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OCTOBER, 1967 

THE MUSICAL 
QUARTERLY 
MAURICE RAVEL'S CREATIVE PROCESS 

By ARBIE ORENSTEIN 

"Pour savoir son metier, il faut apprendre le metier des autres." 
Ravel's favorite apothegm, attributed to Massenet. 

Owing to a lack of source material, virtually nothing has been 
written about Ravel's creative process. A modern critic has stated that 
the composer bequeathed fewer documents concerning his personal 
life and creative process than most artists,1 and it has been assumed 
that, at his death, he left neither unknown compositions worthy of 

publication nor any significant number of sketches.2 The comments to 
follow, however, are based upon some five hundred pages of assorted 
sketches, which until now were thought to be either nonexistent or 
lost.3 

Ravel once stated that his objective in composing was to achieve 
"technical perfection. I can strive unceasingly to this end," he contin- 
ued, "since I am certain of never being able to attain it. The important 

'H. H. Stuckenschmidt, Maurice Ravel, Frankfurt am Main, 1966, p. 11. 
2 Roland-Manuel, Ravel, Paris, 1948, p. 182. 

3As the recipient of a Fulbright grant, the author was fortunate enough to be able to consult 
this and other unpublished Raveliana now in private hands. 

Copyright 1967 by G. Schirmer, Inc. 

467 

Vol. LIII, No. 4 



The Musical Quarterly 

thing is to get nearer to it all the time. Art, no doubt, has other effects, 
but the artist, in my opinion, should have no other aim."4 

Ravel's sketches bear witness to his relentless drive towards techni- 
cal perfection. He was astonishingly meticulous, and rather than 
correct some minuscule details in a score, he would frequently copy 
over the entire autograph. Thus, for example, there are no fewer than 
five complete autographs of his unpublished work for two pianos, 
Sites auriculaires. Perfecting a work down to its last detail was 

frequently an agonizing task, and Ravel continued to make correc- 
tions in his scores even after the works had been published. In a letter 
written to Lucien Garban in March 1923, the composer wrote that 
the printed scores of La Valse and Ma Mere l'Oye contained quite a 
number of errors, and he was taking careful note of them.5 In 

addition, nearly a full decade after composing the song cycle 
Scheherazade, Ravel was still making corrections in the orchestral 
score. 6 

Lecturing at the Rice Institute in April 1928, Ravel discussed his 
method of working as follows: 

In my own work of composition I find a long period of conscious gestation, in general, 
necessary. During this interval, I come gradually to see, and with growing precision, 
the form and evolution which the subsequent work should have as a whole. I may thus 
be occupied for years without writing a single note of the work - after which the 

writing goes relatively rapidly; but there is still much time to be spent in eliminating 
everything that might be regarded as superfluous, in order to realize as completely as 
possible the longed-for final clarity. Then comes the time when new conceptions have 
to be formulated for further composition, but these cannot be forced artificially, for 

they come only of their own free will, and often originate in some very remote 
perception, without manifesting themselves until long years after.7 

In addition, Ravel distinguished between the composer's national and 

personal consciousness. He called the German national consciousness 

"expansive," while the French was one of "reserve," and he further 
noted that nationalism 

4Roland-Manuel, Lettres de Maurice Ravel et documents inedzts, in Revue de musicologie, 

July 1956, p: 53. 

5The autograph of this unpublished letter, dated March 31, 1923, is in ithepossessionof 
Madame L. Garban. 

6Unpublished post card to Ida Godebska, dated July 29, 1913. 

7 Maurice Ravel, Contemporary Music, in The Rice Institute Pamphlet, April 1928, p. 141. 
It is unfortunate that the original French text of this remarkable speech has not yet been found. 
Cf. Bohdan Pilarski, Une conference de Maurice Ravel a Houston, in Revue de musicologie, 
Dec. 1964, pp. 208, 209. 
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does not deprive the composer either of his personal soul or of its individual 
expression, for each creative artist has within him laws peculiar to his own being. 
These laws, peculiar to the artist himself, are, perhaps, the most momentous 
elements at play in the whole process of musical creation; they seem to be determined 
through an interplay of national and individual consciousness; and they can be 
imparted to the artist by no teacher, for they spring from his own heritage, and are 
first perceived only by himself.8 

