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About Behind the Lines  

Behind the Lines was a year-long programme of free participatory events and resources for 

all ages to commemorate the centenary of the outbreak of the First World War. The programme 
was delivered in partnership by Westminster Music Library and the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra, and supported using public funding by Arts Council England. 

Public Workshops  

Beginning in autumn 2013, educational leaders and world-class musicians from the Royal 
Philharmonic Orchestra led a series of 18 interactive workshops for adults and families (early 
years and primary age focus). Sessions explored the music and composers of the First World 
War through these engaging creative composition workshops, targeted at the age group 
specified, and using the music and resources housed in Westminster Music Library. 

Schools Projects  

In addition to the public workshop series, Behind the Lines also worked with six schools in 
Westminster and the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea; two secondaries and four 
primaries. These six schools participated in 2 day creative composition projects which drew upon 
the themes of the programme and linked in with the schools own learning programmes – in 
particular the History, Music and English curriculum.  

Additional schools projects can be incorporated in to the Behind the Lines programme between 
2014 – 2018, although fundraising will be required. For further information or to discuss 
fundraising ideas with the project partners please contact rwalters@westminster.gov.uk    

Summer School 

The programme culminated with a four day creative summer school for young musicians (Years 
6-11) across Westminster and RBKC, to commemorate the outbreak of the First World War and 
celebrate its music and composers. Participants explored numerous key compositions and 
composers, drawing upon the resources and works held in the collections at Westminster Music 
Library, and devised their own new musical compositions in response to these works, supported 
by the musical expertise of 5 professional musicians and leaders from the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra.  

Featured Composers 

The programme featured key composers, and signposted numerous others, who all lived during 
The Great War and composed music that was directly inspired by their experiences, including the 
socio-political climate at the time. Key composers included Elgar, Ravel, Holst and Vaughan 
Williams, who were each the subject matter for a set of public workshops and a resource pack. 
However, in addition, the programme explored other key and lesser known composers through 
thematic explorations such as the integration of poetry in to WW1-inspired composition with 
Gurney and Bliss, or the works of composers who died during active service such as Butterworth 
and Farrar.  

Resource Packs 

Just like this pack, the other featured composers and themes of the programme each have a 
Behind the Lines Resource Pack, which are available from Westminster Music Library, online at 
www.musicbehindthelines.org or by request to education@rpo.co.uk   
 

mailto:rwalters@westminster.gov.uk
http://www.musicbehindthelines.org/
mailto:education@rpo.co.uk
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Biography 

Maurice Ravel (1875–1937) 

In Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians Ravel is described as a ‘French composer [who] 
was one of the most original and sophisticated musicians of the early 20th century. His 
instrumental writing – whether for solo piano, for ensemble or for orchestra – explored new 
possibilities, which he developed at the same time as (or even before) his great contemporary 
Debussy, and his fascination with the past and with the exotic resulted in music of a distinctively 
French sensibility and refinement.’ 

Maurice Ravel was born on 7 March 1875 in the Basque village of Ciboure in the Basses-
Pyrénées. His father was Swiss and his mother Basque. The family moved to Paris when Ravel 
was a few months old, so he had a Parisian and French upbringing, although he never lost his 
closeness to the Basque country and Spain. His father was an amateur pianist, which gave Ravel 
early encouragement, and he started piano lessons at the age of seven. At the age of twelve he 
took lessons in harmony from Charles-René, a pupil of Delibes, and produced his first 
compositions. 

Ravel entered the Paris Conservatoire in 1889 where he studied piano, winning first prize in the 
1891 piano competition. He continued with the piano and also learned harmony, but he failed to 
win any further prizes, so left the Conservatoire in 1895. It was at this point that he decided to 
pursue composition, and in 1895 and 1896 he wrote the Menuet antique, the Habanera (the first 
of the Sites auriculaires), Un grand sommeil noir and D'Anne jouant de l'espinette. He returned to 
the Conservatoire in 1897 to study composition with Fauré and counterpoint with Gédalge, both 
teachers having an enormous influence on him. However, his early works failed to win prizes, so 
again, he left in 1903. 

Ravel made five attempts to win the Prix de Rome (a scholarship for arts students) between 1900 
and 1905, all of which failed. This became known as L’Affaire Ravel. His only success was third 
prize for his cantata Myrrha in 1901. 1905 was the last time he could enter, having reached the 
upper age limit, but he was eliminated in the first round, as his music was regarded as too 
modern. Public opinion was on his side however, as were some of his critics, such as Pierre Lalo 
(by this time Ravel had already written Jeux d'eau and a String Quartet, and was established at 
the Société Nationale de Musique). A scandal erupted when it was revealed that all of the 
finalists were students of one of the judges. It was clear from this that Ravel had a troubled 
relationship with the music establishment, and that in his desire to succeed, he refused to alter 
his style to please his critics. This, in turn, made his official recognition more difficult. 

