 

rejections of Ravel, continued to affect Ravel‟s post-war reputation.  Ravel had always 

used classicizing titles, forms, and harmonic practices throughout all stages of his career.  

Stravinsky‟s sudden placement in the forefront of neoclassicism placed Ravel on the 

defensive.  Nearly eight years after neoclassicism became attached to Stravinsky, Ravel 

expressed his frustration at having been overlooked: 

After our extreme modernism, a return to classicism was to be expected.  

After a flood comes the ebb tide, and after a revolution we see the 

reaction.  Stravinsky is often considered the leader of neoclassicism, but 

don‟t forget that my String Quartet was already conceived in terms of 

                                                      
2
 Scott Messing, “Neo-Classicism: The Origins of the Term and its Use in the Schoenberg/Stravinsky 

Polemic in the 1920s” (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 1986), 186. 
3
 Boris de Schloezer, “La Musique,” La Revue Contemporaine, (February, 1923): 257; cited in Messing, 

“Neo-classicim,” 1 
4
 Messing, “Neo-classicism,” 185-272. 

5
 Ibid., 184. 
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four-part counterpoint, whereas Debussy‟s Quartet is purely harmonic in 

conception.
6
  

 

Reacting to his competitors, Stravinsky and Debussy—both composers with whom Ravel 

was constantly compared to—Ravel referred to an early composition, the String Quartet, 

to prove his early adherence to classiciscm.  Ravel frequently defended himself against 

comparisons to others‟ music, particularly Debussy.  After the war, Ravel continually 

stressed the difference between his manner of composition and Debussy‟s.  In a 1928 

lecture, “Contemporary Music,” he states: “For Debussy, the musician and the man, I 

have had profound admiration, but by nature I am different from Debussy, and while I 

consider that Debussy may not have been altogether alien to my personal inheritance, I 

should identify also with the earlier phase of my evolution Gabriel Fauré, Emmanuel 

Chabrier, and Erik Satie.”
7
   Later, in 1931, he stressed, “I was influenced by Debussy, 

but voluntarily so, and I always reacted to his music at certain passages.  At any event, I 

never accepted Debussyian principles; I believe this to be so obvious that no one can 

doubt it.”
8
 

 In 1923, the same year that Stravinsky became the figurehead for neoclassicism, 

another composer was receiving equal praise among the new generation of composers.  

Arnold Schoenberg and the recent debut of his twelve-tone technique were praised by 

many for creating a harmonic language that was seen as the culmination of centuries of 

                                                      
6
 Maurice Ravel, “A Visit with Maurice Ravel,” unsigned interview, De Telegraaf (March 1931); cited in 

Arbie Orenstein, ed., A Ravel Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 473. 
7
 Ravel, “Contemporary Music,” The Rice Institute Pamphlet 15 (April 1928): 131-45; cited in Orenstein, A 

Ravel Reader, 45. 
8
 Ravel, “Memories of a Lazy Child,” La Petite Gironde (July 1931): 1; cited in Orenstein, A Ravel Reader, 

394. 
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tonality.  After attending a series of avant-garde concerts organized by the conductor Jean 

Wiéner, Schloezer‟s comments point to the new leaders of modern music:  

Arnold Schoenberg and Igor Stravinsky!  These two names incarnate, it  

seems to me, the two poles of modern music (this adjective taken in the 

most highly precise sense).  A third name perhaps will surface which will 

come to decide between them; but actually it is their combined and 

diverging action which determines the character and the general 

development of modern music.  I certainly simplified things and 

schematicize somewhat in leaving out the very powerful action  

of Ravel and, in Russia, preponderantly that of Scriabin, but I venture to 

believe, however, that the activity of the majority of young composers is 

actually the result of these two forces—Schoenberg-Stravinsky—acting in 

an inverse sense.
9
 

 

Thus, according to Schloezer, Ravel was denied a position at the forefront of the musical 

avant-garde, a perception that Ravel was keenly aware of when he began composing his 

new work, the Sonata for Violin and Piano, in the same year. 

 

 

“Incompatibility” in the Violin Sonata 

 Ravel‟s work on his Sonata for Violin and Piano (1923-27) came at a critical time 

for his reputation in particular and neoclassicism.  As noted above, it was in 1923 that the 

term neoclassicism finally became divorced from its pejorative pre-war meaning.  A self-

proclaimed composer of “neoclassicism, call it what you will,”
 10

 Ravel must have felt 

significant pressure to prove that he was capable of keeping pace with modern musical 

developments while remaining true to his own aesthetic.  In fact, competing in this 

                                                      
9
 Boris de Schloezer, “La Musique,” 245-8; cited in Messing, “Neo-classicism,” 273-75. 

10
 Ravel, cited in Nino Frank, “Maurice Ravel Between Two Trains,” Candide (May 1932); cited in 

Orenstein, A Ravel Reader, 497.   
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musical environment was undoubtedly intense and further contributed to Ravel‟s 

insecurities, which manifested itself in writer‟s block.  Arbie Orenstein notes that 

“Ravel‟s creative impasse reached its nadir in 1923, when, as far as can be ascertained, he 

completed nothing more than several initial sketches of a sonata for violin and piano.”
11

  

Taking nearly four years to complete, Ravel‟s Violin Sonata incorporated many 

elements from contemporary music and the arts, such as jazz and bi-tonality, as well as 

influences from other compositions he was working on during that time, in particular the 

Chansons Madecasses.  This chapter analyzes the first movement of the Violin Sonata, 

focusing in particular on the ways in which certain modern elements, particularly 

bitonality, affect the harmonic language and treatment of thematic areas within the 

movement‟s design.  Like the Duo in 1920, the Violin Sonata appears at a moment of 

compositional crisis.  Confronted with some of the most outspoken composers of the 

early twentieth century (such as the members of Les Six and their followers) Ravel‟s 

discomfort with contemporary composition forced him to become critical of his past 

achievements.  The Violin Sonata can be viewed, then, as a reevaluation of the harmonic, 

thematic and formal language of the Duo.  As a result, Ravel‟s approach in the Violin 

Sonata is very different from the Duo.   

