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Abstract 

Maurice Ravel, born in 1875 in Ciboure, France, was a prominent figure in the impressionist 

movement in music. Maurice Ravel, as one of the most outstanding composers of the early 20th 

century, occupies an important position in the history of music with his unique and refined 

compositional style. This article aims to delve deeply into Ravel's compositional principles and 

their application in instrumental music. Firstly, the article reveals the background of the formation 

and evolution of Ravel's musical style through an analysis of his biography and early influences 

on his music. Secondly, it focuses on analyzing Ravel's unique approach to harmonic innovation, 

rhythmic diversity, and melodic construction, elements that together shape the style of his works. 

Through specific analysis of iconic instrumental works such as the "Bolero" and the "String 

Quartet," the article demonstrates how Ravel incorporated these principles into his compositions, 

resulting in far-reaching artistic effects. Additionally, the article explores the influence of Ravel's 

style on modern composers and its application and challenges in contemporary music. Finally, 

the article presents a vision of how future composers can inherit and develop Ravel's 

compositional principles. This study not only enriches the understanding of Ravel's works but 

also provides valuable references for modern music composition. 
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Maurice Ravel's brief Biography  

and Early Musical Influences 

Maurice Ravel, born in 1875 in Ciboure, France, was a prominent figure in the impressionis t 

movement in music. His early childhood was marked by a move to Paris, where he was exposed to a 

diverse cultural environment. Ravel's father, an engineer of Swiss origin, and his mother, of Basque 

descent, played significant roles in shaping his early musical experiences. His family's rich cultura l 

background provided a unique blend of influences that later reflected in his music [Breitenfeld et al., 

2005]. 

Early Music Education and Key Influences 

Ravel's formal music education began at the Paris Conservatory, where he studied under Gabriel 

Fauré. Despite a rocky start, including temporary expulsion, Ravel's time at the Conservatory was 

crucial in developing his compositional style. Fauré's influence on Ravel was profound, fostering a 

sense of innovation and individuality in his music. Ravel's early works, such as 'Jeux d'eau' and 'Pavane 

pour une infante défunte,' already showed a departure from traditional romanticism, leaning towards 

impressionism and reflecting the influences of composers like Chabrier, Satie, and Saint-Saëns 

[Dalessio, 1984]. Ravel's style further evolved as he became part of the avant-garde group "Les 

Apaches," which played a pivotal role in his artistic development. This period marked the beginning of 

his lifelong exploration of different musical styles and forms, leading to his unique blend of 

neoclassicism and impressionism [Smith, 2000]. 

Formation and Development 

 of Musical Style 

Maurice Ravel's musical style is distinguished by its innovative use of timbre, which serves as a 

primary structural marker in his compositions. In works like his Piano Concerto in G Major, Ravel 

demonstrates a novel priority for timbre, where it functions not just for surface reasons but as an integra l 

part of the concerto's narrative [Beavers, 2019]. Unlike his contemporaries, Ravel's music often exhibits 

clear form and structure, where his ideas are distinctly articulated. This approach reflects his 

craftsmanship and traditionalism, setting him apart from other impressionist composers [Ok, 2008]. 

Comparison and Contrast with Debussy 

While Ravel and Claude Debussy are both considered key figures in French musica l 

impressionism, their styles exhibit significant differences. Debussy's music is characterized by a focus 

on atmosphere and fluidity, often prioritizing the "pure meaning" and breaking away from traditiona l 

forms. In contrast, Ravel's style is more aligned with Art Nouveau's creative attitudes, emphasizing the 

plasticity of musical material and composition. This distinction is evident in their different approaches 

to musical expression and thematic development [Zharkova, 2021]. Ravel's late style, particularly in 

the period post-World War I, is marked by a change in his relationship to his own time, showing 

nostalgic tendencies and a shift in compositional approach. This period is characterized as aesthetica lly 

inconsistent and eclectic, contrasting with the more unified and innovative pre-war phase [Kelly, 2016]. 
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Detailed Exploration of Ravel's Compositional  

Techniques and Principles 

Ravel's techniques in harmony and rhythm set his works apart. He frequently employed modal 

harmonies and non-traditional scales, such as the whole-tone scale, creating a sense of ambiguity and 

fluidity. This approach allowed him to explore new soundscapes and emotional expressions, 

distinguishing his music from that of his contemporaries [Bass, 2017]. His orchestration skills are 

particularly notable in works like "Pavane pour une infante défunte," where he demonstrates a mastery 

in blending different instrumental timbres to create rich, colorful textures [Özöztürk, 2022]. Ravel's 

compositions are characterized by their rhythmic complexity, including the use of shifting meters and 

syncopation. This is evident in works like "Boléro," where a steady rhythm underpins the entire piece, 

creating a hypnotic effect [Dalessio, 1984]. Additionally, the style-forming importance of danceability, 

especially the waltz intonation, is a significant aspect of his compositions, contributing to their 

individuality and appeal [Bass, 2017]. 