It should be pointed out that Ravel could and often did compose with 
considerable speed. Thus, most of the Introduction and Allegro was 
written in about a week, and the accompaniments for five Greek 
melodies were composed in some thirty-six hours. However, the ma- 

jority of his works were thought out at a leisurely pace, and then 

painstakingly refined and polished. He noted the highly intricate 

processes at work in attempting to perfect a composition: 
When the first stroke of a work has been written, and the process of elimination 
begun, the severe effort toward perfection proceeds by means almost intangible, 
seemingly directed by currents of inner forces, so intimate and intricate in character as 
to defy all analysis. Real art, I repeat, is not to be recognized by definitions, or 
revealed by analysis: we sense its manifestations and we feel its presence: it is 
apprehended in no other way.9 

How was one to achieve the goal of technical perfection? Accord- 
ing to Ravel, one submitted to a rigorous academic training, and 
began by imitating good models. He frequently gave the following 
advice to young composers: 
If you have nothing to say, you can not do better, until you decide to give up 
composing for good, than say again what has already been well said. If you have 
something to say, that something will never emerge more distinctly than when you are 
being unwittingly unfaithful to your model.'1 

He was convinced that composers should learn their craft like painters 
- by imitating good models.11 He did not merely pay lip service to the 
notion of imitating good models, but throughout his career diligently 
studied the scores of Mozart, Debussy, Richard Strauss, Saint- 
Saens, Liszt, Chopin, and the Russian composers, particularly Mus- 
sorgsky. The critic M.D. Calvocoressi noted that in judging the music 
of other composers, Ravel was primarily concerned with 

8Ravel, loc. cit., p. 136. 

9Ibid., p. 142. 

?'Emile Vuillermoz et al., Maurice Ravel par quelques-uns de ses familiers, Paris, 1939, p. 
145. 

"Jean Cocteau wrote: "An original artist cannot copy. Thus, he has only to copy in order to 
be original." Cf. Cocteau, Le Coq et l'Arlequin, Paris, 1918, p. 50. 
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points of originality in idiom and texture. When calling attention to some beautiful 

thing, he would often wind up with: 'Et puis, vous savez,on n'avait jamais fait ca!' 

Questions of form seemed to preoccupy him far less. The one and only test of good 
form, he used to say, is continuity of interest. I do not remember his ever praising a 
work on account of its form. But, on the other hand, he was very sensitive to what he 
considered to be defective form.12 

In explaining what he looked for in a musical composition, Ravel 
stressed the key importance of "musical sensitivity," and that "a 

composer must have something to say."13 In addition, he stated that 
"sensitiveness and emotion constitute the real content of a work of 
art." 14 

Ravel's views on composition were further clarified in the lessons 
he gave to Maurice Delage, Roland-Manuel, Manuel Rosenthal, and 

Ralph Vaughan Williams.15 Ravel was an excellent teacher of compo- 
sition and orchestration, an aspect of his career that has been general- 
ly overlooked. His objectivity and perceptiveness were combined with 
a unique empathy for the art of others. In a letter to Calvocoressi, 

Vaughan Williams declared: 

I must write you one line to thank you for introducing me to the man who is exactly 
what I was looking for. As far as I know my own faults he hit on them all exactly and 
is telling me to do exactly what I half felt in my mind I ought to do - but it just 
wanted saying.16 

Ravel did not attempt to teach his students panacea-like formulas. 
When looking at some of Roland-Manuel's orchestrations, for ex- 

ample, he might suggest that a particular passage could effectively be 

orchestrated in precisely the opposite manner. When the new assign- 
ment was carried out, he would frequently reconsider, and note that 

the passage was more convincing in its original version. What he 

desired, above all, was to have the student think for himself and 

develop along his own path. 
Ravel taught mostly by means of conversation, and then illustrated 

his comments at the piano. He frequently told his pupils to model their 

12M. D. Calvocoressi, Musicians Gallery - Music and Ballet in Paris and London, London, 
1933, p. 52. 

13Unpublished letter to Jacques Durand, dated Feb. 9, 1919. 

14Ravel, loc. cit., p. 134. 

15In addition, Ravel gave freely of his time to a host of younger composers, among them 
Louis Durey, Lennox Berkeley, and Germaine Tailleferre. 

