
Core Wider Listening Work: IMPRESSIONISM 

Composer Maurice Ravel (1875-1937) 

Work String Quartet (1903), second movement 

Introduction 

Ravel’s string quartet is a student work and in this piece he is more classical in his 

approach than Debussy, his older fellow impressionist. This can particularly be 

seen in his conventional approach to form and phrase structure. However, 

Debussy’s influence can be seen in the range of interesting colours that Ravel 

creates through both instrumental and harmonic effects. 

Structure 

 Ternary form but it has several unusual features: 

 The B section is much slower than the A section, being pretty much half the 
speed  

 It is also contrasting in terms of keys and textures, BUT 

 It has many motivic links to the A material AND 

 There is an extensive link back to the reprise of A, in which material from both 
sections is reworked and combined. 

Harmony and tonality 

 Although the music begins and ends in a reasonably clear Aeolian mode, the 
tonality is not always so clear.  

 The second idea, for example, hovers around C#, without ever establishing it 
properly.  

 Note the whole-tone tinges in bar 8  

 At the end of the first A section the first violin descends chromatically, there are 
a series of rich added note chords starting with an E dominant seventh, 
followed by G# and then C. 

 the end of the movement is quite chromatic ending with an augmented sixth 
resolving not to V but to chord I. This sort of fine balance between colour and 
functionality is typical of Ravel – the meaning of the cadence is ultimately 
relatively clear even if the detail is not. 

  



Melody and rhythm 

 Ravel’s writes pretty regular phrases  (mostly two and four bar phrases at the 
beginning at least) 

 The melodic lines are also relative conventional in terms of their shape, in that 
they move mostly by step and small leaps (compared to Webern for example!) 

 There are lots of repetitions of melodic and rhythmic motifs in the melody, 
again a conventional feature 

 Although the melody is initially diatonic, it gets much more chromatic towards 
the end of the A section and in the B section, perhaps being more typically 
impressionist in these passages. 

 There are many motivic connections between sections with larger and smaller 
chunks of melody developed and combined, particularly at the end of the 
bridge section back to the A reprise. 

Texture and sonority 

 the rapid all-pizzicato texture at the beginning 

 tremolos and repeated figures in the second idea of the A section (figure 15) 

 the layers built up just before the reprise, where the second violin plays the 
idea from the opening in triple stop pizzicato, against hush triplet arpeggios and 
a tune played in challenging double stopped octaves, all over a pedal 

 The string writing requires a wide range of techniques and effects from tremolo, 
though rapid arpeggio figures to the use of mutes 

 At the beginning of the B section, the cello has the melody over the top of a 
violin and viola accompaniment 

 