Ravel's compositional style is a testament to his ability to integrate contemporary techniques while 

maintaining classical influences. His work remains a significant influence in the realm of classical 

music, offering a rich tapestry of sound that continues to inspire and captivate audiences. 

Overview of major instrumental works 

Maurice Ravel, a master of orchestration and one of the most significant composers of the early 

20th century, created a number of instrumental works that have become staples in the classical music 

repertoire. 

 

Figure 1 - Overview of some of his major instrumental compositions 

As can be seen in Figure 1:  

Early Phase (1899-1908): Ravel's initial works, like "Pavane pour une infante défunte" and 

"Gaspard de la Nuit," show his emerging style, characterized by melodic beauty and technica l 

challenge. 



Types of art (with the indication of a particular art) 483 
 

An in-depth look at Maurice Ravel's unique compositional … 
 

Middle Phase (1903-1917): The "String Quartet in F major" and "Le Tombeau de Couperin" 

demonstrate Ravel's exploration of texture and form, moving away from traditional structures and 

incorporating more complex harmonies and thematic development. 

Later Phase (1929-1931): The "Piano Concerto in G major" marks a shift towards a lighter, more 

accessible style, influenced by jazz, showcasing Ravel's adaptability and evolution as a composer. 

Consistent Innovation: The graph would illustrate Ravel's consistent innovation across different 

periods, highlighting his versatility and mastery in various musical forms. 

Application of compositional principles in the work 

Maurice Ravel's compositional principles are vividly demonstrated in his works through his 

distinctive use of harmony, melody, and rhythm. 

1. Boléro 

The most striking feature of "Boléro" is its relentless rhythm. The piece is built upon a repetitive 

snare drum pattern that persists throughout, creating a hypnotic effect. This rhythmic constancy serves 

as the foundation over which the melody and harmony evolve. The melody in "Boléro" is simple yet 

captivating. It is introduced softly and then passed around and varied among different sections of the 

orchestra. The melody's gradual development, against the unchanging rhythm, creates a growing sense 

of anticipation and intensity. Harmonically, "Boléro" is relatively straightforward, but Ravel's 

orchestration creates a rich tapestry of sound. The harmony supports the melody's progression, adding 

to the overall crescendo that culminates in a dramatic finale. 

2. String Quartet in F major 

Harmony: The String Quartet showcases Ravel's innovative harmonic language. It features lush, 

extended harmonies and a unique blend of modal and tonal practices, creating a rich and complex 

harmonic texture. The melodic lines in the quartet are interwoven intricately among the four 

instruments. Ravel employs thematic development and variation, where motifs are introduced, 

transformed, and revisited, contributing to the work's cohesive structure. Rhythmic elements in the 

quartet are diverse, ranging from flowing, lyrical passages to more vigorous, dance-like sections. 

Ravel's use of varying rhythms adds to the dynamic and expressive quality of the piece. 

3. Piano Concerto in G major 

Harmony: This concerto is notable for its harmonic richness, blending traditional tonal harmony 

with jazz elements. Ravel uses colorful chord progressions and dissonances to create a vibrant and 

modern harmonic landscape. The concerto features memorable melodies that are both lyrical and 

rhythmically lively. The piano and orchestra engage in a lively dialogue, with the piano often leading 

with expressive and virtuosic melodic lines. Rhythm in the concerto is energetic and varied, with 

influences from jazz and Basque folk music. The rhythmic vitality of the piece, combined with its 

harmonic and melodic elements, creates a lively and engaging listening experience. 

4. Pavane pour une infante défunte 

Harmony: In "Pavane," Ravel employs a subtle and delicate harmonic palette. The piece is 

characterized by its gentle harmonic progressions that evoke a sense of longing and nostalgia. The 

melody is simple, elegant, and highly expressive. It unfolds gradually, allowing each note to resonate 

and create an atmosphere of serene beauty. The rhythm is stately and measured, reflecting the dance 

form of a pavane. This measured pace allows the harmonic and melodic beauty of the piece to shine 

through. 
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The influence of the work on later generations 

Maurice Ravel's instrumental works have had a profound influence on later generations of 

musicians and composers, and they continue to hold significant value in modern music education. 

Below is a table that outlines some key aspects of Ravel's influence and their application in 

contemporary music education/ 

Table 1 - Key aspects of Ravel's influence and their application in contemporary 

music education 

Aspect of Influence  Description Application in Modern Music Education 

Harmonic Innovation Ravel's use of extended harmonies, 
modal interactions, and coloristic 
effects has expanded the harmonic 
palette in classical music. 