While most of the dissonance encountered in the first movement of the Duo 

remained in the musical foreground, in the Violin Sonata, Ravel generates dissonance on 

a deeper scale.  This observation may seem odd as the Duo gives the initial impression of 

being much more dissonant than the softer, sweeter style of the Violin Sonata.  Many of 

                                                      
11

 Orenstein, Ravel, Man and Musician (New York: Dover, 1975), 86. 
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the dissonant harmonies in the Violin Sonata, however, actually serve to highlight the 

“incompatibility” that Ravel felt existed between the violin and piano.  In “An 

Autobiographical Sketch,” Ravel stated:  

Simplicity is all important.  The independence of the part writing is 

pronounced [in Chansons Madecasses], and it will be even more 

conspicuous in the Sonata for Violin and Piano.   

 

I asserted this independence in writing a sonata for violin and piano, 

instruments which are in my opinion essentially incompatible.  Far from 

balancing their contrasts, the Sonata reveals their incompatibility.
12

 

 

In terms of harmony, the dissonances between the violin and piano serve a more integral 

function than in the Duo.  On the one hand, the dissonance exploits contrast and 

incompatibility; on the other, it adds depth and complexity to the unusual structural 

design of the first movement.   

“Incompatibility” appears to serve as the main source of inspiration for each 

musical parameter in the first movement.  Ravel expresses this incompatibility between 

the instruments through striking contrapuntal or harmonic dissonance, while the character 

of his themes and form reveals an incompatibility with more conventional sonata 

paradigms.  Thus, the seed of inspiration for Ravel— the notion of incompatibility 

between the piano and violin—serves to inform not only the harmonic content of the first 

movement, but also the employment of its sonata design (Fig. 4.1).   

 

 

 

                                                      
12

 Roland-Manuel, “Une Esquisse autobiographique de Maurice Ravel,” La Revue musicale (December 

1938): 17-23; cited in Orenstein, A Ravel Reader, 32. 
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Figure 4.1 Levels of Incompatibility 
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For Ravel, it seems that the notion of incompatibility began as an abstract idea: 

before sketching any melodic content, Ravel had constructed the general layout of the 

first movement.  In a 1928 interview with the Chesterian, Ravel admitted, “I had already 

determined its rather unusual form, the manner of writing for the instruments, and even 

the character of the themes for each of the movements before „inspiration‟ had begun to 

prompt any of these themes.”
13

  Thus, the starting point of the unusual sonata design—the 

first theme one hears at the beginning of the movement—was in fact, the last part to be 

composed.   

This chapter will evaluate the ways in which Ravel communicates 

“incompatibility” between the violin and piano by examining their unique contrapuntal 

                                                      
13

 Ravel, “On Inspiration,” The Chesterian 9, no. 68 (January-February 1928): 105-118; cited in Orenstein, 

A Ravel Reader, 389. 
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and harmonic language as well as the unusual employment of the sonata design.  In the 

first part of the analysis, I investigate harmonic and contrapuntal dissonance at significant 

moments within the movement using Peter Kaminsky‟s theory of monotonality and dual 

organization (as discussed in chapter 3).
14

  In the second part of the analysis, I propose 

that large-scale incompatibility can also be perceived within the sonata design as a whole. 

 

 

Harmonic “Incompatibility” in the Principal Theme 

The minor second or major seventh interval plays a significant role throughout the 

entire Violin Sonata.  In an article on Ravel‟s late harmonic style, Kaminsky addresses 

dissonant moments in the second “Blues” movement.  Kaminsky argues that Ravel uses 

“polytonal” sonorities of a T11 superimposition at strategic points in the second 

movement.  After an in-depth analysis of the second movement, he refers to the opening 

two phrases of the first movement (mm. 1-17) to show how its “dual pitch priority” 

informs the harmonic logic of the subsequent “Blues” movement.
15

   

 Kaminsky analyzes the first statement of the opening movement‟s principal theme 

(mm. 1-17) as tonally unstable.  The movement opens with a presentation of the theme in 

the piano (mm. 1-6) that implies D major as tonic (Ex. 4.1).  However, this stability is 

undermined when the violin enters with an imitation up a fifth (m. 7) suggestive of G 

                                                      
14

 Peter Kaminsky, “Ravel‟s Late Music and the Problem of „Polytonality,‟” Music Theory Spectrum 26, 

no. 2 (Fall 2004): 237-64 
15

 It should be noted that the use of the word “polytonal” is put in quotation marks because of its ambiguous 

meaning.  In his article, Kaminsky replaces “polytonal” with the terminology “dual-tonal” or “dual 

organization.”  Kaminsky, “Ravel‟s Late Works,” 237-8.  
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dorian (excluding Db and Eb in m. 8 of the piano‟s right hand), which is set against the 

F#-centric motive in the piano‟s left hand (mm. 10-16).  As a result this dissonance, this 

moment requires a secondary pitch priority as the F# bass juxtaposes with the G in the 

violin.  Kaminsky describes the cadence in m. 17 as a role reversal: the bass assumes G 

as tonic, which assimilates the F# major sonorities of the violin.  Thus for Kaminsky, the 

F#/G secondary priority of mm. 10-16 is replaced by a single tonality in m. 17 when G 

cadences in the bass.  This echoes a similar compositional strategy in the second 

movement.  Therefore, Kaminsky explains that “both movements open up the possibility 

of dual pitch priority through superimposition, only to deny it by cadencing in the bass 

key.  Nonetheless, Ravel retains the T11 superimposition, and thus elevates it to the status 

of a compositional determinant.”
 16

   

Following Kaminsky, I expand this idea to be the “compositional determinant” of 

the Violin Sonata‟s first movement, in which incompatibility is expressed contrapuntally 

or harmonically through the dissonance of the major seventh or minor second.  