'6Ursula Vaughan Williams, R. V. W., A Biography of Ralph Vaughan Williams, London, 
1964, p. 80. 
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exercises on Mozart's works. However, when teaching composition to 

Roland-Manuel, whom he knew to have a particular admiration for 

Debussy's art, Ravel would pose the following question to his pupil: in 
this particular passage, in an analogous musical context, what would 

Debussy have done? 
In teaching counterpoint and fugue, Ravel was punctilious and 

extremely demanding. The rules had to be rigorously observed, and he 
would painstakingly ferret out and strongly condemn parallel fifths 
and octaves, as well as other infractions of contrapuntal law. 

In teaching orchestration, Strauss's tone poems were stressed as 
excellent models for imitation and study. Manuel Rosenthal observed 
that Ravel's personal copies of these scores had thoroughly blackened 

page corners, resulting from his intense and frequent study of them. 
Ravel was not only a fine teacher, but also a remarkably thorough and 
devoted student of the works of other composers. 

In understanding Ravel's musical views, as well as his creative 

process, it must be kept in mind that his only formal education took 

place at the Paris Conservatoire. He constantly referred to three basic 
texts, all of which were written by professors at that institution. 
His musical bible was the Traite d'harmonie, by Reber and Dubois, 
which was officially sanctioned by the Conservatoire.17 In addition, 
he zealously studied the Traite de la fugue, written by his professor 
of counterpoint and fugue, Andre G'edalge, and Widor's Tech- 

nique de I'orchestre moderne, which proved to be a constant and 
useful guide. Ravel dutifully copied out Widor's "safe" and "danger- 
ous" ranges for each instrument, and when orchestrating, deliber- 

ately sought the most "dangerous" possibilities of each instrument, 
as well as novel combinations of timbre. 

While it is true that Ravel composed his own music in absolute 
isolation, he did allow his closest pupils to observe him orchestrating 
the music of other composers. He orchestrated most of Mussorgsky's 
Pictures at an Exhibition at the home of Roland-Manuel's parents, 
and discussed the transcription with his colleague and biographer.'8 In 

orchestrating the works of others, as well as his own music, Ravel 

acknowledged the importance of the piano. He stated that he com- 

posed as much at the piano as at his desk, and when orchestrating, he 

'7Reber's work, Traite d'harmonie, was officially approved by the Conservatoire in 1862, 
and Dubois's supplement appeared in 1889. 

18Cf. Roland-Manuel, A la gloire de Ravel, Paris, 1938, p. 250. 
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felt the need to isolate the notes of each family of instruments at the 

keyboard, and observe, for example, what the woodwinds were doing 
at a particular moment. He considered the strings the soul of the 

orchestra, and generally notated their parts before the other instru- 
ments. 

Ravel was proud of the fact that as a master craftsman he could 

convincingly orchestrate his own piano works, such as Ma Mere 

l'Oye, or the Valses nobles et sentimentales, and could just as con- 

vincingly arrange orchestral works for the piano, as in a sketch of the 

opening of Beethoven's Coriolanus Overture. Recognizing his out- 

standing gift for orchestration, Calvocoressi suggested to Ravel that 
he write a book on the subject. The composer evinced keen interest 
and even jotted down some ideas, but the project never materialized.19 

This is not surprising in view of the fact that he was usually reluctant 
to write about music. 

Although Ravel had been a diligent student, and spent hours on 

dry-as-dust textbook assignments, once he left the Conservatoire he 
did not generally work methodically on a day to day basis. He might 
suddenly vanish for some three to six months, completely isolating 
himself in order to compose. He discouraged visitors, did not answer 
his mail, worked frantically day and night, and only took a vacation 
when the work was completed. At times, however, the sketched work 
would not progress, and since it could not be forced, it was temporar- 
ily abandoned.20 New projects were frequently planned while walking 
late at night, either in the streets of Paris, or in the forest of Rambouil- 

let, near his home at Montfort l'Amaury. He felt virtually no need to 
consult even the authors whose texts he set. There was no significant 
collaboration between Ravel and Tristan Klingsor or Jules Renard, 
Franc-Nohain or Leon-Paul Fargue, for the composer worked out 

everything by himself. Recently discovered correspondence between 
Colette and Ravel similarly indicates that the author simply ac- 

quiesced to all of the composer's suggestions; their coauthorship of 

L'Enfant et les sortileges could scarcely be termed a genuine collabo- 

'9Cf. Calvocoressi, op. cit., p. 81. A fragmentary jotting by Ravel on orchestral notation reads 
reads as follows: "nuances, accents, points liaisons, peuvent et doivent etre differents dans la 
transcription d'orchestre. - ne veut pas dire >." 