Teaching advanced harmonic concepts and 
encouraging students to explore beyond 
traditional tonal boundaries. 

Orchestration and 
Texture 

His mastery in orchestration is evident 
in works like "Boléro" and "Daphnis et 
Chloé," where he creates rich, colorful 
textures. 

Demonstrating effective orchestration 
techniques and the use of timbre in 
composition classes. 

Rhythmic Complexity Ravel often employed complex 
rhythmic structures, such as in "String 
Quartet in F major," showcasing his 
ability to blend rhythmic diversity with 
melodic and harmonic elements. 

Enhancing students' rhythmic skills and 
understanding of complex time signatures and 
patterns. 

Melodic Construction His melodic lines are known for their 
expressiveness and clarity, as seen in 
"Pavane pour une infante défunte." 

Fostering a deeper appreciation for melodic 
development and lyrical expression in 
performance and composition. 

Influence on Modern 
Composers 

Ravel's innovative techniques and 
unique style have influenced a wide 
range of composers across different 
genres. 

Analyzing contemporary works that show 
Ravel's influence to understand the evolution 
of musical styles. 

Cultural Integration Incorporating elements from various 
cultures, such as Spanish and Asian 
influences, Ravel demonstrated the 
value of cultural diversity in music. 

Encouraging students to incorporate diverse 
cultural elements into their compositions. 

 

Ravel's works not only contribute to the repertoire but also serve as a rich source for teaching and 

inspiration in various aspects of music education. His innovative approach to harmony, rhythm, and 

orchestration, along with his expressive melodic writing, provides a valuable framework for students 

to study and emulate in their musical development. 

The Application and Challenges of Ravel's  

Compositional Principles in Modern  

Instrumental Music 

Modern composers' borrowings from Ravel's style 

Maurice Ravel was known for his remarkable orchestration, harmonic complexity, and his 

distinctive blend of impressionism with neoclassicism. His music, rich in color and texture, has 

influenced numerous modern composers across various genres. Here’s how contemporary composers 
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have absorbed and applied Ravel's techniques, with a few specific case studies: 

-Orchestration and Texture: 

Ravel's orchestration techniques have been widely studied and emulated. His skill in creating clear, 

transparent textures, even with a large orchestra, has inspired film composers like John Williams and 

Alexandre Desplat. They frequently use Ravel's methods of layering and his delicate handling of the 

orchestra to create vivid soundscapes in their scores. 

Case Study: John Williams' score for "Harry Potter" features delicate orchestration reminiscent of 

Ravel's style, particularly in the use of the celesta, which Ravel popularized in orchestral music. 

-Harmony and Modality: 

Ravel's harmonic language, which often includes modal harmonies and extended chords, can be 

heard in the works of jazz musicians and composers. His influence extends to artists who incorporate 

these harmonies into their improvisations and compositions, thereby enriching the harmonic palette of 

jazz. 

Case Study: The late jazz pianist Bill Evans was influenced by Ravel's harmonic sensibilities, as 

can be heard in his use of impressionistic harmonies and modal inflections in compositions like "Peace 

Piece." 

-Rhythm and Meter: 

Ravel's rhythmic innovation, such as the use of irregular meter in "Boléro," has been particular ly 

influential in minimalism. Composers like Steve Reich and Philip Glass have incorporated similar 

approaches to rhythm and repetition in their works. 

Case Study: The repetitive structures and shifting patterns in Steve Reich's "Music for 18 

Musicians" show a clear lineage from Ravel's exploration of rhythm and drive. 

-Melody and Form: 

Ravel's melodies are often modal and draw on a variety of sources, including folk music. This 

aspect of his work has been adopted by composers who look to incorporate multicultural elements into 

classical music frameworks. 

Case Study: Osvaldo Golijov is a modern composer who has integrated styles from Klezmer, tango, 

and other folk traditions in a way that echoes Ravel's incorporation of diverse musical elements. 

-Impressionism to Neoclassicism: 

Ravel's transition from impressionism to a more neoclassical approach in his later works has been 

mirrored by composers who seek to blend modern techniques with more traditional forms and clarity. 

Case Study: The music of Esa-Pekka Salonen often combines modern orchestral writing with clear 

structures reminiscent of the neoclassical style Ravel explored in his later years. 

-Extended Techniques and Instrumentation: 

Contemporary composers frequently explore new sounds and extended instrumental techniques, a 

practice that Ravel helped pioneer with his innovative uses of the orchestra. 

Case Study: Kaija Saariaho's works often feature extended instrumental techniques and a focus on 

timbre that can be seen as a development of Ravel's coloristic orchestration. 

-Film and Media Music: 

Ravel's influence is also evident in the film and media industries, where his sense of drama and 

timing has been absorbed into the narrative pacing of many scores. 

