MAURICE RAVEL – the man[image: image8.wmf]
Dates: 1875 – 1937
Nationality:  French
Some background details: Maurice Ravel was born in the French Basque town of Cibourne. His talent was noticed from a very young age, and there seemed little doubt that he was destined to follow a career in music. He passed the entrance exam to the Paris Conservatoire in November 1889, and was enrolled in the preparatory piano section of the institution. Unfortunately, he was not a particularly diligent pupil, and his academic results began to suffer. He was dismissed from his harmony and piano classes in 1895, but two years later was accepted back into the advanced composition class given by Gabriel Fauré, with whom he struck a close friendship. At the same time, he studied privately with André Gédalge. Meetings with the composers Chabrier and Satie were to leave their mark on this young composer, and he soon began to achieve recognition and formulate his own musical style. As a student, he was quite selective, absorbing what he felt was right for his personal musical development. At the same time, he continued to explore the music of his contemporaries. 
Fauré nominated Ravel for a number of awards – but after five failed attempts to win the prestigious Prix de Rome (the official composing competition that had been won by some of France’s best known composers) Ravel finally left the Conservatoire, and set out to make his way as a free-lance musician. Despite accepting other foreign honours later in his life, he always remained bitter about the competition. Many years later, when the French government awarded him the Légion d’Honneur in 1919, he refused to accept.
At the turn of the century, France was a centre of innovation.  Musically, there was an uneasy existence between the old Romantic school and a newer style linked to contemporary trends in art and literature. Paris had a rich multimedia culture which many found inspiring, and it was a well known fact that Ravel’s artistic and creative development was greatly stimulated by his involvement with a group of avant-garde painters, poets and musicians. This group were given the nickname of ‘The Apaches’, by the pianist Richard Viñes, who had been a close friend of Ravel’s since childhood. The group included the poets Tristan Klingsor and Léon-Paul Fargue, Abbé Léonce Petit, critic Emile Vuillermoz, and composers such as André Caplet, Maurice Delage, Manuel de Falla and Florent Schmitt. They used the opening of Borodin’s Second Symphony as their “secret” recognition theme.
Early noteworthy compositions by Ravel included the overture from an unfinished opera, Shéhérazade, the Pavane pour une Infante défunte, Jeux d’Eau, and music for the ballet Daphnis et Chloé which was premièred (albeit rather unsuccessfully at first), in 1912. 
Soon after this, however, Europe was tragically plunged into the Great War of 1914-1918. Ravel was determined to support his country, and was devastated when the army refused his admission because he was underweight…he was only seven stone! The blow was softened when he was accepted by the air force, and eventually he became a truck driver in the motor transport corps. Unfortunately his health was to be his undoing. In March 1917, having fallen seriously ill with dysentery, he was discharged and sent back to Paris. It was there that his beloved mother died, which was such an emotional shock. He was immediately discharged, and after the funeral became progressively depressed. From 1921, he divided his time between the Paris home of his brother, Edouard, and a little house of his own which he named ‘Le Belvédère’. 
Following a difficult period of post-war adjustment, Parisian musical life gradually returned to its former vitality and diversity. Though many of his contemporaries had now gone, Ravel moved on; he was no longer as member of the avant-garde, but a follower of trends set by a new generation of composers such as Schoenberg, Erik Satie, Les Six and Prokofiev (amongst others). He established a successful international reputation, and became known as the foremost French composer. In 1928, he was invited to tour the USA, which was to be an incredible experience for him – not least because he was exposed to American jazz, which he loved. In the same year, he was awarded an honorary doctorate of Oxford University. Unfortunately, his health began to deteriorate again, and 1932 saw the start of the tragic final period of his life. He found it increasingly difficult to compose, and was frustrated, even at what he had already accomplished; he felt he had achieved little, knowing that he had so much more to give but was unable to do so. 
	“I still have so much music in my head….I haven’t said anything yet, and I still have so much to say!”       

RAVEL


Throughout his life, Ravel had been an intensely private man, loyal to his family and friends, but quite a difficult person to get to know. He is not known to have had any intimate relationships, once stating “…my only mistress is music…” As a very short and slight man, he often felt at a social disadvantage; his dress was often quite outrageous, and he portrayed the image of a ‘dandy’ (apparently, he was among the first to wear pastel coloured shirts!). His fascination with clockwork toys was legendary, and his sophisticated demeanor was balanced by his enthusiasm with children and animals. His keen observations of nature are mirrored in his art, as were the tragedy and memories of the first world war. 

