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The period between 1880 and 1885 was a significant time in Claude Debussy’s life and 

compositional career. 1880 marks the date of his first published composition, “Nuit d’étoiles,” 

and 1885 is the year in which he began his two-year tenure in Rome after winning the coveted 

Prix de Rome in 1884.  During the intervening time Debussy composed about forty songs. 

Scholarly literature, especially analytical literature, tends to focus heavily on music in Debussy’s 

mature style, often casting his early compositions in an unfavorable light. Writing on Debussy is 

scattered with references to the early songs but authors almost always situate them on one end of 

a continuum that shows an evolution of compositional style culminating in maturity. Such a view 

tends, if only tacitly, to regard early works as inferior instances of juvenilia rather than works 

worthy of study in their own right.  

In this dissertation I establish a foundation for regarding Debussy’s early songs as 

significant compositions in their own right, independent from anachronistic comparisons with his 

more mature compositional style, and provide justification for considering the songs as a unified, 

identifiable repertoire within Debussy’s larger œuvre. Using a modified Schenkerian analytical 

approach, I identify consistencies among the songs that give them an independent identity and 

provide support for their classification as an identifiable collection of works. I consider the songs 

within a proper historical narrative and in close association with poetry, French musical culture, 

and issues related to Debussy’s biography. Furthermore, I delineate Debussy’s compositional 

aesthetic in the early songs and examine his relationship to other notable contemporary 

composers of the mélodie, thus showing how his early style emerged from the tradition of the 



 

mélodie, how he participated in late-nineteenth century art-song culture, and how he ultimately 

pushed the genre of the mélodie forward. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Claude Debussy is among the most celebrated composers of the late nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. Throughout his career Debussy developed a unique compositional style that 

features a diverse palette of sounds; today, much of his music continues to defy systematic 

classification. Additionally, Debussy was intensely interested in poetry and visual art forms; he 

had a sophisticated understanding of contemporary poetry and was quite sensitive to the 

subtleties of the French language. Debussy’s unique compositional style and his varied interests 

in music, poetry, and visual arts have made him a prominent figure in music literature. Much has 

been written on Debussy, but studies vary greatly in scope and content. His early songs are an 

especially underrepresented area of his œuvre.  

Debussy’s early works occupy a pivotal position within his larger biography and musical 

output and consist almost entirely of songs.1 The period between 1880 and 1885 was a 

significant time in Debussy’s life and compositional career. 1880 marks the date of Debussy’s 

first published composition, “Nuit d’étoiles,” and 1885 is the year in which he began his two-

year tenure in Rome after winning the coveted Prix de Rome in 1884.  During the intervening 

time Debussy composed about forty songs.2 The songs are on a variety of texts by different poets 

and carry dedications to various people (Yates 2002, 108).3 Songs during this period are clearly 

set apart from other contemporaneous compositions – primarily those composed as a part of his 

1 By early works I am referring to those falling approximately between 1880 and 1885. Many scholars extend the 
dates of Debussy’s early (or formative) period through the 1880s. 
2 Twenty-seven are available in published editions, four are unpublished manuscripts held in U.S. libraries, and the 
remaining nine are lost, in private collections, or in foreign libraries (most notably the Bibliothèque nationale de 
France in Paris). 
3 Although there are a number of different dedicatees in Debussy’s early songs, Marie Vasnier is undoubtedly the 
most frequent. Of Debussy’s forty songs from this period, at least twenty-seven were dedicated to Mme. Vasnier. 
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studies at the Paris Conservatoire – and represent the earliest stage in what would develop into a 

successful career.4 Although the songs do not represent the pinnacle of Debussy’s compositional 

maturity, they do, as Eric Jenson (2014, 131) remarks, reveal some striking accomplishments to 

those who approach them with an open mind.  

Scholarly literature – especially analytical literature – focuses heavily on music in 

Debussy’s mature style, often casting his early compositions in an unfavorable light. Literature 

on Debussy is scattered with references to the early songs; however, scholars almost always 

situate the songs on one end of a continuum that shows an evolution of compositional style 

culminating in maturity. Such a view tends, if only tacitly, to regard early works as inferior 

instances of juvenilia rather than works worthy of study in their own right.5 This stems from an 

anachronistic comparison with later works in which early works are overshadowed by the 

innovations that Debussy would ultimately become known for. Furthermore, the early songs fall 

victim to the misguided (and inaccurate) view that Debussy emerged in 1890s as a fully 

developed professional and that his career was one of unqualified improvement. The early songs 

are not in Debussy’s mature style, but they are still important and valuable works. 