Furthermore, I relate this dissonance to a voice-leading technique where the major 

seventh or minor second occurs as a result of unresolved neighbor tones.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
16

 Ibid., 260. 
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Example 4.1: Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm. 1-17 
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The technique of using an unresolved non-chord tone is a compositional method 

Ravel explained in a rare surviving “self-analysis.”  His analysis of the trio in the seventh 

waltz of the Valses nobles et sentimentales reveals that much of the richness of its 

harmonic language arises out of unresolved appoggiaturas (Ex. 4.2).  Despite the notable 

dissonance of the melody‟s notes C#, G# and D# in mm. 3-4 above the F-C bass line, 

Ravel perceived this passage as the working out of an F major added-sixth chord 

enhanced by unresolved appoggiaturas.  Ravel indicates the resolution notes in 

parentheses, demonstrating the potency of F major as a single tonality embellished by 

fleeting foreground dissonances.  Kaminsky notes that “it is undoubtedly true that Ravel 

continued to compose passages like the Valses nobles trio throughout his career, 

including the late works.”
17

   I believe the Violin Sonata introduces similar dissonance 

through the use of unresolved neighbor tones as shown by Ravel‟s analysis of his Valses 

nobles et sentimentales.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
17

 Ibid., 244. 
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Example 4.2: Ravel, Valses Nobles et sentimentales, #7, Trio, mm. 1-5
18

 

 

 

                                                      
18

 Example reproduced from Rene Lenormand and Herbert Antcliffe, A Study of Modern Harmony 

(London: J. Williams, 1915), 62-3.  
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 For instance, when the unaccompanied D major melody that opens the movement 

(mm. 1-6) passes to the principal melody of the violin in m. 7, the smooth dovetailing 

between the two instruments presents a contrapuntal dissonance of a minor second, Bb-A, 

creating a stratified texture where each instrument is heard independently (Ex. 4.2).  The 

Bb first presented as an eighth note at the end of m. 6 functions as an unresolved upper 

neighbor (x) to A in the violin‟s melody.   

 

Figure 4.2: Unresolved neighbor tone, Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm. 6-7 

 

 

A second example of an unresolved neighbor tone occurs in m. 10 when a third 

contrapuntal line introduces another layer of dissonance to the texture with the F#-centric 

bass motive (Ex. 4.1).   This motive brings a staccato, rhythmic counterpoint to the 

violin‟s lyrical melody, as well as a new dimension to the dissonance.  Kaminsky 

analyzes this moment as F#-centric,
 19

 although the rhythmic emphasis given to C# 

creates further confusion in the pitch hierarchy of the moment.  In addition, the textural 

independence of each line allows one to hear more than one tonality at the same time.  

                                                      
19

 Kaminsky, “Ravel‟s Late Music, 260.  
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The C#-F# alternation of motive C (mm. 10-16) emphasizes F# as the local tonic in the 

bass, while the violin emphasizes G and the piano‟s right hand accentuates Bb.  The 

dissonance created between G and F# in mm. 10-6 highlights the incompatibility of the 

parts at the minor second, similar to the dissonance between A and Bb of m. 7.  The 

sustained C# of the bass motive temporarily resolves to D at the start of the next 

statement of the principal theme in the bottom staff (m.17).  The resolution to D, 

however, occurs in the wrong register and is further weakened by the fact that C# is 

transferred to the violin line in m.17, again creating a dissonant minor second between 

the violin and piano.  Like the unresolved Bb upper neighbor in m. 7, C# acts as the 

unresolved lower neighbor to the D.   

Figure 4.3 shows the introduction of unresolved neighbor tones in the presentation 

of the principal theme.  Each dissonance initially creates a dual pitch organization.  The 

unresolved neighbor tones Bb (which becomes enharmonically respelled as A# in m. 17) 

and C# remain in the dissonant accompaniment to the principal theme in mm. 17-22. The 

unresolved F# from m. 10 transfers to the violin melody as part of motive B (m. 18) 

sounding a major seventh above the G bass.   
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Figure 4.3: Unresolved neighbor tones in the inner voices, Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm. 

1-22:
20

   

 

The piano‟s presentation of the principal theme on D in m. 17 is subsumed by G major 

below, while A# and C# in the violin and piano left hand function as double inflections of 

the chordal third and fifth.  The G pedal that begins in m. 18 thus assimilates the 

contrapuntal dissonance of mm. 7-17, resulting in a harmonically enhanced G major.  

With the appearance of F# in motive B, m. 19, the major seventh is once again 

highlighted.  Here, the dissonance of the major seventh is interpreted vertically as a G
M7

 

chord.  The contrapuntal dissonances of the opening three voices, then, converge into a 

single, harmonic entity with the second statement of the principal theme in m.17, 

resulting in a major seventh chord, which plays an important role in this sonata.  The 

opening measures of the first movement present two examples of the minor second/major 

seventh dissonance: mm. 1-16 show a stratified dissonance in which dual organization is 

created between the contrapuntal lines; beginning in m. 17, the dissonances of the next 

phrase consolidate into an enhanced monotonality as the texture switches to a melody 

supported by an accompaniment.  