He always loved to travel and was influenced by what he saw and heard. He toured Europe extensively, and spent a strenuous four months in the USA. This almost certainly contributed to his popularity and the dissemination of his music. He enjoyed Parisian nightlife and society, although worked in isolation - he was a confirmed hermit when composing! 
When he was almost 60 years of age, he was taken ill with a rare brain disease which affected his speech and co-ordination. He agreed to an operation during the autumn of 1937, but lapsed into a coma from which he never regained consciousness.
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MAURICE RAVEL – the composer

As a composer, Ravel is probably best known for his orchestral work Bolero. It is interesting to know that he considered the piece rather trivial and famously said:

	 “I have written one masterpiece, and that is Bolero. Unfortunately, it is devoid of music”

RAVEL
	[image: image1.wmf]        HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT
Study this piece with another student in the A level class. Why do you think Ravel thought it was ‘devoid of music’? 

Discuss your observations in class.


In reality, much of his piano, chamber, vocal and orchestral music have becomes staples of the concert repertoire. As a creative artist, he was only too aware of his strengths and weaknesses.  At first, his work was not understood, and like others in the modern age, his pieces were criticized by many; despite the interesting technical structures and features, it was argued that he was never strong on invention. It was felt that his music was a revolt against romantic subjectivity as it was often so mechanical; Stravinsky called him a ‘Swiss clockmaker’! But, he was a Romantic at heart, and the sentiment emerges through an inherent classical nature; he spent a tremendous amount of time transcribing his own, and others’ music, taking what he wanted from past and present masters - any imitation was generally in homage rather than pastiche. He once said: “...in order to know one’s own craft, you must study the craft of others.” He was classic mixed with modern, and possibly more personal and individual than his contemporaries. 
Output: He wrote approximately 60 compositions, of which slightly more than half are instrumental:
· Orchestral music (e.g. Spanish Rhapsody, 1907/8; Bolero, 1928; Piano concerto for the left hand, 1930; Piano Concerto in G, 1931)
· Ballets (e.g. Mother Goose, 1911; Daphnis et Chloé, 1909/12; La Valse, 1919-20; Bolero, 1928)
· 2 operas (e.g. The Spanish Hour, 1911; L'enfant et les sortileges, 1920-5)
· Chamber music (e.g. String quartet, 1902/3; Sonata for violin and cello, 1920-22; sonatas for violin and piano, 1923-7; Piano trio, 1914)
· Piano music (e.g. Mirrors, 1904/5; Pavane for a Dead Princess, 1908, orchestrated 1910; Jeux d'eau, 1901; Gaspard de le nuit, 1908; Le tombeau de Couperin, 1914-17, orchestrated 1919)
· Songs with instruments (e.g.  Sheherazade (1903) and Chansons madécasses, 1925-26), and with piano (e.g. Rêves, 1927; Don Quixote à Dulcinée, 1933)
He wrote nothing lasting longer than an hour, and throughout his musical career, he tended to concentrate on small scale works which have led to some describing him as a miniaturist; however, his music is not small scale in effect! Though he was himself a competent pianist, Ravel often preferred to have virtuosi perform his works. One of the most important of these was Richard Viñes – they were great friends, and had begun their early studies together in the Conservatory. Allowing others to perform his works did not mean that the interpretation of his music in performing terms was taken out of his hands; on the contrary, he was always clear and direct with his instructions. He enjoyed orchestrating some of his earlier pieces, and later in life, he also produced orchestral arrangements of the works of other composers, e.g. Debussy (Sarabande, Tarantelle), Chabrier (Picture Pieces) and Mussorgsky (Pictures at an Exhibition). 
MAURICE RAVEL  - general compositional style
As a composer, Ravel was a perfectionist and labored over his work, spending many hours refining his ideas. His music was polished, graceful and perfectly proportioned, often couched in conventional forms which gave an element of control. Even when his style was improvisatory it was under control! It must be said that his output is not of equal quality, and he did not find it easy to compose - but his achievement must not be underestimated. 
Before the war, his style was impressionistic, but after the war there was an expansion of technique, greater clarity, and economy of expression. He wrote in an attractive musical idiom that was entirely his own, in spite of contemporary comparisons with Debussy, a composer his senior by some thirteen years. Even when writing in the style of others, his personal voice as a composer remained distinct.
Ravel, Debussy and Impressionism.
Ravel and Debussy have often been described as the defining composers of the Impressionist movement in music. This was a French movement developed by painters, who tried to capture their impression of a subject through light and colour. Famous Impressionist painters were Claude Monet (1840 – 1926), Camille Pissarro (1830 – 1903), Edouard Manet (1832 – 1883), Edgar Degas (1834 – 1917) and Auguste Renoir (1841 – 1919). Literature was also affected; writers suggested images and ideas through free verse forms instead of being more descriptive. The literary movement was known as Symbolism and its representative writers were Baudelaire, Mallarmé, Verlaine, Rimbaud and Edgar Allan Poe.
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So, what were the main features of musical Impressionism? The following diagram may help.
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In reality, Debussy was the main Impressionist exponent, even though he actually disliked the label! Ravel, in turn, felt that the term was better reserved for painting and artists. 
Perhaps he is actually better described as a post-impressionist composer.
While Ravel’s early works certainly showed the influence of Debussy (actually 13 years his senior), there was still an independence of style as he steered away from the trademark tonal ambiguity favoured by Debussy. Certainly, there were similarities in their musical styles: 
· they both responded to pictorial and poetic subjects as a stimulus for the creative process;
· both were influenced by the Harpsichord music of older French composers (Ravel paid homage to Couperin, Debussy paid homage to Rameau);
· both admired Russian composers such as Rimsky-Korsakov and Borodin;
· both set verses of the Symbolist poets;
· both had an interest in new scales and harmonies (e.g. the exotic).
Both composers lived at a time when there was a mix of impressionism, anti-impressionism and those composers still writing music in a ‘traditional’ way. Debussy was described as a ‘sensualist’ and was spontaneous - and although Ravel was certainly inspired by impressionism and adopted some of the ideas, he was more of a craftsman and traditionalist, producing music that was obviously influenced by the classical conception of form and structure. Ravel presented a broader range of harmonies than Debussy, who was more concerned with the sonorities. Ravel was more drawn to the sense of tonality, and did not exploit the whole-tone scale as much; his harmonies were more incise, more extensively varied, with clearly outlined progressions. His melodies were broader in span and he had a greater range of orchestral expression (though his only independent orchestral pieces were the two concertos, as all other orchestrations were based on his other existing compositions). One interesting difference between the two composers was highlighted by Ravel himself, who admitted that his orchestration was a technical exercise after he had completed the composition; for Debussy, the treatment of timbre was integral to the composition process.