Debussy’s early songs (ca. 1880–1885) represent the first clearly definable repertoire in 

the composer’s career. They were composed within a fairly short time frame (as noted above) 

and share consistencies in compositional approach, biographical details, and extra-musical 

factors. The songs exhibit a complex, thoughtful, and coherent compositional aesthetic (this is 

especially true when they are examined in the context of the French mélodie that evolved over 

 
4 James Briscoe (1979) distinguishes between Debussy’s “academic” compositions for the conservatoire and his 
“rebellious” compositions not affiliated with the conservatoire. 
5 Briscoe (1979) focuses on Debussy’s early compositions and early compositional style in his dissertation but he 
structures a large portion of the document around compositional techniques that would later become characteristic of 
Debussy’s mature style. Thus, while he takes the early works as the subject of his dissertation, he privileges 
Debussy’s mature style by revealing the origins of that style in earlier works. 
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the middle to late nineteenth century6); they are similar in construction and structure; they are 

aurally identifiable as belonging to the time in which they were composed; and they are 

noticeably different from other compositions in Debussy’s larger œuvre. The musical similarities 

combined with additional consistencies in Debussy’s life (perhaps most notably the people with 

whom he associated) and in contemporary art culture (especially poetry) give the early songs an 

independent identity and provide support for their classification as a definable repertoire. 

Throughout my study of the early mélodies I establish a foundation for regarding these 

songs as significant compositions in their own right by examining important and compelling 

compositional features – often in close association with poetry, French musical culture, and 

issues related to Debussy’s biography – and by considering the songs within a proper historical 

narrative, independent from anachronistic comparisons with the composer’s later, more mature, 

style. I also identify consistencies among the songs that unify them as an identifiable repertoire 

within Debussy’s larger œuvre. By examining this underrepresented repertoire using a more 

rigorous analytical approach than has been yet applied to the early songs, I hope to begin to fill a 

gap in Debussyian analytical literature. 

As related goals, and as avenues for addressing my main points, I delineate Debussy’s 

compositional aesthetic in the early songs and examine his relationship to other notable 

contemporary composers of the mélodie. Revealing a consistent compositional aesthetic helps 

unify the body of songs and identify characteristics that qualify them as an independent 

repertoire. In comparing Debussy’s songs and compositional procedures with the songs and 

creative processes of contemporary composers I situate Debussy’s work within the 

 
6 The mélodie is a genre of musical composition that evolved from the romance and became popular in France in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The genre emerged as the result of several factors including the decline in the 
artistic level of the romance, the influence of Schubert’s Lieder, and the rise of a new Romantic poetry (Noske 1970, 
1). See Chapter 3 for more on the mélodie. 
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compositional milieu of the late-nineteenth century French art song, thus showing how his early 

style emerged from the tradition of the mélodie, how he participated in late-nineteenth century 

art-song culture, and how he ultimately pushed the genre forward.7 Considering Debussy’s songs 

alongside his contemporaries reveals Debussy’s place in the French art song tradition, but also 

establishes the significance of his songs based on a proper historical chronology. 

There is no clear reason why analysts have avoided Debussy’s early songs or why the 

songs have gained a reputation as valuable only in illustrating an evolution of the composer’s 

style. One possibility is that Léon Vallas, one of Debussy’s earliest biographers, set a precedent 

for modern views shorty after the composer’s death. Following a brief and cursory examination 

of several of Debussy’s early songs that were published posthumously in the 1920s, Vallas 

formed a negative opinion that became widely adopted and persists to the present day (Jensen 

2014, 131). Indeed, in his biography on Debussy, Vallas (1973, 20) comments that many songs 

published in the 1920s should have been left unpublished.  

Paul Yates (2002) links the association of Debussy’s early songs as juvenilia to a 

particular publication from 1926. Several of the early mélodies were published as a supplement 

to the May 1, 1926 issue of Revue musicale; the issue was dedicated to “La Jeunesse de 

Debussy.” First of all, Yates contends that a posthumous collection carries less weight than a 

publication made during the composer’s lifetime. Secondly, Yates suggests that, as a supplement, 

the songs were given a subordinate position within the publication that led to them being 

regarded as valuable only for academic interest.8 Additionally, qualifiers such as “jeunesse” and 

“anciennes” that were appended to the issue promoted a view that the songs are of lesser quality 

 
7 My survey focuses on works that Debussy would likely have known and that were (and perhaps still are) highly 
regarded as representative of the genre in the mid-nineteenth century, roughly between 1860 and 1885.  
8 Such musical supplements were fairly common in France in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. See 
Pasler 2016 for more information. 
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than those published in Debussy’s life (200). Yates supports his hypothesis by showing that 

“Mandoline” (composed in 1882 and published many times during Debussy’s life) enjoys a 

much higher status than most other songs written around the same time (166–67). 