                                                      
20

 In Fig. 4.3 the Bb of the piano part is placed in the lower register, as is the following C# and A# in m. 17, 

for the sake of visual clarity. 



97 

 

 

 

Harmonic “Incompatibility” in the Development 

  The development shows another instance of dual pitch organization.  In m. 97, 

the development begins with a statement of the principal theme on the original pitch D 

with a sustained Eb in the piano (Ex. 4.3).  This minor second recalls the exposition‟s A 

melody/Bb accompaniment in m. 7.   

 

Example 4.3: Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm. 97-108 

 

Here, the Eb bass is set against the piano‟s presentation of the principle theme on D.  Due 

to the familiarity of the principal theme, which was presented without accompaniment in 
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mm. 1-6, and the stasis of the bass pedal, the two tonalities remain stratified and aurally 

distinct.  However, the bass gradually assimilates the dissonance of the piano melody.  

With the appearance of motive B in the piano (m. 99), F# harmonically conforms to both 

the D major melody as the major third and the Eb bass as the enharmonic minor third.  In 

m. 100, the notes F#-E present an elongated version of motive B.  When the melody 

sustains E (m. 101 and m. 104), it is relatively consonant with the bass dyads below (E 

functions as the 7
th

 of F# minor and the 5
th

 of A minor).  By m. 108, the melodic pitch, E, 

is fully assimilated as the third above the C bass.  From this point forward, the rest of the 

development continues in a single tonality.  The development, then, mirrors the harmonic 

trajectory of the opening statements of the principal theme, where an initial dual pitch 

organization becomes integrated into a primary tonal center. 

 

 

Enhanced Monotonality in the Development 

The dissonant major seventh/minor second interval continues to feature 

prominently throughout the first movement.  As discussed thus far, the dissonance in 

presentations of the principal theme are significant, often confusing pitch priority and 

either creating dual pitch organization or challenging a single tonality.  This type of 

dissonance primarily occurs within statements of the principle theme and represents 

incompatibility between instruments.  However, the same dissonance is also used to add 

complexity to the monotonal harmonic language, in which double inflections add 

interesting chromatic color to triads and seventh chords.   
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The development features an extended example of the second type of dissonance.  

Here the frequent use of the major seventh results in an enhanced monotonality.  

Beginning in m. 134, the right hand in the piano provides a long progression of 

diminished octaves and major sevenths (Ex. 4.4). 

 

Example 4.4: Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm. 134-37 

 

 

Initially, it seems as though the two lines of the piano part are independent of the violin‟s 

melody: the left hand presents an F# pedal point below the dissonant diminished octaves 

or major sevenths in the right hand.  However, the harmony in these measures is perhaps 

better explained using Kaminsky‟s theory in which dissonances in the upper voices are 

subsumed by the bass. The prominence of the F# bass pedal and its consonance with the 

violin‟s melody overpower the dissonances of the middle staff.  F# is therefore given 

pitch priority because two out of three lines tonally relate to each other.  Figure 4.4 

demonstrates how the notes in the middle staff are subsumed within the hegemony of F#. 
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Figure 4.4: Double-inflected monotonal reading of Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm. 134-37 

 

 

The violin‟s melody emphasizes tonic and dominant harmonies in F#.  The first note, E, 

which acts as a lower neighbor to F#, is simultaneously supported by a major and minor 

third (G# and G) in the piano‟s right hand.  This is followed by an F# chord harmonized 

with another double inflected third (A# and A).  As the melody prolongs C# in mm. 135-

37, the harmonization becomes more dissonant with double inflections at the fifth (C#- 

P5 and D- m6).  The middle staff also functions as double inflections to the melodic 

notes, primarily at the unison, octave and third; these intervals are shown next to the 

notes in the middle staff.
21

  The phrase closes on F#, where the double inflected thirds 

return.  Thus, the bass note, F#, assimilates the provisionally dissonant middle staff.
22

  

This passage and its surrounding measures (mm. 133-151) exhibit harmonically dissonant 

                                                      
21

 The violin‟s B (m. 136) is the exception as it is supported by a major second, not a double inflection. 
22

 A similar phrase occurs in mm. 47-51 where major sevenths and diminished octaves in the middle staff 

enhance tonic and dominant chords implied by the A bass pedal.  

P5 

m6 

P5 

m6 

134 135 136 137 

m3 

M3 

m3 

M3 
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dyads, which challenge, but do not affect, the prevailing harmony of the bass.  The result 

is an enhanced monotonality that features chromatic coloring through double inflections.   

 

 

Enhanced Monotonality in the Recapitulation 

The recapitulation brings about unexpected harmonic procedures in the 

reharmonization of the principal theme.  Instead of beginning the principal theme with 

the onset of dual pitch priority as it did in the exposition, the recapitulation of the 

principal theme begins with very little harmonic dissonance compared to the exposition 

and development.  Most of the harmonic dissonance that occurs in the recapitulation 

remains in the foreground.  The primary reason the recapitulation remains harmonically 

unified is due to the gravity of the bass pedal points and their consonance with the 

prominent new theme (Fig. 4.5).  Beginning in m. 173, the bass slowly moves through a 

circle of fifths pattern (G-C-F-Bb).  A cadence in G occurs in m. 201 followed by one of 

the only harmonic progressions in the entire first movement, ending on A (V/V) in m. 