Case Study: The use of Ravel's "Boléro" in the soundtrack for the film "10" not only showcased 

the piece itself but also demonstrated how Ravel's approach to building tension through repetition has 

influenced cinematic music. 
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The Challenge of Ravel's Compositional Principles in Modern Music 

Adapting Maurice Ravel's compositional principles to modern music presents a nuanced challenge 

for contemporary composers. Ravel's intricate orchestration, complex harmonic structures, and 

distinctive melodic writing set a high bar in terms of technical skill and emotional depth. Modern music 

often leans towards minimalism and electronic influences, which contrasts with Ravel's lush 

orchestrations and acoustic timbres. Furthermore, the harmonic simplicity favored in much of today’s 

popular music can seem at odds with Ravel's sophisticated language. Thus, the primary challenge lies 

in translating Ravel's principles into a form that resonates with the aesthetic and technological trends 

of the current musical landscape, while also capturing the emotional essence that gives his music 

timeless appeal. 

To maintain originality while carrying on the tradition of Ravel's music, contemporary composers 

can integrate his techniques with current genres and innovations. By fusing Ravel's approach to texture 

and color with electronic instrumentation or by incorporating his harmonic language into the 

frameworks of jazz or pop, composers can create a fresh sound that bridges the gap between the past 

and the present. This synthesis of old and new enables the emotional connection and structural integr ity 

of Ravel's music to live on in modern compositions. The aim is not to replicate but to be inspired by 

Ravel's methods, using them as a foundation upon which to build a distinct and contemporary musica l 

expression that remains relevant and engaging for today's diverse audiences. 

Conclusions and outlook 

Maurice Ravel's compositional principles have profoundly influenced contemporary music, 

embodying a legacy of innovation and expressive depth. His approach to harmony, characterized by 

extended harmonies and modal interactions, has broadened the harmonic horizons of modern music, 

encouraging composers to venture beyond traditional tonal frameworks. Ravel's orchestration, 

renowned for its rich textures and innovative use of timbre, continues to inspire a creative approach to 

instrumentation among contemporary composers. This aspect, coupled with his complex rhythmic 

structures and diverse rhythmic elements, has fostered a more adventurous and exploratory attitude 

towards rhythm in modern compositions. Furthermore, Ravel's clear and expressive melodic lines, 

often deeply emotional, remain a source of inspiration for composers seeking lyrical and memorable 

themes. His integration of diverse cultural elements into his music, reflecting influences from Spanish 

to Asian, underscores the importance of cultural diversity in music, a principle that resonates strongly 

in today's globalized music scene. 

Looking towards the future, there is significant potential for further developing Ravel's principles 

in new and innovative ways. The integration of technology in music, particularly in electronic music 

production, offers an avenue for evolving Ravel's orchestration techniques into new soundscapes and 

textures. Cross-genre experimentation, blending Ravel's methods with elements from various musica l 

styles, could lead to groundbreaking compositions that transcend traditional genre boundaries. 

Additionally, interdisciplinary approaches that combine Ravel's musical principles with other art forms, 

like visual arts or dance, could result in multidimensional works offering immersive experiences. 

Maintaining the relevance of Ravel's principles in the rapidly evolving music landscape will require 

balancing tradition with innovation, ensuring these techniques adapt and resonate with contemporary 

audiences. Furthermore, incorporating Ravel's principles into music education curriculum will ensure 

that upcoming composers are well-versed in these techniques, fostering a deeper understanding and 

appreciation of his work, and perpetuating his influence in the future of music composition. 
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Аннотация 

Морис Равель, один из самых выдающихся композиторов начала XX века, занимает 

важное место в истории музыки благодаря своему уникальному и изысканному 

композиторскому стилю. Цель данной статьи – глубоко изучить композиционные принципы 

Равеля и их применение в инструментальной музыке. Во-первых, в статье раскрывается 

история формирования и эволюции музыкального стиля Равеля через анализ его биографии 

и ранних влияний на его музыку. Во-вторых, она посвящена анализу уникального подхода 

Равеля к гармоническому новаторству, ритмическому разнообразию и мелодическому 

построению – элементам, которые вместе формируют стиль его произведений. На примере 

таких знаковых инструментальных произведений, как «Болеро» и «Струнный квартет», в 

статье показано, как Равель внедрял эти принципы в свои композиции, что привело к далеко 

идущим художественным эффектам. Кроме того, в статье рассматривается влияние стиля 

Равеля на современных композиторов, а также его применение и проблемы в современной 

музыке. Наконец, в статье представлено видение того, как будущие композиторы могут 

унаследовать и развить композиционные принципы Равеля. Данное исследование не только 

обогащает понимание творчества Равеля, но и дает ценные рекомендации для современной 

музыкальной композиции. 

http://repository.rncm.ac.uk/115/1/30D.pdf
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