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MAURICE RAVEL  1875-1937   
Sonata for Violin and Cello  (composed 1920-1922) 
 

I  Allegro 
II  Très vif 
III  Lent 
IV  Vif 
 
Having been a hard working child prodigy, Ravel 
found the boundaries of conventional success rather 
frustrating and limiting. He attempted to win the Prix 
de Rome five times and left the Paris Conservatoire 
in 1895 having failed to win any prizes on piano. (He 
returned two years later to study composition with 
Fauré.) 
 
Perhaps as a result of an early lack of recognition, he 
refused most honours and was part of a group of 
artists and intellectuals who called themselves “Les 
Apaches” (The Outsiders). Upon Debussy’s death, 
Ravel became the most renown living French 
composer, so it was no surprise that he was asked to 
contribute to a commemorative edition of La Revue. 
The first movement of this duo appeared in the 1920 
supplement. The four movements took around two 
years to complete with Ravel commentating, “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.”  
 
This music, which is dedicated to Debussy, pays 
homage to his later economy of Debussy’s late 
writing. “The music is stripped to the bone,” Ravel 
wrote. “Harmonic charm is renounced, and there is 
an increasing return of emphasis on melody.” 
 
The result of a focus on melody is music that is 
released to roam where the heart wills it to go. As 
counterpoint rules over a harmonic structure, the 
resulting harmony is gloriously complex. 
 
Using a cyclical form to unify the piece, Ravel 
presents the opening violin figure in numerous 
guises, as well as the angular melody of a major 
seventh as introduced by the cello. Ravel certainly 
knew the other much loved work of the same 

instrumentation: Kodály's Duo for Violin and Cello of 
1914. There is a distinct Hungarian flavour about 
some of the themes and melodies employed, as well 
as the ever-present Asian influence as Ravel 
continued his fascination with the East. 
 
The second movement plays with an arpeggio that 
ascends in major and descends in minor. This tonal 
tussle is a feature of the movement that also employs 
all manner of effects. The third movement highlights 
Ravel’s linear thinking of the time; an unending 
melody that still has a satisfying sense of symmetry.  
 
The fourth movement begins in a gypsy style with 
much pyrotechnics giving way to a surprising 
militaristic, yet impish, melody introduced by the 
cello. After this introduction of the final new theme, 
Ravel breaks all the rules and runs melody after 
melody over the top of each other in the most 
wondrous contrapuntal finale. 
 
One interesting connection with Ravel and Australia 
is his application to become an instructor in piano at 
the Sydney Conservatorium of Music in 1927. It was 
rejected. He was in good company; Schoenberg and 
Humperdink were rejected in their applications, as 
well. 
 
 
LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN 1770-1827   

String Quartet No. 6 in B flat major, Op. 18, 
No. 6  (composed 1798-1800) 
 

I  Allegro con brio 
II  Adagio ma non troppo   
III  Scherzo: Allegro   
IV  La Malinconia: Adagio - Allegretto quasi Allegro 
 
As a composer, one has to eat and thus, be paid for 
one’s work. It is important, therefore, to recognise 
the person responsible for certain compositions. In 
Beethoven’s case, it was Prince Lobkowitz who 
footed the bill, although Count Apponyi had been 
urging him to write a string quartet and there is 
evidence of several earlier attempts. Funnily enough, 
Beethoven first turned his hand to string trios rather 
than quartets and his Op. 9 set is well worth a listen.  



 

The Op. 18 set of six quartets follows the tradition of 
writing in sets of six. A monumental task, as these 
works are far denser in their treatment of 
counterpoint than their predecessors. It was not 
uncommon that sets of quartets were reordered by 
the publishers. Previously, these were works that 
were meant for the entertainment of amateurs and 
designed to be consumed the same way we might 
consume a TV series today. The overall flow of the 
instalments of episodes was vital. In this case, the 
ordering was: three, one, two, five, four, six. Of 
course, Beethoven’s writing for string quartet 
heralded the beginning of professional string quartets 
as the demands on the players were too great for the 
average amateur. 
 
There can have been no escape from Haydn and 
Mozart’s string quartets for Beethoven. They loomed 
large in front of him and there was no pushing them 
into his periphery. However, after having paid tribute 
to these two greats in the early quartets of the Op. 18 
set, he uses this sixth quartet to hint at a new era and 
to begin to challenge compositional conventions. We 
begin to hear how he was going to totally turn the 
idea of form on its head and deliver a new way of 
experiencing music. The age of the individual had 
begun.  
 
The first movement of this B flat major quartet follows 
conventional form. The opening theme is immediately 
conversational as it passes through the members of 
the quartet. Evidence from Beethoven’s sketchbook 
suggests this movement is the precursor to his Op. 
22 piano sonata in B flat. Indeed, his writing for string 
quartet had a little way to catch up to his writing for 

solo piano. With no sustain pedal, four individuals 
wrestling to find a unified voice, and no brass to hide 
behind, Beethoven was experimenting to find his 
own voice in the genre. 
 
The third movement will have you scratching your 
head about the rhythmic meter; a game Beethoven 
enjoyed playing. The constant use of syncopations to 
create interest and to ensure his audience remained 
attentive to the music is counteracted by the most 
charming trio. 
 
It is the last movement, his La Malinconia, where 
things begin to take a left turn into unchartered 
waters. This introduction to Allegretto quasi Allegro is 
monumental in its meaning. The score states that it is 
to be played with the greatest amount of delicacy 
possible. 
 
Beethoven’s absolute mastery of counterpoint is 
matched by his emotive intentions resulting in music 
that prophesies his later years. This introduction 
gives way to the Allegretto quasi Allegro, which plays 
with syncopation yet again. The Malinconia interrupts 
this jolly ⅜ romp a number of times before 
Beethoven marks prestissimo to the end; as fast as 
possible. 
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