209.  Following the cadence, A minor is prolonged throughout the closing section of the 

recapitulation (mm. 209-22), before stepping down to the final G bass in m. 223.  The A 

bass therefore functions as the upper neighbor to the recapitulation‟s G in the structural 

background. 
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At the opening of the recapitulation, the G bass is embellished by a 6-5 

appoggiatura in the violin with emphasis on the major seventh, F# in the piano‟s right 

hand (mm. 175-176).  The new violin melody that emerges at the start of the 

recapitulation (m. 173) is consonant with the bass, resulting in frequent added-sixth 

chords as the violin moves between the major key of the bass and its relative minor: G 

major and E minor in m. 173; C major and A minor in m. 183; and F major and D minor 

in m. 191.  However, beginning in m. 183, the piano interjects with increasingly 

dissonant presentations of motives C and D (Ex. 4.5).  In m. 183, the right hand of the 

piano introduces a major seventh, B, above the C bass pedal in motive C.  The pitch B is 

further emphasized in the descending three-octave motive at the end of m. 184 and m. 

186, and by its salience in the violin‟s melody in mm. 185-190.  The addition of motive C 

in m. 183 results in an increase of dissonance in which the initial F# is retained, now 

functioning as the local dominant of B, a major seventh above the C pedal.  Each of these 

dissonances highlights the major seventh (C-B and G-F#), resulting in double inflections 

of the root and fifth (8-M7 and 5-#4) in C major.  In m. 185, D# and G# are introduced 

by motive C, creating more double inflections in C major (8-M7, 5-#5, 3-#2).  Finally, 

when motive C returns in m. 191, juxtaposing F# major above the F major bass, it is 

maximally dissonant (8-#8, 5-#5, (3-#3) and 8-M7, 5-#5, 3-#2).   
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Example 4.5:  Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm.183-194 

 

 

The intensifying dissonances of the piano‟s right hand compete with the violin‟s 

melody and its consonance with the bass.  Attempting to reclaim its dominance in the 

recapitulation, the principal theme presents increasingly dissonant counterpoint against 
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the bass and violin melody, dissonances that highlight the major seventh or minor second.  

In fact, much like the major sevenths that introduced the exposition‟s principal theme, the 

dissonant major sevenths of the recapitulation function as unresolved neighbor tones (Fig. 

4.6). 

 

Figure 4.6: Unresolved neighbor tones, Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm. 173-98 

 

 

As shown in Fig. 4.6, F# is introduced as a dissonant major seventh above the G bass in 

m. 173, creating a G
M7

 sonority.  Instead of resolving up a minor second to G, F# is 

retained when the bass moves to C in m. 183; therefore, F# functions as an unresolved 

neighbor tone.  All the notes in parentheses in Fig. 4.6 show the potential resolution of 

the minor second that corresponds to the bass pedal below.  For instance, in mm. 183-90, 

the unresolved F# becomes #4 above the C pedal.  The alterations of motive C‟s notes 

F#-B make F# function as the local dominant of B, a major seventh above the C bass.  

The note B fails to resolve to C and is prolonged throughout the C pedal resulting in a 

sustained major seventh chord, C
M7

.  Some melodic pitches do resolve up a minor 

second, suggesting that Ravel perceived the harmonic tension of these areas as lower 
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neighbor tones to consonant chord members.  For instance, the G# over the C pedal does 

in fact resolve up to A with the bass change to F in m. 191.  The major seventh is absent 

from mm. 191-97.  Instead, the minor second dissonance is exploited between the root F 

and its chromatic upper neighbor F#.  This passage concludes with G# and C# resolving 

up by half step to A and D respectively, yielding yet another major seventh chord on Bb.   

The arrival on the Bb bass pedal in m. 198 marks the point at which the major 

seventh dissonance of the principal theme cedes to the surrounding harmony (Ex. 4.6).  

With the V-I cadence in G major (mm. 201-203), the major seventh vanishes between the 

violin and piano for the first time since the opening six measures of the movement, 

signifying a resolution of the previously “incompatible” instruments.  This resolution is 

further underscored by the piano‟s abandonment of compound triple meter in favor of the 

violin‟s simple triple meter.    

  The coda offers the only moment in the first movement where harmonic 

resolution is achieved within the principal theme (Ex. 4.7).  The bass resolves to G major 

in m. 223.  Despite the bass‟s arrival on the final tonic, the violin melody sustains F# 

from the previous F#-E oscillation (mm. 214-22).  As such, the final cadence to G major 

is enhanced one last time by the major seventh before the violin‟s F# resolves up to G in 

m. 224.   
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Example 4.6: Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm. 198-208 
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Example 4.7: Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm. 223-32 

 

 

This melodic retardation reiterates the significance of the major seventh dissonance 

throughout the first movement.  Here, F# functions as the lower neighbor to the 

movement‟s tonic, finally resolving the major seventh dissonance to recapitulate the 

principal theme (m. 225).  The three-part counterpoint in the piano that closes the 

movement below the violin‟s sustained G reaffirms the prominence of the minor second, 

with a C#-D resolution in the final cadence.   
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“Incompatibility” in the Formal Design 

In the previous section, incompatibility between the violin and piano was 

interpreted through harmonic analysis.  Equally interesting is the formal 

“incompatibility” that occurs within the sonata design itself.  In the first movement of the 

Violin Sonata, two techniques serve to manipulate the form: first, sectional elision or 

overlap, where formal boundaries are concealed by the anticipation or delay of melodic 

content; and, second, formal transformation, where sections within the first movement 

redefine sonata expectations.   