Ravel was open to varied musical and literary stimuli. Like Debussy, he was influenced by the 
Javanese gamelan, which he heard at the Paris Exhibition in 1889. He always read the latest 
literature, and played four hand arrangements of music by a wide range of composers with his 
friend and pianist Ricardo Viñes. He was influenced by Satie, Chabrier and Debussy, and drew 
on texts by Verlaine, Mallarmé, and Bertrand for Un grand sommeil noir, Sainte and Gaspard de 
la nuit respectively. Ravel immersed himself in the French culture of the time. In 1902, he and 
Viñes joined Les Apaches (The Ruffians), a group of literary, musical and artistic friends who met 
to share ideas, and which included such composers as Falla, Schmitt, and eventually, Stravinsky. 

By 1905, and with the support of Fauré, Ravel had seen some performances of his work take 
place, some of which were controversial, such as the Shéhérazade overture in 1899 and 
Histoires naturelles in 1907. Other pieces written by this time were Pavane pour une infante 
défunte (1902) and Miroirs (1905), both for piano. Ravel was caught up in the factions which 
beset French music at this time; some regarded him as an outsider, while others compared him, 
unfavourably, with Debussy. Ravel himself admired Debussy, who was thirteen years his senior, 

   
TOP 

 



 
 

Page |  5a 

but he refused to be seen as an imitator. He was always willing to speak out on musical and 
artistic matters, and as a result, was one of the founders of the Société Musicale Indépendente in 
1909 (with Fauré as President), which was dedicated to performing French and foreign works 
regardless of genre or style. 

Music for the theatre was now starting to interest Ravel, and it was around this time that he met 
Stravinsky; the two composers became good friends. Daphnis et Chloé was commissioned by 
Diaghilev for the Ballets Russes in 1909, but poor rehearsal meant it was not a success at its first 
performance three years later. It was also overshadowed by the recent production of Debussy's 
L'après-midi d'un faune which had caused a huge stir. Ravel orchestrated two of his own piano 
works, Ma mère l'oye and Valses nobles et sentimentales, turning them into ballets, the latter 
named Adélaïde ou le langage des fleurs. 

 

For a detailed account of Ravel’s life and work in the war see the section below 

 

Ravel’s experience of the war, his sickness, and his mother’s death all affected his creativity, but 
he slowly recovered in 1919 and 1920 while living in seclusion in a friend’s house in Lapras, 
350km from Paris. After the completion of La Valse, he wrote a Duo for violin and cello in 
memory of Debussy who had died in 1918, and the Berceuse sur le nom de Gabriel Fauré, 
dedicated to Fauré. He worked on his opera L'enfant et les sortilèges from 1920 to 1925, a work 
which explores childhood and fantasy, and experiments with a range of styles. The Duo was to 
become his Sonata for Violin and Cello; it was similar in style to his pre-war Piano Trio but more 
austere. 

Debussy’s death left Ravel as the leading French composer. Although he was offered the Légion 
d'Honneur in 1920 and turned it down, this belated recognition by the French music 
establishment was not well received by his old critics, or by Satie and the younger generation 
known as Les Six. Ravel was left feeling isolated. His rejection of the Légion d'Honneur was 
partly because the nomination was made without his knowledge, and partly because of the 
obligations that would go with it, which he felt unable to meet while he was struggling with 
composition. He also wished to maintain his artistic freedom and to be able to speak out on 
musical and artistic matters. He did, however, accept honours from abroad which, in turn, 
increased his reputation at home. 

He eventually moved away from Paris to Montfort-l'Amaury where he lived alone with his 
housekeeper. In 1922, he completed his orchestration of Musorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition 
which is one of his most popular works, despite it being out of step with the new trend of 
simplicity in orchestration, which was now common in France. Much of Ravel’s music after the 
war was pared down. He was suspicious of the Romanticism of the 19th century, with its arousal 
of subjective emotion in both performers and listeners, as were other French composers (and 
also Stravinsky), who developed the neo-classical style. 

Ravel had first visited Britain in 1909 but travelled quite extensively in the 1920s and 1930s. On 
his tour of North America in 1928 he conducted, performed, gave interviews, and gave a lecture 
on contemporary music. Through this visit he developed an interest in jazz and blues which found 
an outlet in his Piano Concerto in G major. 