Debussy and Ravel admired each other’s music, but their relationship was not always straightforward - so much so, that in 1905, factions formed for each composer and the two groups began feuding in public!
Ravel’s method of composition

Ravel actually made quite a mystery of the composition process, working in solitude and only presenting the music when it was completed. There is a lack of source material, as he destroyed many musical sketches; he enjoyed giving the impression that he found the process of composing effortless – but this certainly was not the case! The process was arduous as he constantly strove for perfection. This may well account for his relatively small output. Apparently, he formulated his ideas initially at the piano, perfecting small blocks before making the whole. He would sketch out the pages with bar lines, plan the phrases and key progressions, then the melodies. Ideas were notated quite speedily, before being painstakingly refined, corrected, and improved. He often re-copied entire pieces to correct one mistake. 
Ravel was influenced by: Couperin, Mozart, Liszt, Chabrier, Satie, Debussy, the Russian Five, Basque / Spanish styles, Asian music, traditional European folk songs, American Jazz, antique styles and the uncluttered emotions of childhood. He indicated that Fauré, Gedalge and Poe (the American poet and writer) were influences in his music, and also that some of his work had been inspired by Saint-Saëns, Schubert and Schönberg.
Some stylistic features of his music: 
1) ORCHESTRATION:
· Ravel was a brilliant orchestral colourist, known for instrumental timbres and effects of striking originality
· He was extremely knowledgeable about instrumental and orchestral techniques, and had an excellent understanding of orchestral ‘mechanics’.
· The way he employed tonal colour and implemented a variety of sound and instrumentation was really effective. (Think of the constantly repeated patterns in Bolero. The only variation is in volume and orchestral colour!).
· Usually, Ravel notated the string parts first in orchestral pieces – and showed a passion for divided strings
· Often, passages of music were scored for the lower registers of the orchestra – he sometimes liked to start a work in this ‘darker’ way.
2) STRUCTURE:
· Ravel established classical sense of proportion in his pieces which sometimes incorporated different phrase lengths (e.g. as seen in some sequential writing).
· He used conventional formal models that gave control and structure to other innovative ideas (e.g. ABA form).
· Sometimes, Ravel masked the sections of his structures by using devices such as dovetailing, or including transitions that disguised the beginnings of the next section.
· Overall, his structures were well defined i.e. closed formal units.
· Ravel was influenced by various dances i.e. the minuet, waltz, habanera, passacaglia and bolero – among others!
· There was a clear enthusiasm for mechanical precision and in this respect, he tended to use an open-ended type of form typified by ‘moto perpetuo’. In fact, his fascination with clockwork toys was legendary. He said: “Those machines fascinated me….It was their clicking and roaring, which, with the Spanish folk songs…. sung to me by my mother, formed my first instruction in music”.
3) MELODY:
· Ravel realised the value of melody within his style, once stating to Ralph Vaughan Williams (who studied orchestral techniques with Ravel) that there is “an implied melodic outline in all vital music.”