20Cf. Henry Prunieres, Trois silhouettes de musiciens, in La Revue musicale, Oct. 1, 1926, p. 
238. 
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ration between librettist and composer.2 
Ravel's sketches belie the notion that his music was composed 

effortlessly. His numerous modifications were almost invariably re- 
finements of texture and deletions of extraneous material. For ex- 
ample, a chord of three or four notes might be refined to two or three 
notes, or a sequential pattern would be abbreviated, rather than a 
precise repetition of the original statement. In the closing measures of 
Jeux d'eau, Ravel used three staves in order to clarify the part-writing, 
but his sketches show that he originally used only two staves. This 
search for clarity of notation was characteristic, and it should be noted 
that without exception, every one of Ravel's alterations was an im- 
provement, however minute. One never finds, as is the case, for 
example, with Schumann's music, that the original version is superior 
to the corrected version. When notating his music, Ravel rarely both- 
ered to repeat his original key signature on each new staff, and this 
was an important factor in his endless battle to correct innumerable 
slips in notating accidentals (see Plate III). In addition, he was 
somewhat careless about clef changes, and, as a result, he spent a 
great deal of time correcting his sketches. Nuances of phrasing, 
tempo, and dynamics were frequently added during rehearsals with 
his interpreters.22 Ravel generally had a specific performer in mind 
when composing his vocal works, and he sought intelligent, artistic 
singers with superior musicianship. Most of his songs were first 
performed by Jane Bathori, who was a remarkable musician, and 
other distinguished creators of Ravel's vocal art included Jane Hat- 
to, Marguerite Babaian, Marie Olenine d'Alheim, Alvina-Alvi, 
Madeleine Grey, and Marcelle Gerar, as well as Hardy-The and 
Martial Singher. 

Ravel undoubtedly destroyed many of his sketches, and almost all 
of the remaining ones closely resemble their printed versions. How- 
ever, the sketches for an unfinished opera, La Cloche engloutie, form a 
striking contrast, in that they clearly depict the genesis of his creative 
process. It is particularly striking that parts of the sketch consist of a 
melody and a figured bass, which at first glance resemble one of the 
composer's school exercises. We are not dealing with Baroque har- 
monies, of course, but it is difficult to imagine a highly polished and 

2'Cf. my article, L'Enfant et les sortileges: Correspondance mnedite de Ravel et Colette, in 
Revue de musicologie, 1966, pp. 215-20. 

22Unpublished letter to Lucien Garban, dated April 24, 1924. 
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sophisticated art emanating from such a bare sketch. Rosenthal was 

similarly struck when he saw Ravel's sketches for an unpublished 
ballet, Morgiane; they consisted solely of some ten pages of melody 
and figured bass. We may follow the gradual evolution of Ravel's 
creative process on the basis of two versions of the opening page of 
La Cloche engloutie. The earlier sketch is written in light pencil, and 
its references to a piano part include figured-bass indications. The 
vocal part appears at times without the text, and one can imagine 
Ravel with Herold's translation of Gerhard Hauptmann's play 
before him setting the text phrase by phrase, without bothering to 
notate the complete text in his sketch. The second sketch, which is 
more developed, is written in ink. It too is for voice and piano, but 
now suggestions for orchestral instrumentation are clearly noted in 
the piano part, and the text is completely written out in the vocal 

part. In addition, the figured bass is no longer indicated. It appears 
that Ravel carried out his initial sketches somewhat in the manner of 
a formal school assignment. While at the Conservatoire, he wrote an 

analysis of Beethoven's Eighth Symphony; he copied out the melody 
and bass, carefully analyzed the structure, and interpreted the har- 
monies in terms of figured bass (see the illustration). Another sketch 
shows a school assignment wherein Ravel dutifully copied out a dull 

two-part exercise, and after carefully writing in the figured bass, he 

copied verbatim all the rules applying to the passage in question. 
This rigorous academic training appears to have rubbed off to some 
extent on the initial sketches of his own compositions. 