He also wrote a technically demanding Piano Concerto for the Left Hand, written for Paul 
Wittgenstein, who had lost an arm in the First World War. His interest in Spain continued with 
Bolero, a work he didn’t rate highly, and which he wrote instead of orchestrating Albeniz’s Iberia, 
the rights for this work having already been taken. His last composition was a set of three songs 
Don Quichotte à Dulcinée. 
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Ill health dogged Ravel in his final years. Apart from the insomnia and ‘cerebral anemia’ from 
which he had suffered since the war, he was involved in a car accident in 1932. Although his 
injuries were minor, his health declined further after this as he increasingly suffered from ataxia 
and aphasia, both neurological diseases, which affected his movement and speech. This 
hindered his ability to write music or even sign his name. He was not affected mentally and still 
had musical ideas but tragically could not put them down on paper. He was, however, still able to 
travel. 

Following the death of his mother and his experience of the war, he was able to write only sixteen 
new works between 1917 and 1932, the year of his last composition. It was not just that he wrote 
less music, but that he spent more time on each piece – an indication of the difficulties he 
experienced. 

Ravel died in Paris on 28 December 1937 at the age of 62 shortly after a brain operation. 

 

Ravel during the War 

Ravel was 39 at the outbreak of the First World War. He had failed to join the army in 1895 on 
account of his small stature (he was recorded as being between 5 feet 3 inches and 5 feet 5 
inches), and only weighed 7st 8oz, and he was to find it difficult to enlist again in 1914. Like 
many, he was swept up in the excitement of the war and wished to serve; his brother Edouard 
signed up and Ravel didn’t want to be left out.  

At the outbreak of the war, Ravel was working on his Piano Trio, which he wanted to finish. 
However, his initial hesitancy in joining up was more due to the effect he felt it would have on his 
mother, with whom he had a very close relationship. He was torn between duty to his country, 
duty to his mother, and music. Ravel’s friends, too, thought he would be unsuited to the army and 
should be kept away from the front line; they wondered whether by writing music, he might be of 
more use to France at its time of need, especially given that his build was not really suitable for 
military life. And so he went back to completing his Piano Trio. 

On completion of this work in the autumn of 1914, Ravel attempted to join the army again, but 
after being rejected, he decided his small stature might be more useful to the Air Force as a pilot; 
he had an interest in flying and pursued this path. For 18 months he battled to be accepted, his 
feeling of inadequacy made worse by his brother’s war service. In the meantime, he was able to 
spend time caring for wounded soldiers while continuing to write music. After the Piano Trio he 
sketched several ideas but few came to anything. There was, however, a ‘French Suite’, which 
was to become Le tombeau de Couperin (for details see Featured Compositions), and a 
choreographic or symphonic poem called Wien which would later become La Valse (for details 
see Featured Compositions).  

By March 1915, Ravel was pronounced fit for military service and was assigned to the 13th 
Artillery Regiment as a truck mechanic, and by November he was driving lorries. He was initially 
based in Paris where he continued to live at home with his mother. There was limited musical 
activity during this time, including concerts, due to the conflict. In March 1916, he was posted to 
Verdun as a driver to support the troops who were suffering under the German offensive. He 
named his vehicle ‘Adélaïde’ after his ballet Adélaïde ou le langage des fleurs. The work was 
grueling and dangerous in the middle of the destruction at Verdun. Ravel describes in his 
correspondence, which he signed as ‘Driver Ravel’, how he drove his overloaded lorry at night 
with no lights because he was in the range of enemy guns, and how he enjoyed the adventure of 
it all, including being nearly hit by a shell, and how he eventually crashed his lorry.  

While serving Ravel was able to contribute to music-making among the troops, but for a man who 
has been described as a well-dressed dandy, self-possessed, if a little aloof, and a perfectionist 
with a fastidious temperament, he didn’t especially enjoy military life. However, he was pleased to 

   
TOP 

 



 
 

Page |  7a 

get the chance to serve and thus didn’t complain. He was aware that friends who were fighting 
were enduring far worse conditions and were in far greater danger, and several of his friends 
were to be killed during the conflict.  

In 1916, with war fever at its most extreme, the Ligue Nationale pour la Defense de la Musique 
Française (National League for the Defence of French Music) was formed with the aim of 
banning German music. Ravel didn’t agree with this view and refused to join, bravely writing a 
letter of opposition explaining his reasons. He believed that ignoring foreign influences and trying 
to create a French ‘national’ style would be inward looking, would lead to isolation, and result in 
French music becoming degenerate. He had wide artistic sympathies including composers from 
Germany, whom he regarded as his colleagues rather than enemies. Schoenberg was one such 
composer, as was Strauss, and although there are traces of anti-German feeling, this is directed 
more towards second rate composers, which he recognised were present in France too.  