· He relied quite heavily on the manipulation of patterns and musical objects e.g. repetitive pedal work, arpeggios, reiteration of a single (accompanying) figure, and use of the repeated note.
· His melodies were often model, typical of the French school, and he preferred major or minor flavours (e.g. Mixolydian instead of major and Aeolian instead of the harmonic minor).
· He utilized pentatonic motifs, and gapped scales also form the basis of some of his melodies (e.g. the Dorian mode minus the 2nd and 7th is evident in the G major concerto).
· Some of his most beautiful melodic work was extremely subtle and poignant. (e.g. movement II of the G major concerto).
· Melodically, he favoured the use of the falling 4th and the interval of a major 7th
· Some of Ravel’s melodies were inspired by jazz and gypsy themes. 
4) RHYTHM:
· Ravel had an extremely subtle rhythmic sense.
· His ideas were often characterized by a distinctive rhythmic drive.
· He added interest to melodies by building them on irregular metrical schemes.
5) TEXTURE:
· Textures and tension were created using limited means (again Bolero is an example here).
· Ravel’s works show evidence of textural clarity and line in a classical sense.
· It is possible to find occasional doubling of the treble and bass lines in his scores.
· The way that Ravel used parallel (and sometimes dissonant) harmonies so typical of the Impressionist era was for timbral purposes–and a good deal of the parallels were non-essential doublings.
6) TONALITY:
· Ravel attempted to expand the traditional concept of key, and there are sections of tonal ambiguity in his works.
· He was attracted to the scales of medieval and exotic music.
· He was drawn to bitonality.
· The tonal language used by Ravel is akin to the tonal practice of the Western Classical tradition in that it is mostly possible to distinguish the key. 
7) HARMONY:
· Ravel adhered to the diatonic system, and kept traditional practices even when his harmonies were imaginative and enriched; the fundamental principles are never violated and no ‘new’ chords were introduced.
· His harmonies are sophisticated and complex, but also functional and not just impressionistic and coloured.
· Note the use of chromatic passing notes, appoggiaturas in the music which often resolve onto further discords i.e. unresolved appoggiaturas. Many of his dissonant sonorities actually seem to arise from the use of passing tones and displacements.
· Note freedom in Ravel’s treatment of dissonance; there are often harshly conflicting harmonies (e.g. tritonal contrasts of common chords).
· Because he preferred modes, there is a distinct lack of leading tones in his work (i.e. the 7ths were often not ‘sharpened’ as is associated with major and minor keys).
· He favoured shifting 9th and 11th chords.
· His dependence on the chord of the major 7th is a notable characteristic.
· He often incorporated parallel harmonies, and sometimes used parallel chords as an ostinato type figure.
· The use of bare 4ths and 5ths (organum-like) is evident in many scores (also note his early use of parallel 8ves, 15ths and 22nds!).
· He enjoyed exotic and intricate modulations.
· His use of chords such as Neapolitan 6th is noteworthy.
· Ravel occasionally achieved subtle timbral changes by carefully selected harmonic shifts.
· Note his use of chords with semi-tonal neighbours (like a cluster).
· Note the incorporation of the diminished octave.
MAURICE RAVEL – the PIANO CONCERTO in G major
First performance: 1931 (Premier: Jan. 14, 1932) or January 1932. For a long time, Ravel intended to perform this work himself. In view of his failing health (and probably his technical limitations as a pianist!) he requested that the soloist should be Marguerite Long, to whom the work was also dedicated. He conducted the premier performance, and though the work was very well received – his conducting techniques were criticized!