Ravel's sketches thus proceeded from simple to more complex, 
and in a sense this paralleled his art, for his longer, more complex 
works were frequently accretions of a few basic themes or motifs. 
The Sonatine, for example, was developed from a single musical 
motif,23 and Daphnis et Chloe was unified by means of a small 
number of motifs.24 Both L'Heure espagnole and L'Enfant et les 

sortileges consist of brief, contiguous scenes, and each opera, which 
lasts only about one hour, achieves its length by the addition of one 
short scene or episode to another. Ravel's art was not that of the 

sweeping fresco painter, but rather that of a miniaturist, who could, 

23Kurt Akeret, Studten zum Klavierwerk von Maurice Ravel, Rapperswil, 1941, p. 21. 
24Roland-Manuel, Une Esquisse autobiographique de Maurice Ravel, in La Revue musicale, 

Dec. 1938, pp. 21, 22. 
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on occasion, convincingly fill a large canvas. Even when the canvas 
was large, however, it consisted of small brush strokes expertly 
placed side by side. For example, Ravel explained that the expansive 
melody in the slow movement of the G major Piano Concerto was 
composed two measures at a time, with the assistance of Mozart's 
Clarinet Quintet as a model.25 Calvocoressi wrote that Ravel's pre- 
ference for writing shorter compositions was due to a "deliberate, 
carefully thought-out aesthetic choice."26 This succinctness of com- 
positional logic is characteristically French, and in his art, Ravel 
embodied the French national consciousness perhaps more than any 
other composer of his time. He explained to Vaughan Williams that 
the "heavy Teutonic manner was not necessary," and that his own 
motto was "complex but not complicated."27 

Not only was Ravel's art supremely French, but, above all, his 
creative process was based upon the time-honored French tradition of 
imitation. Ravel not only imitated the music of other composers in 
order to learn his craft, but in imitating the sounds of the world about 
him, he proved himself to be a worthy spiritual descendant of the 
Renaissance composers of programmatic chansons and the Baroque 
clavecinists. Like Janequin some three hundred years before him, 
Ravel excelled in depicting the sounds of nature in music. He 
effectively captured the kaleidoscopic undulations of water, the meow- 
ing of cats, the warmth of a sunrise, as well as the ticking of clocks, the 
chiming of bells, and a host of other sounds that generally remain 
unobserved, perhaps because of their quotidian nature. This is in a 
sense symbolic of Ravel's art, for in his art, as in his life, extreme 
sophistication was coupled with a childlike sense of wonder. 

Charles-Rene, Ravel's professor of harmony, noted that his 
twelve-year-old pupil's first compositions, which included the first 
movement of a sonata and some variations on a chorale by Schu- 
mann, showed that his conception of music was "natural for him, 
and not, as with so many others, the result of effort."28 Fragments of 
the two compositions have been preserved; in addition, we may 

25Roland-Manuel, Ravel, op. cit., p. 127. 
26M. D. Calvocoressi, Ravel, in Grove's Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 5th ed. (1955). 
27Vaughan Williams, op. cit., p. 79. 
28Cf. Roland-Manuel, Ravel, op. cit., p. 21. 
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mention a youthful set of variations on a theme from Grieg's Peer 

Gynt (see the illustration). The works in question indeed show con- 
siderable talent, particularly for one so young. Having entered the 
Conservatoire in 1889, Ravel was methodically learning his craft and 

composing his earliest works during the early 1890s. In 1895, he 
evinced considerable skill with the Sites auriculaires; in terms of his 

ability, he was no longer a student, although he continued to study at 
the Conservatoire for another ten years. Beginning in 1901, a curious 

pattern emerged whereby Ravel proved his mastery by composing 
one important score after another, while at the same time, he repea- 
tedly failed to win the Prix de Rome. He entered the competition for 
the first time in 1901, the year he composed the Jeux d'eau. By 1904, 
he had written a string quartet and the song cycle Scheherazade, 
and had failed twice again to win the competition. Finally, in 1905, a 

public scandal ensued when he was eliminated in the preliminary 
round of the competition, which was held simply to expel unqualified 
candidates. Ravel left the Conservatoire in 1905, and while vacation- 

ing with his friends Alfred and Misia Edwards, following the Prix de 
Rome scandal, he wrote from Amsterdam to his friend Maurice 

Delage in June: 