Ravel was eventually turned down for the Air Force because of a diagnosed heart condition, and 
by September 1916, his health had deteriorated. He caught dysentery and developed a hernia, 
which required surgery. He took sick leave and returned to Paris where he found that his 
mother’s health was failing, which had been a constant worry while he was away serving at 
Verdun. The letters he had written to her from the front were heavily edited to avoid revealing the 
danger he was in. She died on 5 January 1917. This was a devastating blow for Ravel, coming 
as it did on top of all the suffering around him in the war. As well as the huge loss, he felt guilty 
due to abandoning her for war service, which he believed had contributed to her death. Ravel’s 
relationship with his mother appears to be the only close emotional attachment he ever 
experienced, and her death was to leave a huge vacuum in his life.  

He returned to his unit briefly, but his health failed again and he was given a temporary 
discharge. As Ravel and his brother Edouard had always lived with their parents, there was no 
longer a secure family home. There would therefore be no return to the ordered life the composer 
led before the war (their father having died in 1908). In France during the First World War, the 
tradition of marraine de guerre evolved, where a pen friend ‘adopts’ a soldier. In Ravel’s case, his 
marraine de guerre, or war godmother, was Mme Fernand Dreyfus. She was the mother of his 
friend Roland-Manuel, with whom he went to live at Lyon de Forêt, 100km from Paris. It was 
while living with her in 1917, during probably the unhappiest period of his life, that he completed 
Le tombeau de Couperin (for details see Featured Compositions). This was a piece he had 
already started, so he was able to continue work on it. However, there were no new ideas to 
contribute as his creativity had deserted him. 

Ravel was to see no further active service in the war, being formally discharged in June 1917. He 
was suffering from depression, weight loss and a cough which he feared might be tuberculosis 
(but was actually caused by tubercular ganglions). The latter were removed through surgery on 
Armistice Day, after which he spent some time recuperating in Switzerland, followed by further 
recuperation early the following year in the mountain resort of Megève in the Haute-Savioe. Apart 
from the physical ailments and mental confusion, he was plagued by insomnia which had been 
troubling him since the war, and would continue to do so for the rest of his life. Ravel felt under 
pressure to compose, but this pressure in turn produced a creative block. The only work which 
appeared in 1918 was Frontispice, a short work of 15 bars for two pianos and five hands – a 
mere one and half minutes of music.  

In 1919, he moved back to Paris and lived with his brother and one of his brother’s business 
colleagues, and in December of that year he went to stay with his friend André-Ferdinand Hérold 
in Lapras, which was 350km from Paris, and where he lived as a virtual hermit. It was there that 
he received a commission from Diaghilev, which triggered for him to revive Wien and complete 
the work. It was renamed as La Valse (for details see Featured Compositions).  

The war ended with France as the victor, yet so much had been lost in terms of life and 
infrastructure. Although Ravel hadn’t written any overtly patriotic music, he was now regarded as 
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France’s most eminent composer, Debussy having died in March 1918 (somewhat 
overshadowed by the shelling of Paris). The end of the war, and the death of Debussy, signaled 
the end of an era in French music, but Ravel was unable to deliver. Post-war Europe was a 
melting pot of ideas in music and the arts, and France was central to this. There was a new spirit 
among young composers, with Satie and the group known as ‘Les Six’. To them, Ravel was 
considered old and outdated, but he would, in time, find his creative voice again, although not 
without great difficulty.  
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Chronology of key dates and World War One connections 

1875 Born on 7 March in the Basque village of Ciboure in the Basses-Pyrénées.   

Family moves to Paris when Maurice is only a few months old.  

1882 Receives piano lessons. 

1887 Takes lessons in harmony from Charles-René. 

1889 Enters Paris Conservatoire to study piano. 

1891 Wins first prize in the piano competition at the Conservatoire. 

1895 Leaves Paris Conservatoire and decides to concentrate on composition. 

1897 Returns to Paris Conservatoire to study composition with Fauré and counterpoint 
with Gédalge. 

1900–05  L’Affaire Ravel – makes five attempts to win the Prix de Rome but fails on each 
occasion, his music being regarded as too modern. 

1901 Writes Jeux d’eau for piano. 

1902 Joins Les Apaches (The Ruffians), a group of literary, musical and artistic friends. 

 Composes Pavane pour une infante défunte. 

1903 Leaves Conservatoire again. 

1905 Composes Miroirs.  

1909 Ravel is a founder member of the Société Musicale Indépendente, which performs 
French and foreign works regardless of genre or style, and which seeks to avoid the 
factions in French music.  

 Meets Stravinsky and Diaghilev, who commissions Daphnis et Chloé. 

1912 Daphnis et Chloé performed by Ballets Russes in Paris, which is overshadowed by 
the controversial production of Debussy’s L'après-midi d'un faune.  

1914 Starts sketching a ‘French Suite’ for piano, which is modeled on an 18th century 
style. 

 First World War breaks out in August – Ravel is torn between duty to his country, 
his mother, and music.  

 Completes his Piano Trio by October. 

 Tries to join the army but is turned down due to his small stature – feels he would 
be more beneficial to the Air Force so pursues this route. 