It seems likely that the view of Debussy’s early songs as juvenilia took shape not long 

after the composer’s death. In a brief letter written for the same edition of Revue musicale 

mentioned above, Paul Vidal reflected on the time he and Debussy spent in Rome after winning 

the Prix de Rome.9  He mentions that Debussy’s songs, namely “Mandoline” and “Fantoches,” 

were popular among the Prix laureates. Vidal (1926, 111) further mentions that Debussy later 

revised “Fantoches” but suggests that the earlier version is the superior composition.10 This 

perhaps lends credence to what Yates identifies as a reason the early songs are undervalued. 

“Mandoline” was subsequently published many times and retained its reputation while the early 

version of “Fantoches,” although initially highly regarded, was not subsequently published and 

fell out of favor. 

In the following chapters I delineate my points in greater detail. In Chapter 2, I examine 

literature concerned with applying Schenkerian methodology to Debussy’s music. Debussy’s 

music – and indeed most French music in general – falls outside the traditional Schenkerian 

canon. It is well known that Schenker did not hold Debussy or his music in high regard. 

Nonetheless, with some adaptations, Schenkerian analysis can appropriately explain much of 

Debussy’s music. Chapter 2 includes some of the more prominent analytical studies that support 

my choice of the Schenkerian methodology. Chapter 3 focuses on Debussy’s biography during 

the time in which he wrote his early songs (1880–1885) and provides necessary information for 

 
9 Vidal won the Prix in 1883, the year before Debussy. Thus, their residencies in Rome overlapped. 
10 Debussy published a different version of “Fantoches” in the 1890s that is better known than the earlier song 
(published in 1882). Yates (2002, 180) notes that the two versions of the song are almost the same. The final stanza 
of the later song is almost completely rewritten but other revisions are minimal. 
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understanding many of his compositional choices. Notable among such biographical issues are 

his diverse and often contrasting styles, which stem from his dual roles as a student at the 

conservatoire and as an independent artist searching for his unique compositional voice. Debussy 

inside the conservatoire was not necessarily the same Debussy outside the conservatoire; in fact, 

the two personas are markedly different on almost every level. Another area that receives special 

attention in Chapter 3 is Debussy’s relationship with Marie Vasnier and, to a lesser extent, the 

Vasnier household. Marie Vasnier was the dedicatee of most of his songs from the early 1880s 

and, along with her husband, a major benefactor for the young Debussy. She was also a major, if 

scandalous, love interest.  

Chapter 4 is a discussion of the mélodie and includes a brief account of how the genre 

evolved from its predecessor, the romance, to become the premiere form of French art song in 

the late nineteenth century. Chapter 4 also includes a survey of characteristic features of songs by 

Debussy’s contemporaries – most notably Gabriel Fauré and Henri Duparc. This chapter is 

designed to establish some standard compositional approaches and procedures that serve as a 

base line for comparing Debussy’s songs. Chapter 5 builds upon the previous chapter, focusing 

on how Debussy participated in the tradition of the mélodie as it was defined by his predecessors 

and contemporaries. And in Chapter 6 I discuss how Debussy pushed the genre of the mélodie in 

new directions and address some consistent compositional characteristics found across many of 

the early mélodies that allow the songs to be considered a unified repertoire. Chapter 7 is a brief 

conclusion.  
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CHAPTER 2 

APPLYING SCHENKERIAN ANALYSIS TO DEBUSSY’S MUSIC 

“Il n’ya pas de théorie! Suffit d’entendre. Le plaisir est la règle” [There is no theory! Just 

listen. Pleasure is the law] (Branger et al. 2012, 284). This short phrase comes from a 

conversation between Debussy and Ernest Guiraud that took place in the late 1880s and is a 

poignant yet insufficient summary of Debussy’s approach to composition. Debussy was 

concerned above all with finding the right sound and cared little for systems or tradition; he 

notoriously rejected harmonic and, to a large extent, formal systems but was less critical toward 

contrapuntal and voice-leading systems. Given Debussy’s concentrated effort to avoid the rules 

and procedures of many conventions of tonal composition, to let pleasure guide his 

compositional goals, to search first and foremost for the ideal sound, it proves difficult to choose 

a single analytical method that works well in Debussy’s music. By distancing his music from 

systematic conventions Debussy endowed his music with a complexity that is not always easily 

explained.11 

Schenkerian analysis is a viable avenue for examining Debussy’s music;12 however, the 

method cannot be applied uncritically.13 Debussy’s music is generally tonal but many of the 