Yesterday an excursion to Alkmaar... On the way, a most magnificent sight. A lake 
bordered by windmills. In the fields, windmills as far as the horizon... One might end 

up thinking oneself an automaton at the sight of this mechanical scenery... But I am 

storing things up and I believe that many things will come out of this trip. In any case, 
I am perfectly happy for the moment, and it certainly was wrong of me to be alarmed 
in a moment of despair. You know how capable I am of taking the most tragic things, 
and, good heavens, there are worse things than that!29 

Ravel was indeed "storing things up,"and between 1905 and 1908 

he enjoyed an unparalleled period of abundant and significant prod- 
uction. The highlights of these important years include the Sonatine, 
the Miroirs, the Histoires naturelles, L'Heure espagnole, the Rapsodie 
espagnole, Gaspard de la Nuit, and Ma Mere I'Oye. Shortly after 

leaving the Conservatoire, he accepted an exclusive contract from the 

publishing house of Durand and Company. Under the terms of the 

agreement, Durand was to have the right to the first refusal of his new 

compositions, and, in turn, Ravel was to receive an annuity of 12,000 
francs. He explained to Calvocoressi that he preferred an annuity of 

only 6,000 francs, "so as not to risk feeling compelled to turn out a 

29R. Chalupt and M. Gerar, Ravel au miroir de ses lettres, Paris, 1956, p. 37. 
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greater amount of music."30 Ravel's comment turned out to be cu- 

riously prophetic, for after his initial burst of creative activity between 
1905 and 1908, his output declined considerably in quantity. More- 

over, his comment shows a striking sense of artistic integrity, and it is 

precisely this quality that accounts for his small output. Ravel chose 
to polish and perfect a small number of works, rather than capitalize 
on his innate compositional fecundity. His uncompromising artistic 

probity was particularly evinced with regard to the sonata for violin 
and cello. On January 30, 1922, he wrote to Calvocoressi: 

There is the duo for violin and cello which has been dragging on for a year and a half, 
and which I decided to finish. Until then, I will not leave Montfort, and will not reply 
to any of the letters which are accumulating in a majestic pyramid. The day before 
yesterday it was completed. Only I thought that the scherzo was not what I had 
wanted, and I began all over again.31 

A few days later, Ravel wrote again to Calvocoressi: "The duo was 
completed. Then I thought the scherzo was much too extended and, 
moreover, shoddy. I am going to begin it all over again."32 

Another factor contributing to Ravel's small output was his 
delicate health. He wrote to Vaughan Williams from St. Jean de Luz 
in August 1912: "My different works performed during the last 
season, and in particular Daphnis and Chloe, have left me in a 
pitiful state. I had to be sent to the country for a rest to cure the 
beginnings of neurasthenia.""33 In addition, Ravel suffered from in- 
somnia, and during World War I he contracted dysentery and frost- 
bite. Although he virtually ceased composing during the war, he was 

formulating many projects, as he indicated in a letter to Roland- 
Manuel, dated July 4, 1916: "I have never been so full of music; I am 

overflowing with inspiration, plans of every kind for chamber music, 
symphonies, ballets. I tell you there is only one solution - the end of 
the war, or else my return to the front."34 Ravel's description of 
himself as "overflowing with inspiration" belies the notion that his 

'30M. D. Calvocoressi, When Ravel composed to order, in Music and Letters, Jan. 1941, p. 
59. 

31Cf. M. D. Calvocoressi, Ravel's letters to Calvocoressi, in The Musical Quarterly, Jan. 
1941, p. 10. 

3Ibzid. Ravel's letter is dated Feb. 3, 1922. 

33Vaughan Williams, op. cit., p. 103. 

34Roland-Manuel, Ravel, op. cit., p. 97. 
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approach to art was purely calculated and cerebral. Indeed, inspira- 
tion was a fundamental ingredient in his creative process, as is 
indicated in two unpublished letters written to Jacques Durand.35 
The first letter was written in July 1914, at St. Jean de Luz, just as 
the Trio was being completed. "I am continuing to work, still rather 

slowly it is true, but more surely. I am counting on the participation 
of the weather, which is turning fair again. This morning I resumed 

my nautical pastimes, which, I hope, will stir up inspiration."36 In 
another letter, written in 1918, Ravel acknowledged the great 
difficulty in returning to composing after having written practically 
nothing during the past three years. 