 Cares for wounded soldiers. 

1915  Accepted into the 13th Artillery Regiment as a truck mechanic in March and later as 
a driver, but remains in Paris. 

1916 Posted to Verdun as a truck driver where the work is grueling and dangerous – 
doesn’t enjoy military life but is pleased of the opportunity to serve. 

Takes a principled stand against, and refuses to join, the Ligue Nationale pour la 
Defense de la Musique Française, which seeks to ban German and foreign music. 

 Eventually turned down for the Air Force on health grounds. 

Ravel’s health deteriorates.  
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 Catches dysentery and has surgery for a hernia – takes sick leave and returns to 
Paris to find his mother very ill. 

1917 Ravel’s mother dies on 5 January leaving him distraught. 

 Returns to his unit but his health fails again and is given a temporary discharge. 

 Goes to live with Mme Fernand Dreyfus, his marraine de guerre (war godmother), 
at Lyon de Forêt outside Paris.  

 During a very unhappy period he is unable to write any new music, but completes 
his French Suite, which is given the title Le tombeau de Couperin, and is dedicated 
to six friends he lost in the war. 

 Sees no further active service in the war – formally discharged in June. 

1918 Struggles to regain his physical and mental health – suffers from depression, weight 
loss and a cough caused by tubercular ganglions. 

 Has surgery on Armistice Day to remove tubercular ganglions. 

 Recuperates in Switzerland. 

 Frontispice, a short piece for two pianos and five hands is the only music he can 
write during the year. 

1919 Recuperates in Megève in the Haute-Savioe. 

Moves back to Paris and lives with his brother Edouard. 

 First performance of Le tombeau de Couperin given on 11 April by Marguerite 
Long. 

    In December, moves to Lapras, 350km from Paris, and lives in virtual seclusion for 
several months. 

 Receives commission from Diaghilev to write a ballet which triggers his creativity 
again – resurrects Wien from 1906 which becomes La Valse. 

1920 First performance of orchestral version of Le tombeau de Couperin takes place on 
28 February. 

Poor health continues, including insomnia which has affected him since the war. 

Offered the Légion d'Honneur, but turns it down. 

Feels isolated as his style is out of step with the new generation of composers. 

Moves away from Paris to Montfort-l'Amaury where he lives alone and is based for 
the remainder of his life. 

La Valse, rejected by Diaghilev as a ballet, but first performance of the 
choreographic poem takes place on 12 December. 

1922 Writes the Sonata for Violin and Cello in memory of Debussy, the Berceuse sur le 
nom de Gabriel Fauré which he dedicates to Fauré, and completes his 
orchestration of Musorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition. 

1925 Completes opera L'enfant et les sortilèges first started in 1920. 

1928 Travels to America and discovers jazz and blues, which find fruition in his two piano 
concertos. 

 First performance of Bolero. 

1932  Premières of Piano Concerto in G and Piano Concerto for the Left Hand written for 
Paul Wittgenstein, who had lost an arm in the First World War. 
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 Involved in a car accident – his neurological conditions worsen. 

 Writes no further music. 

1937 Dies in Paris on 28 December at the age of 62, following brain surgery. 
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Featured Compositions 

For links to audio versions of these featured compositions, see here. 

Ravel was working on his Piano Trio in 1914 and completed it shortly after the outbreak of war. 
The Trois chansons pour choeur mixte followed in late 1914 and early 1915. These songs were 
dedicated to three people he thought might assist him in his attempt to enlist in the armed forces. 
Once he had been accepted for service as a truck driver, finding the time and opportunity to 
compose was difficult so his output in the war years is very small. Following his own ill health, 
and then the death of his mother early in 1917, which affected him deeply, his creativity 
completely deserted him. In 1918 he was only able to compose Frontispice, a short work of 15 
bars for two pianos and five hands – a mere one and half minutes of music. Le tombeau de 
Couperin and La Valse were therefore his main ‘war’ works. 

 

Le tombeau de Couperin 

Background to the composition 

Ravel was starting to turn to the French musical past for inspiration, just as Debussy did around 
this time. As France faced danger, looking back to a period of clarity and elegance was 
understandable. Eighteenth century music and art, and the composer Couperin in particular, 
represented the ideal of French civilisation which was seen as under threat. Le tombeau de 
Couperin was to be a six movement piece; a sequence of four dance movements and two 
movements in abstract form, i.e. a fugue and toccata, so the piece could be described as 
combination of a suite in the eighteenth century style and a sonata. The music was based on 
François Couperin’s Pieces de clavecin and his Concerts Royaux. As well as looking back, the 
work also looks forward to the pared down style of Ravel’s later music. 

