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Claude Debussy W ¥4 - BB HE

——Master on the Turn of the Century

“ Some people wish above all to conform to the rules,
I wish only to render what I can hear.”

S ome people call Claude Debussy a musical
Impressionist'”’, comparing his music with the
paintings of Monet'” and Renoir®. Others speak of him asa
musical Symbolist®”, using sounds to stir feelings and sensations
in the listener’s mind in much the
same way as Symbolists poets, such
as Baudelaire'® and Verlaine'®, used
words and phrases. Regardless of
how one interprets Debussy’s music,
it undeniably has a subtle and a

magical power over the imagination.

5 : Claude Debussy was born on
August 22, 1862, at St. Germain-en-Laye, France. He had his
first piano lesson at the age of 9. In 1873, Debussy entered the
Paris Conservatory”’, where he studied piano with Antoine
Francois Marmontel and composition with Ernest Guiraud. De-

bussy was a brilliant student there, where he won the highest
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prizes for composition — including
the Prix de Rome for his cantata®
L’Enfant prodique. He was also a
rebel and would often alarm his
professors by sitting at the piano
and playing chords that broke every
textbook rule. What he was begin-
ning to do was searching for a new

musical language, and slowly but

surely he found it. ,

He wrote for the piano as no one before him had ever
dreamed of: Sometimes the notes were bunched together, while
other times they were laced at the ends of the keyboard; and
pedals were used to make notes and harmonies shift and blend.
He found inspiration in the same images as those that attracted
the French Impressionist painters —clouds, rain, wind, water,
sunlight, and shadow. The result was a new and magical world of
sound that inspired several generations of classical and jazz mu-
sicians.

By the time he was 18, during his summer vacations, the
young Debussy was much in demand as a pianist at fashionable
gatherings. Eventually his name reached the ears of the Russian
socialite Madame Nadezhda von Meck, patron of Tchaikovsky,
and the talented rebel joined her musical circle for a while.

From 1887 on, Debussy confined his activity to"’”

compo-
sition, rarely appearing in public as a performer. Although he
associated little with musicians, he enjoyed the company of the

leading impressionist poets and painters who gathered at the home
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of the poet Stephane Mallarme'” . Their influence is felt in De-
bussy’s first important orchestral work, Prelude to the Afternoon
of a Faun(1892 ~ 1894), inspired by Mallarme’s poem, LA-
pres-midi d’un Faune. This work established the style of im-
pressionist music and initiated Debussy’s most productive period,
which lasted nearly 20 years. During that time he composed the
orchestral suites'? Nocturnes (1893 ~ 1899), La Mer(1903 ~
1905), and Images(1906 ~1909); most of his piano music,
including the two books of Preludes(1910 ~ 1913); the incidental
music''™ to The Martyrdom of St. Sebastian(1911); the ballet
Jeux(1912); a number of songs and some chamber music'™*;
and his one completed opera, Pelleas et Melisande(1892 ~1902),
based on Maurice Maeterlinck’s'" drama.

Debussy had a history of stormy relationships with women.
In 1889, Debussy had begun a nine-year affair with Gabrielle
Dupont. The partnership was punctuated with scandals, includ-
ing a period when Debussy became engaged to the singer The
Roger, as well as a suicide attempt by Gabrielle. Debussy mar-
ried Lily Texier in 1899, but left her for Emma Bardac, wife of a
Parisian banker after five years. As a result, Lily attempted
suicide. However, it seems the arrival of Chou-Chou, his
daughter with Emma, in 1905, had a settling effect on Debussy.
He and Emma married in 1908 and stayed together for the re-
maining ten years of his life.

Debussy reached his musical maturity during the closing
years of the 19th century, when the Late Romantic period of Liszt"®
and Wagner''”’ was coming to an end and many composers were

looking for new musical paths to take. He took his inspiration
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from many artistic sources; Wagner’s music, the art and music of
the Orient, Impressionist painters such as Degas'™, poetry, and
the sinuous lines and pastel shades of contemporary Art Nouveau.
From these sources, he forged a musical style that is both original
in its harmonies, rhythms, and musical tones, and often quietly
beautiful.