Particularly interesting are the complicated moments that surround the closing 

section of the exposition (mm. 87-96) and the onset of the development (mm. 165-172), 

where sectional overlap creates confusion within the sonata design and ultimately 

transforms formal expectations.  Example 4.8 shows the end of the second theme (mm. 

82-86), which stops unexpectedly with the appearance of a new organum-like motive in 

the piano.  The rhythmically augmented and suspended notes F#-E from motive B 

seamlessly meld the end of the second theme with the beginning of the “closing section,” 

bringing the movement to a virtual standstill for twelve measures (mm. 85-96).  The 

oscillating violin melody, repetitive bass line, and general deceleration experienced in 

this passage delays, rather than closes, the exposition.   
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Example 4.8: Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm. 82-108 

 

 

The development begins with the reemergence of the principal theme (Ex. 4.8, m. 

96), which momentarily recoups the momentum lost by the previous measures (Ex. 4.8, 

mm. 85-96), only to be interrupted by the same music four measures later (Ex. 4.3, mm. 

100-107).  With the fragmented motivic statements of the principal theme beginning in 

m. 108, it finally becomes clear that the development is underway.  Therefore, it is only 

in retrospect that one determines where the development began.  By framing the first 

phrase of the development with the static, “closing” material of the exposition, the 



111 

 

development‟s beginning is concealed and ambiguity is created within the movement‟s 

design.
23

   

Similarly, formal boundaries are obscured at the close of the development section, 

which also features sectional overlap (Ex. 4.9).  After the development‟s fortissimo 

climax (m. 153), the music begins a gradual descrescendo.  In m. 157, the piano breaks 

away from the violin‟s tremolo and tonicizes Eb major with a strong dominant-tonic 

motion in the bass.  The bass‟s Bb moves to C# in m. 163, which then resolves up a half 

step to D two measures later (m. 165).  The D pedal in the bass implies the beginning of a 

transition to the home key G major.  However, above this pedal point, the violin 

continues its chromatic tremolo while a new melody emerges in the right hand of the 

piano.  In a sense, the violin‟s tremolo links it to the preceding music, while the bass 

pedal and new melody look ahead to the recapitulation.  The effect of these events causes 

a ripple within the sonata‟s design.  The unidentifiable new melody that emerges in the 

piano‟s right hand (m. 165) further complicates this moment.  The melody seems out of 

place: it does not belong to the preceding development, nor function as closing section to 

the development, nor evoke a familiar theme from the upcoming recapitulation section.  

In fact, this melody anticipates the recapitulation‟s new theme.  Similar to the way in 

which the D pedal in the piano‟s left hand implies an imminent resolution to G major in 

the recapitulation (Ex. 4.6, m. 201), the piano‟s right hand melody (Ex. 4.9, m. 165) 

foreshadows the new violin melody that appears in m. 173.  But, much like the closing 

section to the exposition (Ex. 4.8), it is only in retrospect that one becomes cognizant of  

                                                      
23

 A similar passage occurs in mm. 209-222, which closes the recapitulation before the coda begins in m. 

223. 
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Example 4.9: Ravel, Violin Sonata, I, mm. 153-76 
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its function within the form.  When the principal theme recurs in the piano‟s right hand at 

the same time that the bass resolves down a fifth to G and the violin‟s dissonant tremolos 

finally give way to this new melody (Ex. 4.9, m. 173), it becomes apparent that, despite 

the disorienting violin tremolo and new melody, the preceding D pedal was in fact 

preparation for the recapitulation.     

Thus, the recapitulation presents perhaps the most drastic formal transformation 

within the first movement.   The principal theme, placed beneath the new violin theme 

(beginning in m. 173), creates an ambiguity within the sonata design: is this the 

recapitulation of the principal theme and if so, what is the purpose of the new violin 

melody?  While the recapitulation of the recognizable principal theme is undeniable, its 

prominence is threatened by the new violin melody above.  As a result, attention between 

the two melodies is diverted and the notion of return, is compromised.  As Mark DeVoto 

states, “we are left wondering what has been recapitulated.”
24

     

The significance of the recapitulation can perhaps best be understood as the 

culmination of increasingly incompatible moments that take place throughout the 

movement.  Thus far the role of incompatibility has focused primarily on presentations of 

the principal theme.  When the principal theme‟s return in the recapitulation is brought 

into question (m. 173), formal expectations are thwarted as a new melody displaces the 

first movement‟s principal theme.  Here, incompatibility is elevated to a new level: in 

much the same way that presentations of the principal theme in the exposition and 

development represented incompatibility between instruments, the recapitulation 

                                                      
24

 Mark DeVoto, “Harmony in the Chamber Music,” in The Cambridge Companion to Ravel, ed. Deborah 

Mawer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 115. 
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reinterprets this incompatibility between competing themes.  Whereas the beginning of 

the movement can therefore be understood in terms of harmonic incompatibility revealed 

through dual pitch organization, the second half reinterprets this incompatibility through 

dual thematicism.   That is, the role of incompatibility is interpreted through duality at 

deeper levels of theme and form within the sonata design. 

The recapitulation has the most dramatic effect on the principal theme.  As this is 

the moment in the form when the principal theme returns, the effect is unsettling when 

the principal theme is usurped by a new melody in the violin.  At the moment the violin‟s 

new theme assumes the primary melodic position, the return of the principal theme is 

downgraded.  Reduced to an accompanimental role with utterances of a now fragmented 

principal theme in the piano, the violin‟s new theme suppresses familiarity for the sake of 

contrast.  Thus, the violin‟s embodiment of incompatibility, displayed through new 

thematic material, in a contrasting time signature, in the “wrong” position within the 

form, results in innovation within the sonata design.  Just as the overlapped phrases and 

sections erode boundaries throughout the entire movement, the failed recapitulatory 

region once again obscures a formal boundary, this time thematically. 