Ravel started sketching a ‘French Suite’ for piano in the spring of 1914 before the war broke out. 
He transcribed the fourth Concert Royal by Couperin first, which was to become the Forlane 
movement of Le tombeau de Couperin. At this stage it is unclear whether this was conceived as 
part of a suite or as an individual piece. 

Composition of Le tombeau de Couperin was interrupted by Ravel’s war service and was not to 
be completed until he had been discharged in 1917. After his mother’s death early that year, he 
was completely distraught and devoid of musical ideas, but he was able to complete this work 
because the sketches were already there. He therefore completed it during probably the 
unhappiest period of his life.  

Although it didn’t start out as a memorial or ‘war’ work, on completion Ravel dedicated each 
movement to a young friend who had been killed in battle. Le tombeau de Couperin received 
criticism from some quarters for not being funereal, but it stands as an appropriate homage to 
French culture, and a gift to his friends.  

The first performance of Le tombeau de Couperin was given on 11 April 1919 by Marguerite 
Long, the wife of Joseph de Marlaive who had been killed in the war, and to whom the toccata is 
dedicated. Ravel made an orchestration of the work, but without the fugue and toccata, which 
received its premiere on 28 February 1920. 
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Musical breakdown (Forlane and Fugue) 
 
Forlane 

 Key:   E Minor  

 Structure: The Forlane was a popular dance in the Baroque era and Ravel chose the 
  Forlane from Couperin’s 4th Concerts Royaux as his model. Both pieces  
  have the same structure of 1 recurring rondeaux theme, interspersed with  
  three couplets (ABACADA).  

 Tempo: Allegro Moderato, crotchet = 46. 
 
 
Fugue 

 Key:   E Minor  

 Structure: The structure of the fugue is traditional with 3 voices outlining the subject,  
  answers and countersubject in the exposition. Common fugal devices such  
  as inversion, stretto and pedal points are used in the development and end  
  sections.  

 Tempo: Allegretto, dotted crotchet = 96. 
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Themes 
 
Forlane 
 

1. The two examples below show the opening rondeaux (A) themes from the Forlanes of 
Ravel and Couperin respectively. Not only are both pieces in the same time signature (6/8) 
but they also show similar rhythmic features with dotted quaver – semi-quaver – quaver 
melodic cells contrasted against crotchet – quaver melodic cells and accompanying 
material. The stress in Ravel’s rondeaux is on the first beat at the start of the first half of 
each bar whereas Couperin’s stress is on the 4th quaver at the start of the second half of 
the bar. 
 

Ravel – Forlane: Bars 1 – 9:    
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Couperin – Forlane: bars 1 – 9: 
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2. Ravel’s first couplet moves the stress to the 4th quaver of each bar, mimicking Couperin’s 
model (Couperin maintains the stress on the 4th quaver of each bar for his first couplet). 

 
 
Ravel Forlane: bars 29 – 37 (1st couplet): 
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Couperin – Forlane: bars 9 – 17 (1st couplet): 
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3. So far Ravel’s work has been in E minor and Couperin’s in E major. Just for the final 
couplet Couperin moves to E minor and Ravel does the inverse, moving to E major. This 
shows that while Ravel is composing in a different key, he is still following Couperin’s 
model for key changes.  

 
Fugue 
 

1. The example below shows bars 1-9 of Ravel’s fugue. This section is known as the 
exposition. 

 
Exposition: bars 1-9: 

 

 
 
 

2. The top line in the first 2 bars, shown below, outlines the subject (the main theme in any 
fugue) appearing at the opening. 
 

 
Subject: 
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3. The subject is repeated twice in the exposition at different pitches (these repeats are 
called answers) and here they appear a fifth lower each time following conventional fugue 
writing. Attaching voice names to each entry helps to identify the number of different parts 
in the texture. In this fugue there are 3 voices/parts. 

 
 
Bars 1-6 showing only the subject entries:  
 

 
 
 

4. The theme below is the countersubject, a repeating phrase heard initially after the subject 
and simultaneously with the first answer (in Ravel’s fugue there is a short 1 bar bridge 
between the first subject entry and its corresponding counter-subject). 

 
 
 
Countersubject: 

 
 

5. Once the exposition has outlined the subject, answers and countersubjects we enter a 
development section. Here, the themes are modified to provide contrast: 1 common 
technique is to use inversion (flipping the phrase upside down). Below are examples of 
both the subject and the countersubject in inversion which both appear in Ravel’s fugue. 