Length: c. 20 minutes

Orchestration: Unlike the Concerto for Left Hand which calls for a full orchestral complement, this score calls for a reduced orchestra. 
Sergei Prokofiev heard the first performance and said: "... the concerto is a most interesting piece of music and is written with true brilliance. At the same time I would add that if this is a concerto the piano part is hardly likely to appeal to a concert performer; on the other hand, if it is simply a piece for piano with orchestra the two are so successfully combined that even the poverty of the pianoforte technique is likely to pass unnoticed." 
General information. 
Ravel believed that composers should be aware of both individual and national consciousness. For him, Basque music was highly influential and meaningful. He had intended to write an earlier concerto which would reflect his Basque heritage – Zazpiak Bat – but it was never finished. In 1929, a healthy Ravel, popular (due to Boléro) and financially sound (due to a successful American concert tour in 1928), eventually began writing a piano concerto for himself, to showcase his virtuosity and his compositional talents. Apparently   the opening theme came to him during a train ride from Oxford to London (when he received his honorary doctorate from Oxford University). Work was interrupted by a commission from the Austrian pianist Paul Wittgenstein, who had lost his right arm in World War 1. After completing the Concerto for the Left Hand in 1930, Ravel continued with the G major concerto, finally to complete it in 1931. He talked about undertaking a world tour. Then, because of ill-health, he prepared for a European rather than a worldwide tour and disobeying doctor’s orders, travelled for three months, performing the concerto in some twenty European cities from London to Bucharest.
Both piano concertos are important additions to the standard concerto repertoire. Though completed at the end of his composing career, they nevertheless represented a new direction for him, and in many ways mix different styles. The Piano Concerto for the Left Hand has been recognized as a dark and dramatic work, while the Concerto in G is an exuberant piece which returns to Ravel’s more characteristic bent for sparkling humour and elegant lyricism. Apparently it was his favourite of the two; it was conceived as a scintillating divertissement purely meant for entertainment, and he felt it was more indicative of his personal style.
Particular features of compositional interest in the concerto:
1. Harmonies: The concerto includes many sections where it is clearly possible to identify the tonality, but some of the harmonic content is sophisticated and chromatic, as the tonal feeling is enhanced by the use of added tones and appoggiatura chords. 
2. Piano techniques: Ravel has been counted amongst the greatest piano composers of the modern era. His piano music is noted for the technical challenges that its presents to the performer; the material mostly lies well under the hand, but sometimes leads in unexpected directions. This concerto includes extremely difficult and virtuosic writing for the soloist in the fast and demanding outer movements e.g. the cadenza material and the passage work in the development section of movement 1. The pianist’s challenge is also evident in delivering the exquisite melody in the slow middle movement.
3. Writing for the orchestra: Likewise, Ravel has often been acknowledged as a brilliant orchestrator. Of this composition, he said, “In order not to needlessly weigh down the orchestral texture, I called for a reduced orchestra…” The balance between the orchestra and the soloist was clearly a consideration for Ravel, as at times he tried to realize a contrast between a percussive piano accompaniment and a weaker melody. In this concerto, the use of the orchestra complements the piano. Some particular features of interest here include the challenging soloistic writing for some of the orchestral instruments (e.g. trumpet, bassoon, horn, and harp).
4. Influences: 
a) Jazz: His tour of America just prior to the composition of this piece had obviously stimulated his taste and appreciation of jazz. When discussing the jazz idioms in this piece, Ravel stated "This concerto is related to my violin sonata [Sonata for Violin and Piano], in which I also used elements of jazz, though only moderately." In that regard, while Ravel's embrace of moderate "elements" of jazz had also previously been incorporated into smaller works such as his one-act opera L'enfant et les sortilèges (1925), the Piano Concerto in G major demonstrates again his passion for this truly American art form, as it became increasingly integrated into the fabric of his music. 
b) Classical / Baroque: He once said “Mozart’s piano concertos and Mendelssohn’s violin concerto are absolutely perfect.” The influence of Mozart has been openly acknowledged in this work, especially in lyricism of the slow movement. Some of the bass accompaniments are also influenced by devices from the time of Bach e.g. the rhythmic ostinato in the left hand of the piano part in movement 2. The influence of classical form was also clearly evident in the outer movements of this concerto. His original intention, much quoted, was that it should be a classical concerto, in the style of a divertissement, “light-hearted and brilliant, in the style of Mozart and Saint- Saëns” i.e. composers who made the soloist stand out in sharp definition against the orchestra. With this intention, he clearly wanted to produce a piece of enjoyable writing, something that was entertaining and would show the virtuosity of the soloist. He did not want to create a concerto that would be one long battle between the soloist and orchestra, which was his opinion of some classical concertos which he felt were written ‘against’ rather than ‘for’ the piano.  He outlined his intentions of the piece containing the three customary structural parts of a classical concerto: “…the initial Allegro….followed by an Adagio…. to conclude, a lively movement…”
c) Nationalistic themes, scales and rhythms: There are elements of Basque and Spanish idioms from his homeland (as well as the jazz influences from America).