11 Stephen Slottow (2009) addresses a similar issue in his study of the music of Carl Ruggles. Ruggles, like 
Debussy, was very anti-theoretical and despised conventional systems but nevertheless had consistent compositional 
procedures. Although his music used consistent features and a unique sound, Ruggles never explicitly defined his 
compositional aesthetic. 
12 It is well known that Schenker despised Debussy and his music. Speaking generally about French music and 
specifically about composers in the same compositional milieu as Debussy, in Der Tonwille Schenker (2004) 
commented: “The composers of so-called impressionistic pieces like to speak today of a certain ‘line.’ But, where, 
as in these pieces, the effect amounts only to a tonal noise…The vogue for such tonal noises and lines comes from 
France—that alone says it all. The French nationality, which never had much to offer in music…this French 
nationality allows itself to make such nonsense the fashion and even to declare it a national art” (1:23). Furthermore, 
in Masterwork in Music, Schenker (1994) rejected Debussy by saying he “could never be called a talent, indeed 
would not rate as a composer at all” (3:71). Additional criticisms of Debussy can be found in Tonwille (Schenker 
2004, 1:162, 172) and Masterwork in Music (Schenker 1994, 2:130). 
13 Mark McFarland (1997, 2) attributes the trend in applying Schenkerian theory to Debussy’s music to an effort 
among analysts to discuss works as unified wholes, rather than as the sum of smaller elements. 
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conventions of functional tonality are absent or extended beyond the functional system. Voice 

leading in Debussy’s music frequently features parallel chords and free dissonances, and his 

approach to harmony is replete with extended and highly chromatic chords and non-functional 

progressions. Furthermore, modes and non-diatonic scales contribute to both linear and vertical 

dimensions. Incomplete structures and interpolations often complicate principles of closure and 

continuity, resulting in inconsistent functionality between structural levels. Debussy’s music 

departs in many ways from procedures common in tonal composition but is tonal in a general 

sense; as in much tonal music, stepwise voice-leading remains an important aspect of Debussy’s 

compositional style. Schenkerian analysis focuses heavily on stepwise voice-leading and is thus 

effective in elucidating many aspects of Debussy’s compositional style, but it must be adapted to 

account for that which extends or contradicts the laws of functional tonality (Brown 2005, 172). 

The anomalies of Debussy’s compositions almost always require significant 

modifications to Schenkerian methodology. Traditional structural lines are often absent or 

replaced by alternate structures; for example, a conventional Ursatz might be replaced with a 

large neighbor motion (Salzer 1982, 252–55)14 or a referential harmony other than the tonic triad 

(Laufer 2003, 90).15 Additionally, structural tonic to dominant closure is frequently absent 

(undermining the importance of the Bassbrechung), linear progressions frequently only have 

local significance, structural levels are sparse (Parks 1989, 4), and methods of prolongation—

such as whole tone and modal scales—uncommon in music from the traditional Schenkerian 

canon are prominent (Brown 2004, 158, 167). While some analysts are content to adapt 

Schenkerian theory as necessary to fit their interpretation of the music,16 others maintain that the 

 
14 Figure 478. 
15 In his analysis of Canope, Edward Laufer suggests that the referential sonority is a tonic seventh chord. 
16 E.g. Väisälä 2004; Somer 1995, 1998, 2003, 2005, 2006; Katz 1945; Parks 1989. 
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method is well equipped to deal with many of the anomalies of Debussy’s music without being 

“diluted into an indistinct blur” (Laufer 1981, 161).17 Views regarding the extent to which 

Schenkerian theory can be applied to Debussy’s music vary among analysts but all agree that the 

method cannot be applied uncritically. 

Schenkerian analysis is especially appropriate for Debussy’s earlier works. Richard Parks 

(1989), in The Music of Claude Debussy, writes at length on the modifications that must be made 

when applying Schenkerian theory to Debussy’s mature works but notes that the composer’s 

earliest compositions conform in many ways to conventional Schenkerian models (20). 