 
Subject in inversion from the second quaver of bar 22:  
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Countersubject in inversion: 

 
 

6. The section of music below is an example of stretto from Ravel’s fugue. In stretto sections 
fragments of the subject, answer and countersubject are presented alongside full 
statements of each, often in inversion or augmentation (which involves lengthening of the 
note/phrase durations). Here, Ravel adds a pedal point (a repeated note within the texture) 
on the note B, this is another conventional element of fugue writing  

.  
Stretto with pedal point: 
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La Valse, poème chorégraphique pour orchestre 

Background to the composition 

Ravel had been fascinated by the Viennese waltz for many years and first considered writing a 
symphonic poem entitled Wien in 1906, which would be in honour of Johann Strauss, whom he 
admired. Nothing came of this until Diaghilev commissioned a ballet piece from Ravel after the 
war. Ravel was struggling with new ideas at this time, but the commission was the trigger for him 
to resurrect Wien which had been fermenting in his mind. The work was to be renamed La Valse 
and is described as a choreographic poem.  Inspiration came to Ravel after he had moved away 
from the pressures of Paris in December 1919, having gone to live as a virtual hermit with his 
friend André-Ferdinand Hérold. Once he had started, he worked quite quickly, completing the 
piano score within a month. He started the orchestration on 31 December, completing it in April 
1920. 

Diaghilev was ultimately to reject La Valse as being unsuitable for a ballet, and it has been 
described more as a ‘painting of a ballet’. Ravel himself described it as ‘a sort of apotheosis of 
the Viennese waltz which I saw combined with an impression of a fantastic whirling motion 
leading to death. The scene is set in an Imperial Palace around 1855’. Despite its long gestation, 
it has been considered a war work; death and doom hang over the work and there are hints of 
suffering and tragedy as the music proceeds relentlessly. Whether it was meant as a portrait of 
post-war Europe after the fall of the Habsburg Empire, and Vienna in particular, is unclear. 
However, it could be argued that it reflects Ravel’s thoughts and state of mind at the time –he felt 
angry and grief-stricken about the death and destruction caused by the war (of France in 
particular), the death of close friends, and especially his mother’s death. 

La Valse was first performed on 12 December 1920. 

 

Musical Breakdown 
 

 Key:   Various, ends in D  

 Structure : Three part structure with the first section slowly establishing a waltz  
  character and the second playing out a series of waltz episodes. The final  
  section merges elements from both previous sections, starting with a  
  recapitulation of the opening material from the first section.  

 Tempo:  Like a Viennese Waltz, accelerando in the final section until the end. 
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Themes 
 
 

1. In stark contrast to the typical opening of a Viennese waltz, the piece opens very quietly 
with low tremolos in the Double Basses; this creates a sense of threat and unease early 
on. This opening could reflect Ravel’s sense of disillusionment with the Austrian cultural 
establishment after the war. The pizzicato entry in the 5th bar, accenting the first beat, 
provides the first indication that the piece will take on a waltz character. 

 
 
Opening bars of La Valse: 
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2. At figure 4 the first tentative fragment of a waltz melody is heard on the Clarinets, followed 

by the Violas. Throughout this first section Ravel gradually develops the waltz into 
something recognizable and relatable to the Viennese tradition. The piece develops like a 
distant memory of a bygone era.  
    

 
First waltz fragment from figure 4: 
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3. At the climax of the first section (figure 16) the waltz is firmly established in full orchestra. 
This theme is similar to a waltz theme from Ravel’s prewar work Valses Nobles et 
Sentimentales and the two are compared in piano reduction below. This shows a 
continuum of development in Ravel’s treatment of the waltz stretching back to before the 
war. 

 
Climax of the opening section of La Valse, from figure 16: 
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Bars 51 – 66 of Valses Nobles et Sentimentales no.7: 
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4. A new waltz theme enters at figure 18 (example below), the opening of the Second 
section. This section comprises a series of fleeting waltz episodes. 

 
  

First waltz episode at the opening of the second section of La Valse, figure 18:   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
TOP 

 



 
 

Page |  27a 

5. The final section opens with a recapitulation of the opening material from the first section 
before presenting themes from each of the previous sections. There is an accelerando to 
the end and the work closes with a grotesque dissonant Waltz theme which is deliberately 
too fast. This chaotic conclusion possibly mirrors the destruction and chaos of War. 

 
Closing bars:   
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Ravel: Further Reference 

Ravel Related Books, Scores & Audio 

Type Title  Author Location  

Book 

Ravel Roger Nichols Music Library 

Ravel the Decadent Michael J Puri Music Library 

The Cambridge Companion to Ravel Ed. Deborah Mawer Music Library 

Reflections: The Piano Music of Maurice Ravel Paul Roberts Music Library 

Ravel: Illustrated Lives of the Great Composers Burnett James Music Library 

Ravel: Man and Musician Arbie Orenstein Music Store 

Scores/ 
Sheet 
Music 
 

Le tombeau de Couperin, suite pour piano Piano Score Music Library 

Le tombeau de Couperin, suite pour piano Sheet Music – Piano  Music Library 

Le tombeau de Couperin, suite d'orchestre Full Score  Music Library 

Le tombeau de Couperin, suite d'orchestre Miniature Score  Music Library 

La Valse Miniature Score Music Library 

La Valse arr. for piano Music Store 

La Valse arr. for two pianos Music Library 

Frontispice Sheet Music – 2 pianos Music Library 

Audio 
Le tombeau de Couperin Maurice Ravel 

Shops/Rentals. On 
YouTube. On Spotify. 