The principal theme does eventually receive a recapitulation.  In the coda, it 

returns in the piano (Ex. 4.7, m. 225), this time in G major, the home key of the sonata.  

Yet, even here, boundaries are once again blurred.  Prefaced by the oscillating F#-E of 

the recapitulation‟s closing section, the unassuming stepwise descent (A-G) in the bass 

anticlimactically marks the movement‟s final tonic arrival, m. 223.  The violin‟s 

sustained F# highlights the major seventh against the bass one last time before finally 
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resolving to G four beats later.  With the consonant presentation of the principal theme in 

the home key (m. 225), the compensatory function
25

 of the coda finally presents the 

reprise of the principal theme while simultaneously closing the movement.  Even with the 

consonant G major coda, the piano‟s counterpoint concludes the movement with a 

syncopated arrival at the final, incomplete G sonority below the violin‟s sustained 

descant G.       

The recapitulatory region is perhaps the most profound realization of 

incompatibility within the first movement.  When a new violin melody emerges at the 

start of the reprise, displacing the principal theme from its unusual position, the function 

of the recapitulation is thrown into question.  By displacing the movement‟s principal 

theme, a new, unfamiliar melody is elevated to prominence, transforming the sonata‟s 

design.  No longer is the recapitulation fulfilling its function of restating the primary 

thematic material and key.  The true recapitulatory function is postponed to the coda 

when the principal theme finally appears in the home key.  Thus, formal sections within 

the first movement transform normative sonata behavior.  The principal theme in the 

exposition, for instance, subverted expectations of harmonic stability by highlighting 

dissonance between independent contrapuntal lines.  Likewise, the development section 

of a sonata, which typically generates harmonic and motivic activity, here ambiguously 

arises out of a motionless state within the form and ends with uncertainty as discussed in 

the previous analysis.  The closing sections to the exposition and recapitulation, as well 

                                                      
25

 William Caplin, Classical form : a theory of formal functions for the instrumental music of Haydn, 

Mozart, and Beethoven (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 186-91. 
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as the retransition in the development, are bypassed and used as moments to further 

obscure boundaries and functions.   

 

 

Conclusion 

The triangulated effect of cadential ambiguity, blurred boundaries and formal 

transformations within the first movement highlight Ravel‟s initial, if abstract, concept of 

incompatibility within the confines of the sonata design.  Made evident in his quote about 

the order in which he composed this Violin Sonata, the form of the movement was 

already determined before any themes were written.  One might speculate, then, that his 

intent to highlight the incompatibility between the violin and piano may have originated 

in the formal discourse he planned between the themes.  As such, the recapitulation was 

the perfect place in which to display the independence of each instrument through 

thematic juxtaposition.  He chose the introduction of an entirely new recapitulation 

theme, instead of simply juxtaposing first and second themes from the exposition.  In 

doing so, Ravel creates a dual hierarchy between themes that provides a formal 

counterpart to the dual organization of the harmonic language.   

In approaching the Violin Sonata, Ravel perceived a type of musical discourse 

that emphasized rather than diminished the contrast between the violin and piano.  

Accordingly, incompatibility is elevated within each parameter of the music.  In 

statements of the principal theme, the instruments‟ disparate qualities are realized through 

dissonances that rarely resolve or cadence.  As a result, the harmony demands a 
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background dual pitch organization in the opening statements of the principal theme.  In 

the recapitulation, this background harmonic duality is replaced with monotonality at the 

same time that the principal theme is juxtaposed against a new melody, revealing 

thematic duality within the formal design.   

Ravel‟s Violin Sonata demonstrates a growing confidence with post-war musical 

trends.  Unlike the Duo, in which dissonance remained a predominantly foreground 

phenomenon, Ravel makes dissonance, whether harmonic, thematic or formal, the 

centerpiece of this Violin Sonata.  Though more subtle than some of his younger 

contemporaries, Ravel‟s harmonic and formal manipulations gradually erode traditional 

boundaries until the boundaries themselves evolve into a new form.   
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Chapter 5 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

 

As discussed in chapter one, there is considerable debate on the nature of Ravel‟s 

harmonic language throughout his oeuvre. Simply stated, is it tonal or atonal?  Further 

complicating this matter is the fact that his harmonic language changed as his career 

progressed.  For example, his early pieces, such as the Sonatine and String Quartet, 

present parallel textures infused with whole-tone motion; his middle period, including the 

Piano Trio and Le Tombeau de Couperin, align themselves with more conventional tonal 

techniques, although they retain many harmonic characteristics from the first period; and, 

finally, his late, chamber works, the Duo and the Violin Sonata, are widely accepted as 

more tonal despite the considerable bitonal and poly-tonal debates of this period.   