Debussy’s style was one of the most important influences on
20th-century music. As a student he refused to submit lo the
rules of traditional musical theory. Later he stated, “There is no
theory. You have only to listen. Pleasure is the law. " He re-
jected the overblown forms and the harmonic style of the

(19

post-Wagnerians such as Gustav Mahler 20,

) and Richard Strauss
He preferred understated effects similar to those achieved by the
French impressionist painters and poets. Pelleas et Melisande,
the most significant impressionist opera, has been called a mas-
terpiece of understatement. He wanted his music to sound im-
provisatory, as though it had not been written down. Many of his
compositions are miniatures, such as the 24 piano preludes, which
often have fanciful titles such as What the West Wind Saw, Dead
Leaves, and Sounds and Scents Revolve in the Evening Air. De-
bussy’s piano music is the most important since Chopin’s®’. He
created a subtle pianistic style that made new demands on per-
forming technique, and the shifting, blurred sonorities'?? of the
style were achieved by a new use of the damper pedal®™ . His
best-known composition is probably Clair de Lune (Moonlight)
from Suite Bergamasque (1890 ~ 1905} for piano.

Debussy’s works was abundant. Wagner’s influence is evi-

dent in the cantata La madamoiselle Elue(1888) and the Cing
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Poémes de Baudelaire {1889) but other songs of the period,
notably the scttings®® of Verlaine are in a more capricious style,
as are paris of Minor String Quartet (1893); in that work he used
not only the Phrygian mode'®’ but also less standard modes,
notably the whole-tone mode, to create the floating harmony he
discovered through the work of contemporary writers: Mallarmé in
the orchestral Prélude a L’Aprés-midi d’un Faune (1894) and
Maeterlinck in the opera Pelléas et Mélisande, dating in large
pait from 1893 ~ 1895 but not completed until 1902. These
works also brought forward a fluidity of rhythm and colour quite
new to Western music.

Pelléas, with its rule of understatement and deceptively
simple declamation, also brought an entirely new tone to opera™
but an unrepeatable one. Debussy worked on other opera projects
and left substantial sketches for two pieces after tales by Edgar
Allan Poe?®, but nothing was completed. Instead the main works
were orchestral pieces, piano sets and songs.

The orchestral works include the three Nocturnes (1899),
characteristic studies?” of veiled harmony and texture Nuages,
exuberant cross-cutting Fétes and seductive whole-tone drift
Sirenes. La Mer (1905) essays a more symphonic form, with a fi-
nale® that works themes from the first movement®”’, though the
centrepiece Jeux de Vagues proceeds much less directly and with
more variety of colour. The three Images(1912) are more loosely
linked, and the biggest, Ibéria, isitselfa triptych®”, a medley®"” of
Spanish allusions. Finally the ballet Jeux(1913) contains some of
Debussy’s strangest harmony and texture in a form that moves freely

over its own field of it motivic®? connection. Other late stage works,
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including the ballets Khamma(1912) and La Boite & Joujoux(1913)
and the mystery play Le Martyre de St. Sébastien (1911), were
not completely orchestrated®” by Debussy, though St. Sébastien

is remarkable in sustaining an antique“"

modal atmosphere that
otherwise was touched only in relatively short piano pieces.

The important piano music begins with works which, Ver-

(35) (36)
3

laine fashion look back at rococo decorousness with a
modern cynicism and puzzlement ( Suite Bergamasque, 1890;
Pour le Piano, 1901) . But then, as in the orchestral pieces, De-
bussy began to associate his music with visual impressions of the
East, Spain, landscapes etc., in a sequence of sels of short
pieces. His last volume of Etudes (1915) interprets similar va-
rieties of style and texture purely as pianistic exercises and in-
cludes pieces that develop irregular form to an extreme as well as

477 (a presence too in

others influenced by the young Stravinsky
the suite En Blanc et Noir for two pianos, 1915). The rarefaction
of these works is a feature of the last set of songs, the Trois
Poemes de Mallarmé(1913), and of the Sonata for flute, viola
and harp® (1915), though the sonata and its companions also
recapture®’ the inquisitive Verlainian classicism”.

About 1910 Debussy developed cancer, which sapped®”
his strength during his last years. His sadness during World War
1 hastened the deterioration of his health. Many projects were
planned, such as an opera based on Edgar Allan Poe’s The Fall
of the House of Usher, but few were completed. He died during
the bombardment of Paris by German artillery in Paris on March
25, 1918, at the age of 56.

Debussy’s influence on the music of the 20th century, from
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the concert hall and opera house to the world of jazz, has been
immense. His finest works, including his orchestral masterpiece

La Mer and many of his piano pieces, sound as original and

effective today as they did a century ago.
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