La Valse Maurice Ravel 
Shops/Rentals. On 
YouTube. On Spotify. 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fDDzxRpdtmE
https://open.spotify.com/track/3CcHYL61xJnSYk0qjhSmfD
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TMSgWhIENSk
https://open.spotify.com/track/2SKQ1TDw3LpxTCF5KelTxC


 

 

Ravel Related Periodicals 

Title of Periodical/Journal Volume and Page Date Article Title Location  

Musical Quarterly Vol. 53, no. 4 p. 467 Oct 1967 
Maurice Ravel’s Creative Process 
by Arbie Orenstein Music Store 

Revue de Musicologie (in French) Vol. 82, no. 1 p. 123 1996 

La musique française pendant la 
Guerre 1914–1918: autour de la 
tentative de fusion de la Société 
Nationale de Musique et de la 
Société Musicale Indépendante by 
Michel Duchesneau Music Store 

La Revue Musicale (in French) 
Vol. 2, no. 6  
p. 1 1921 Maurice Ravel by Roland-Manuel Music Store 

La Revue Musicale (in French) 
Vol. 6, no. 8  
p. 1 

1925 Maurice Ravel issue Music Store 

La Revue Musicale (in French) 
No. 187 1938 Hommage à Maurice Ravel Music Store 

 

Ravel Related Websites 

Title  Description URL 

Grove Music Online 
Leading online resource for music 
research (free access for members of 
Westminster Libraries)  

www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#music 

Maurice Ravel 
Frontispice 

Documented information about the 
composer’s life and works 

www.maurice-ravel.net 
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http://www.westminster.gov.uk/services/libraries/247/exclusives/#music
http://www.maurice-ravel.net/


 
 

 

WW1 Centenary: Websites & Links 

Websites 

Title  Description URL 

Behind the Lines The website of this Behind the Lines programme, containing 
useful information about the resources available, workshops 
taking place, as well as information and media documenting the 
year-long project run in partnership by Westminster Music Library 
and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. 

www.musicbehindthelines.org  
 

Centenary News  News and information about the 2014-2018 First World War 
Centenary. The website contains news items, videos, details of 
events, educational resources, and links to articles and blogs. 
The site also includes a summary of organisations who are 
involved with the study of the First World War, or who are 
planning Centenary events.  

www.centenarynews.com  

1914.org  1914.org is a website which highlights centenary events and 
resources from across the globe, and includes the First World 
War Centenary Partnership: a network of over 1,000 local, 
regional, national and international cultural and educational 
organisations led by IWM (Imperial War Museums).  

www.1914.org    
 

 

 

War Memorials Trust War Memorials Trust is the national charity dedicated to the 
protection and conservation of war memorials in the UK. The 
website has lots of useful resources and information about war 
memorials, in particular some excellent teacher packs and lesson 
plans to help build a greater understanding of our war memorial 
heritage. 

www.learnaboutwarmemorials.
org   
 

In Memoriam 2014 In Memoriam 2014 is a national War Memorials Trust (see entry 

above) project which will, with the assistance of local communities 
and groups, locate, log, maintain then protect the nation's war 
memorials in time for Remembrance Day 2014  

www.inmemoriam2014.org  

Imperial War Museum The Imperial War Museum’s website. The information on this 
website tells you about the permanent displays, the archives, 
special exhibitions, forthcoming events, education programmes, 

www.iwm.org.uk   
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http://www.musicbehindthelines.org/
http://www.centenarynews.com/
http://www.1914.org/partners/
http://www.1914.org/partners/
http://www.1914.org/
http://www.learnaboutwarmemorials.org/
http://www.learnaboutwarmemorials.org/
http://www.inmemoriam2014.org/
http://www.iwm.org.uk/


 
 

corporate hospitality and shopping facilities at all 5 IWM 
museums. 

Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission 

This organisation commemorates the 1,700,000 men and women 
of the Commonwealth forces who died in the two world wars and 
maintains cemeteries, burial sites and memorials of all sizes. The 
website has useful learning resources and search facilities 
(memorial sites, Registers of war dead). 

www.cwgc.org/  

Department for Culture, Media and 
Sport 

The government is working alongside partners, on a series of 
national remembrance events, an extensive cultural programme 
and educational schemes. Information can be found  on this 
website. 

www.gov.uk/government/topic
al-events/first-world-war-
centenary  
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