A brief overview of various theorists illustrates the range of existing 

interpretations.  Mark DeVoto perceives a “bifocal tonality” in Ravel‟s Sonatine, in 

which major and relative minor key areas struggle for prominence within the tonal drama 

of the piece.
1
  In the post-war sonatas, he refers to a “bitonality,” a label frequently 

attached to Ravel‟s late style by scholars such as Arbie Orenstein, Roger Nichols, Marcel 

Marnat, Gerald Larner, Vladimir Jankélévitch, and Elliott Antokoletz.
2
  Alternatively, 

                                                 
1
Mark DeVoto, “Harmony in the Chamber Music,” in The Cambridge Companion to Ravel, ed. Deborah 

Mawer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 97-117.   
2
 Arbie Orenstein, ed., A Ravel Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990); Roger Nichols, The 

Harelquin Years: Music in Paris, 1917-1929 (Berkeley: University of California  

Press, 2002); Marcel  Marnat,  Ravel: souvenirs de Manuel Rosenthal (Paris: Hazan, 1995); Gerald Larner, 

Maurice Ravel (London: Phaiden, 1996); Vladimir Jankélévitch, Ravel (New York: Grove Press, 1959); 
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other theorists note Ravel‟s tonal characteristics in his late compositions, including Eddy 

Chong, Philip Russom, Peter Kaminsky and Sigrun Heinzelmann.
3
  In a recent article, 

Peter Kaminsky responds differently to these ambiguous “poly-,” “multi-,” and “bi-” 

tonal moments in Ravel‟s late works.
4
  In their place, he suggests an approach that 

positions Ravel as an essentially tonal composer.  For Kaminsky, only certain moments 

in these works require special pitch prioritization: the passage is either monotonal, where 

the bass assimilates regional upper voice dissonances, or the passage presents a dual pitch 

prioritization, in which a primary and secondary pitch priority preside.   

 The analysis of the first movements of Ravel‟s Piano Trio, Duo, and Violin 

Sonata  demonstrates that while nontonal attributes are at play in each composition, these 

dissonances largely serve to enhance a functional tonality.  The earliest of the selected 

chamber pieces, the Piano Trio, blend various nontonal fin-de-siècle techniques, 

particularly the use of parallel textures, extended tertian sonorities and the prominent use 

of the whole tone scale, alongside tonal functions, such as dominant-tonic bass motions 

and pedal points.  In the Piano Trio, Ravel‟s use of the whole-step neighbor figure 

manipulates harmonic and formal expectations throughout the first movement.  As the 

whole-step motive migrates through the various structural levels and appears in both 

melodic and harmonic functions, it becomes the unifying factor between the quasi-tonal 

                                                                                                                                                 
and Elliott Antokoletz, “Polymodal Chromaticism in Ravel's Sonate pour violon et violoncello," Ravel 

Studies, ed. Peter Kaminsky, (Rochester: Rochester University Press, forthcoming).   
3
 Eddy Kwong Mei Chong, “Extending Schenker's Neue Musikalische Theorien und Phantasien: Towards a 

Schenkerian Model for the Analysis of Ravel's Music” (PhD diss., University of Rochester, Eastman 

School of Music, 2002); Philip Wade Russom, “A Theory of Pitch Organization for the Early Works of 

Maurice Ravel” (PhD diss., Yale University, 1985); Peter Kaminsky, “Ravel‟s Late Music and the Problem 

of „Polytonality,‟” Music Theory Spectrum 26, no. 2 (Fall 2004): 237-64,  and Sigrun Heinzelmann, 

“Sonata Form in Ravel‟s Pre-War Chamber Works” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2008). 
4
 Kaminsky, “Ravel‟s Late Music,” 237-64. 
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progressions of the background and the whole-tonal parallelism of the foreground.  The 

significance of the whole-step motive also has implications for the musical form.  The 

neighbor-note motive that features throughout the first theme and nonmodulating second 

theme challenge traditional sonata procedures, resulting in a compromised recapitulatory 

section and unusual background structure. 

 The war years had a profound effect on Ravel: the stress of his war duties and the 

death of his mother pushed him into severe depression.  When he returned from the war, 

he faced a new musical avant-garde that desired a complete rupture from older, pre-war 

styles.  The unfortunate timing of the premieres of Ravel‟s Le Tombeau de Couperin and 

La Valse solidified the perception for many musicians that Ravel was an old-fashioned 

composer who relied too heavily on the past.  Thus, Ravel was placed in the difficult 

position of creating a new style of composition: the austerity, melodic primacy, and 

exposed dissonance of the Duo marked a defining moment in Ravel‟s career.  However, a 

harmonic analysis of important moments in the first movement of the Duo reveals that 

most of these dissonances remain a foreground phenomenon.  The result is a composition 

with a tonal structure set in a traditional interpretation of the sonata design.  Ravel‟s 

ambivalence towards fully integrating avant-garde harmonic and formal techniques in the 

Duo perhaps reveals his uneasiness with composition in the post-war environment. 

Like the Duo, the Violin Sonata appears at a moment of compositional crisis as 

Ravel struggled to develop his new compositional aesthetic.  Confronted by some of the 

most outspoken composers of the early twentieth century, Ravel‟s growing professional 

insecurities compelled him to become critical of his recent achievements.  The Violin 
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Sonata can be viewed, then, as a reevaluation of the harmonic, thematic, and formal 

language of the Duo.  As a result, the harmonic language and formal design of the Violin 

Sonata yield a completely different interpretation of the sonata design, one that aligns 

more with the formal innovation of his Piano Trio.  In the first movement, Ravel 

highlights the “incompatibility” he felt existed between the violin and piano, an 

“incompatibility” that I relate to the harmonic and formal procedures of the first 

movement.  In this respect, dissonance exists on a much deeper level in the Violin Sonata 

than in the Duo.  The notion of incompatibility therefore appeared to provide Ravel with 

the necessary catalyst for innovation—both harmonic and formal—in the first movement 

of the Violin Sonata.  The contemporary dissonant harmonic language of the Violin 

Sonata combined with innovative design procedures reminiscent of his Piano Trio, 

reveals Ravel‟s emerging confidence with composition in the post-war years—a position 

that merges his current style with the freedom and creativity of his pre-war period. 
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