I went through some terrible moments, convinced that I was drained, and that neither 

inspiration nor even the desire to work would ever return. And then, a few days ago, it 
reappeared. I am working at the piano; the Etudes are taking shape.37 I have even 
done a "Frontispiece" for a book by Canudo.38 

In the early months of 1919, while Ravel was convalescing at 

Megeve, the inner struggle to resume his career continued. On Febru- 

ary 9th, he wrote to Jacques Durand that he felt an "intense need" to 
work, but was "absolutely incapable" of obeying his impulse. Six days 
later, he wrote to his publisher that he was in an "indescribable 
furor": for two consecutive days, he had been seized by a strong desire 
to work. However, this proved to be but another false alarm, and the 
crisis continued. On September 18th, Ravel wrote to Vaughan Wil- 
liams that his stay at M'egeve had proved beneficial. 

It is now my morale that must be cared for, and I don't know how to do it... Won't you 
be coming to Paris soon? I would be very happy to see you after so many terrible 

years. I was going to go to England next season, but I think it would be preferable to 
work, if I am still capable of it.39 

Ravel was indeed capable of working, and by the latter part of 1919 he 
had begun La Valse, and had orchestrated the Deux Melodies 

35The archives of Durand & Company, Paris, contain some sixty letters written by Ravel to 
Jacques Durand. 

36Ravel excelled in swimming and enjoyed boating. 
37The reference is probably to Debussy's Ecudes, which were composed in 1915. 

38The work in question was written for two pianos, and appeared in Les Feuzllets d'Art. No. 
2, 1919. Ravel's composition was followed by Canudo's poem, "Sonate pour un Jet d'Eau," 
which was an extract from his Poeme du Vardar. 

39Cf. Vaughan Williams, op. cit., p. 133 
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Plate I 
One of Ravel's earliest compositions, 

written in his early teens. The cadence 
of Var. 1 is already Ravelian. 
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Plate I 

Ravel's analysis of Beethoven's Eighth Symphony, written at the 
Conservatoire as a student's exercise 



4-_ 
, 't' *~ 

-'-j 
i. i 

f 

! J ,- ., , .< 
' ! irt 

- 4!- ' fl 

_ l 

I ' 

- = ',', ' ~ f ' 
..... 1 , b , V - 

.,r I, 'T :' I ti 

:-4 I j-! L/T^ |- , ' 
cL 

[ 

Plate III 
The second movement of Ravel's Sonatine All the G-naturals 

were inadvertently omitted from m. 6 through m. 11. 



I~ ~'I,?1 Lff.L -.I J IF r ,r Ir r 
ir t r IL 

r 
, ,1~ JJ , 

I.._J 
i> 4L i-_- ju, _ 4,- ) Uf4u 4' i e ?<i- ' 1 ie -- - '-j'*- ol_j'* l 

(!- - ^f -144 'AJjJ r,l [ rL?S 1T J Llt II ' | T r |i 
,,4J'. 4i . 

, 

r.. r'l-j- .I 
-:j ? j ~,j < 

I l,J r f 
J 1 ' 1 

?<,, ^=;r,^'f. . |^ ^ =/IG^ It r l 1 - 1 
^AJan Ia.! ^! 4 Si d 4' 1. ! 1 .I Jl..t<<... fctt?&LIla-...Jo ?;<- .... ..l-e Jr < 0 

' f- I 

1 l 8NO N 

' 
f - - 

,, 

';1; t ft 

Plate IV 

Ravel's swan song: the final page of Don Quichotte a Dulcinee. 
Printed with the kind permission of Durand & Cie., Paris 
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hebrazques. He viewed his orchestrations of the Hebraic songs as a 
transitional step which he hoped would whet his appetite and stimulate 
his creative faculties.40 Ravel began to orchestrate La Valse on 
December 31, 1919; shortly thereafter, he wrote to Roland-Manuel 
that he was "waltzing frantically."41 He temporarily recaptured his 
former creative enthusiasm, but it was soon dissipated. In a remark- 
ably candid letter, written to Ida Godebska on December 27, 1919, it 
becomes clear that it was above all the loss of his mother that 
overwhelmed Ravel, both in his personal and in his creative life. 