The Piano Concerto in G major – Summary of Structure
The work is in three distinct movements. All are in the major mode, though there are features of interest such as bitonality and dissonance. This tonality supports the general feeling of the work –energetic in the outer movements, calm and serene in the middle movement. Movement 1 is labelled Allegremente, movement 2 Adagio assai, and movement 3 –Presto.
The work uses a chamber orchestra: 3 flutes (3rd = piccolo), 2 oboes, English horn, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, contrabassoon, 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba, timpani, percussion (bass drum, cymbals, snare drum, tam-tam, triangle, wood block), harp, strings, and solo piano. The instrumentation specifies a total of 32 strings. Like a Mozart concerto, the soloistic woodwind is prominent and in this score that means the piccolo, cor anglais and E¨ clarinet. It is interesting to note in the score that Ravel is particularly specific with regards to the numbers in the string section. In all, he specifies 32 players i.e. –

· 8 first violins 

· 8 second violins

· 6 violas

· 6 cellos

· 4 double basses
	Movement I

Allegramente
G major
	The exciting pace is set by the cracking of the whip and the lively movement only occasionally pauses for lyric contemplation. Some jazz influences may be seen – parts of it sound just like Gershwin! It includes a number of distinctive themes, cadenzas and brilliant solos for trumpet.

	Movement II

Adagio assai
E major
	A reflective and thoughtful contrast, with one of the most famous themes that Ravel ever composed. 


	Movement III
Presto
G major
	Here the energetic atmosphere of the opening returns, with an energetic piano part and orchestral effects which add to the fun. There is more evidence of jazz and the popular idioms influenced by his visit to America. 
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RESEARCH!      Use the Internet and Library. Make notes to keep in your file. 


Find out and read more about Ravel’s background, his upbringing and musical education.


Research the ‘Apaches’. How did they support Ravel as a musician?











LISTEN!....to different types of music written by Ravel, as even a small study of the pieces can tell you so much about the musician. Make notes on your first impressions, read any background information, and keep notes in your file or musical diary. Have a ‘work of the week’! Listen individually or in pairs, and then discuss the style as a short task in class. Ask your teacher for suitable pieces – the following would do to make a start:


Concerto for the Left Hand


Piano Trio


Gaspard de la Nuit


L’Enfant et Les Sortileges


Daphnis and Chloe


Some of the piano pieces.











TO DO!      Use the Internet and Library. 


Find out a little more about the Impressionist artists and look at some of their work.


�Choose one of the paintings as an inspiration for your own composition. Identify the interesting features, and decide how you could represent these in musical terms (e.g. what types of scales, chords, rhythms, devices etc you could use). 














ANALYSIS: �It will be a good idea to keep your eyes peeled for aspects of Ravel style. Identify features of musical interest as you study your own score while listening, and mark them in with pencil or a highlighter pen! 








Characteristics of Impressionist Music








Use of whole-tone, chromatic, exotic and modal scales








Fluidity of rhythm and metre which obscured the pulse








Unresolved dissonances; 7th, 9th 11th chords; parallel or ‘gliding’ chords








Hazy outlines of melodies; use of melodic ‘arabesques’





Focus was on suggestion/ and atmosphere, not emotion or a story.




















PRESENTATION: Choose one composition by Ravel, a second by Debussy. Working with another student from the A level music class, listen to the pieces, using scores if possible. Research the works in a little more detail, and make some general notes of any similarities, or differences in style and content. Present your observations in the form of a powerpoint presentation, which could then given to the rest of the class. In this way, you will gain a broader understanding of the composer’s writing.





Rich yet subtle orchestral colours; timbral ‘blending’








Preference of small scale structures and forms











