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Claude Debussy, called by Bartok "the greatest

1

composer of our period"', was one of the most important

composers in the history of piano music. He introduced
a new approach to musical composition which is best summed

up in an excerpt from a letter written by Debussy in 1885:

I don't think I shall ever be able to put
music into a strict mould. I'm not
speaking of musical form; it's a literary
question. I shall always prefer a
subject where, somehow, action is
gacrificed to feeling., It seems to me
that mudic thus becomes more human and
one can then discoveE and refine upon a
means of expression.

As a student at the Paris Conservatory, Debussy
showed little promise. His violations of the laws of
composition annoyed and bewildered his professors. A
description by a fellow student of one of his improvisations
at the keyboard reveals many of the features which are now
accepted as general characteristics of Debussy's piano
music.,

At the piano we heard groups of consecutive

fifths and octaves; sevenths which instead

of being resolved in the proper way actually

led to the note above or weren't resolved
at all; shameful ffalse relations"; chords

1Otto Deri, Exploring Twentieth-Century Music
(New York, New York: Holt, Rinehart and wWinston, Inc.,
1968), p. 152.

2Edward Lockspeiser, Debussy (London, England:
J. M. Dent and Sons, Ltd., Aldine House, 1951), p. 25.
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of the ninth on all degrees of the scale;
chords of the eleventh and thirteenth; all
the notes of the diatonic scale heard at
once in fantastic arrangements. . . .

And all this Claude called 'le_regal de

1l'ouie' (a feast for the ear).

Becauge of his departure from the basic harmonic
principles which had been in use for hundreds of years,
Debussy was one of the principal originators éf the new
piano style in the twentieth century.4 Although Debussy
was not always the first composer to use all the devices
congidered part of his style, he exploited them to such
an extent that they became "part of the vocabulary of

5

music." As the music of Beethoven bridged the gap between

the Classical and Romantic periods in music, the music of

Debussy served as one of the most significant bridges

between the music of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.6
Although the music of Wagner, of Russian

nationalists, of the Far East, and of Mussourgsky all

had a powerful effect on the formation of Debussy's style,

his creative inspiration came from Impressionist painters

and Symbolist literature. "Symbolist poets and Impressionist

3Tvid, p. 18.

4'Joseph Machlis, Introduction to Contemporary
Music (New York, New York: W. W, Norton and Co., Inc.,
1961), p. 127.

Peter S. Hansen, An Introduction to Twentieth
Century Music (Boston, Mass.: Allyn and Bacon, Inc.,
1967), p. 28.

GIbid, p. 13.




painters helped to sharpen the senses of their contem-
7

poraries,." To the Impressionists the subject matter

itself was of less importance than the impression the
subject aroused. They turned away from realism and were
more concerned with color and light than form and substance.
The poets often sacrificed clarity of statement to emphasize
the sounds of the words. Their primary aim was to establish
a mood through the sound and rhythm of their verses.

In the Preludes, Debussy creates a mood by
exploiting the resources of the piano. These twenty-four
pieces contain all the compositional techniques which
Debussy had formulated through experimentation with
various harmonic, melodic and rhythmic devices.

In the area of harmony, Debussy's most important
contribution is his treatment of dissonance. Previously,
the use of dissonance had been governed by the principle
that a dissonant chord must be followed by moments of
relaxation through resolution. But Debussy uses dissonance
to add color rather than create tension.

. oo Debussy's harmonic world has a different

flow from the music of the preceding era;

because there is no urgent need to reach

*destinations', the flow of the chords

assumes a gentleness, an unforced quality.

Instead of sharply drawn harmonic progressions,
chords are presented, often merely for their

Tpeter S. Hansen, An Introduction to Twentieth-—
Century Music (Boston, Mass.: Allyn and Bacon, Inc.,
1967), p. 12.
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The comment at the beginning of "Voiles" reads: "Dans un
rhythme sans rigueur et caressant." One of the specific
remarks in "Les collines d'Anacapri" directs the pianist
to play that section of.the Piece "avec la liberta d'une
chanson populaire". Some of the most frequent tempo
markings in the Preluded are #Cedez" (ritard), "Retenu"
(rifard to the next tempo marking), and "Mouvement”
(a tempo).

The majority of Debussy's dynamic markings are
pianos and pianiséimos.

Seven of the Preludes of the first volume

start pp and the other five are marked p.

Stunning dramatic climaxes occur, but they

%§eqﬂ22$?¥?ry flashes soon to be replaced

Debussy not only uses precise dynamic and
tempo markings but also gives specific directions for
playing the piece. For instance, in measure 48 of
"Voiles" the directions read: ‘"comme un tres leger
glissando". One section of "Les sons et les parfums
tournent dans l'air du soir" says that "la basse un peu
appuyée et soutenu"., In the next to the last measure
of "La terrasse des audiences du clair de lune", the

words "timbrez 1ééérement la petite note" appear,

Mpeter s, Hansen, An Introduction to Twentieth-
Century Music (Boston, Mass.: Allyn and Bacon, Inc.,

1967), p. 33.







composers of the twentieth century.

One can state without exaggeration that
Debussy exerted the most important single
influence on a host of composers, including
Stravin?gy, Bartok, Berg and even Webern and
Boulez.

1ZOtto Deri, Exploring Twentieth-Century Music

29

(New York, New York: Holt, Rinehar? and winston, Inc.,
1968), p. 168. '
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