I think of those former times at the charming apartment on Avenue Carnot, where I 
was so happy.42 I think that it will soon be three years that she has died,43 and my 
despair increases from day to day. Since I have begun working again, I think about it 
more - I no longer have this dear silent presence enveloping me with her infinite 
tenderness which was, I see it more than ever, my only reason for living.44 

Ravel never fully recovered from the shock of losing his mother. 
In the fifteen years from her death in 1917 until 1932, the year of his 
last composition, he completed only sixteen new works. Not only did 
he compose less following the war, but with few exceptions, he spent 
considerably more time on each new composition. In August 1924 he 
stated in a post card to Georgette Marnold that he was working a 

great deal, but producing little.45 In the last six weeks of 1924 Ravel 
worked frantically to complete L'Enfant et les sortileges, which had 
been partially sketched as early as the spring of 1920. On November 
25, 1924, he wrote to Madame Gil-Marchex as follows: 
When will I be able to see my friends again? I am not leaving my work; I am seeing no 
one; I will go neither to Vieux-Colombier nor to Chatelet Dimanche.46 And in spite of 
that, L'Enfant et les sortileges does not profit much. Who then can teach me to work 
fast ?47 

4"Unpublished letter to Ida Godebska, dated Dec. 9, 1919. 
41 Roland-Manuel, Ravel, op. cit., p. 102. 

42The Ravel family lived at 4 Avenue Carnot, near the Place de l'Etoile, from approximately 
1909 until 1916. 

41 Ravel's mother died on January 5, 1917. 

44The autograph of this unpublished letter belongs to Mr. Jean Godebski. 

45Chalupt and Gerar, op. cit., p. 209. Miss Marnold was the daughter of the critic Jean 
Marnold. 

46The recitals at the Vieux-Colombier and Chatelet theaters were among the most important 
concert series in Paris. 
47 Printed in my article, loc. cit., p. 218. Madame Gil-Marchex was the wife of Ravel's friend and 
interpreter, the pianist Henri Gil-Marchex. 
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Soon after completing L'Enfant et les sortileges, Ravel jocosely 
noted the strain involved in perfecting his compositions down to the 
last note. There was more than a grain of truth in his comments, 
particularly when he said that he felt as if he had aged ten years- 
"it's always like that after each job. Fortunately, I have produced but 
little!"48 In the six years following the Chansons madecasses, Ravel 

composed but seven completed works. This was in part due to his 
extended concert tours, one of which brought him to the United 
States and Canada for a period of four months. The concert tours 
were exciting, but extremely exhausting, particularly for Ravel, 
whose health was always frail. Following the completion of the song 
cycle Don Quichotte a Dulcinee, he was virtually incapable of 

notating his thoughts, and from 1933 until his death four years later, 
he vegetated, vainly hoping that his faculties would return to normal- 

ity. Some of Ravel's sketches bear witness to the tragic end of his 
career. A previously razor-sharp mind was now struggling to recall 
and write out the letters of the alphabet. During this period, Ravel 
often stated that he had a great deal of music still in his head, but 
could not notate it, or communicate it in any way.49 

Ravel once wrote to his friend Cipa Godebski that "everyone has 
his shortcomings; mine is to act only with complete conscience."50 It 
was precisely this strong sense of conscience that guided the compo- 
ser's life and art. He had volunteered to serve his country during 
World War I, when he could easily have remained a civilian. During 
the war, his conscience compelled him to forgo membership in a 

powerful organization called the "National League for the Defense of 
French Music," which proposed to ban all music by German and 
Austrian composers whose works were not yet in the public domain.51 
Ravel's decision called forth sharp rebuke, as did his warm praise of 

Schoenberg, Stravinsky, and Wagner. This same conscience was oper- 
ative in Ravel's art. Few artists have been so ruthlessly self-critical, or 
have worked so meticulously within their self-imposed limitations. 

48Unpublished letter to Lucien Garban, dated April 20, 1925. 

49Cf. H. Jourdan-Morhange, Ravel et nous, Geneva, 1945, p. 244. 

50The unpublished autograph, in the possession of Mr. Jean Godebski, is dated August zu, 
1914. 

51Cf. Georgette Marnold, Quelques lettres de Maurice Ravel, in La Revue musicale, Dec. 
1938, pp. 70, 71. 
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The composer once stated to Manuel Rosenthal that if indeed he 
possessed genius, his genius consisted of knowing how to work, and 
how to organize his musical ideas intelligently. Ravel's creative pro- 
cess was, in the last analysis, a relentless search for clarity of ex- 

pression; with his innate artistic conscience, he created an art of 
uncommon integrity, lucidity, and excellence. 
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