Debussy’s mature style embraces a more diverse compositional aesthetic, as well as a more 

staunch avoidance of the conventions of the tonal common practice system, and requires more 

exceptions to the theory. Although some adjustments to conventional Schenkerian theory are still 

needed to account for the anomalies in Debussy’s early songs, there are generally fewer 

exceptions than in mature works. This makes the method more consistently applicable to a large 

group of early songs rather than on a case-by-case basis as in mature works.18 

Text-setting is especially important in Debussy’s songs. The French language is 

particularly problematic when it comes to the interplay between rhythm and words and Debussy 

had clear opinions and preferences when it came to the type of texts he set to music (Noske 

1970, 41, 66). Text (and the subsequent inspiration derived from the text) was often the most 

essential driving force that guided Debussy’s compositional choices. In fact, issues of form and 

harmony, as well as other compositional parameters, were employed in service of creating the 

 
17 For instance, Matthew Brown (1993, 2003, 2004) advocates a more rigid application of the Schenkerian system to 
Debussy’s music. Oswald Jonas also favors a more orthodox approach (Schenker 1973). 
18 Matthew Brown (2005, 171–73) suggests that: “since we cannot be sure when Schenkerian theory ceases to be 
applicable, we must consider each piece, case by case.” This statement comes from a broader discussion of what 
Brown calls two “early” songs; however, both songs are from the late 1880s and feature a different compositional 
aesthetic and purpose than works composed before 1885. 
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proper sound to fit the text. Some of the most convincing analyses of Debussy’s songs stem from 

a close reading of the poetry and continually reference the text when discussing the music itself. 

As Carl Schachter (1983) deftly demonstrates in a “Motive and Text in Four Schubert Songs,” 

Schenkerian analysis can be a useful tool for revealing important relationships between the 

music and text. Among other observations, Schachter notes that structural connections between 

words and music are common in music from art-song repertory (61).19 

Despite a formidable list of necessary exceptions, Schenkerian theory can be useful for 

examining Debussy’s music. Among the many reasons the method is suitable for examining 

Debussy’s music is that it equips the analyst with a comprehensive tool set – terminology, 

procedures, paradigms, etc. – that promotes clear communication by engaging with a popular 

means of scholarly discourse. Furthermore, the tenets of the theory are rooted in observable 

musical phenomena; to address Debussy’s œuvre, one only needs to shift analytical focus to 

musical figures that are relevant to his music rather than relying on preconceived paradigms 

native to Schenker’s canon of German composers. The methodology also offers a concise and 

musically logical system for visual representation. 

One of the most significant and helpful aspects of Schenkerian theory when it comes to 

Debussy’s music is that the system has both prominent vertical and horizontal dimensions. When 

the harmonic structure of Debussy’s music begins to break down (that is, when it becomes 

difficult to interpret using Roman numerals or functional symbols), analysts can still rely on the 

horizontal dimension of the theory. One cannot simply omit one dimension or the other, but it 

 
19 Schachter’s comments are directed toward Germanic art song but I believe the statement holds equally true for the 
French mélodie. 
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can be helpful to place more emphasis on the horizontal features when the vertical constructs 

become unreliable.20  

Additionally, Schenkerian theory provides a great opportunity to discuss Debussy’s 

music holistically and make connections that are clearest on levels below the foreground. It is not 

uncommon for analysts to discuss Debussy’s music in part – often by identifying an operative 

scale or pitch collection – without making any larger connections. Schenkerian theory allows the 

analyst to incorporate different scalar systems – such as exotic and modal scales – and other 

unique features of Debussy’s compositional style into a meaningful musical context that 

establishes both short and long-range connections. Many of these connections might go 

unnoticed with a different analytical method. Ultimately, one of the greatest strengths of 

Schenkerian theory in Debussy’s music is that it offers a way to discuss his music as a unified 

whole rather than as a disparate summation of unrelated parts (McFarland 1997, 2). This aspect 

of the methodology, as well as many others, is discussed in greater depth in the following survey 

of Schenkerian analysts and approaches. 

Survey of Schenkerian Approaches 

Edward Laufer 

Edward Laufer (1981) was keenly aware when writing his review of Schenker’s Free 

Composition that Schenkerian theory would need to be modified in order to be appropriate for 

twentieth-century music. He recommended caution. Inherent characteristics of twentieth-century 

music—such as the frequent absence of a fundamental structure, alternate ways of designating 

principle tones, and consonance/dissonance relationships—can, arguably, weaken the 

effectiveness of Schenkerian theory. Laufer suggests that Schenkerian analysis (as codified by 

 
20 For more information on harmony as it was taught at the Paris Conservatory see Masci 2013; 2015. 



12 

Schenker himself) is complete and requires no adaptations; making too many alterations can 

cause the method to be “diluted into an indistinct blur.” He further contends that “if there is no 

technically consistent, non-speculative basis, then anything goes, and likewise nothing.” 

Following his own cautionary advice, Laufer accounts for the possibility of a Schenkerian-based 

analytical approach suitable for twentieth-century music; he asserts that it will not be Schenker’s 

method, but will indebted to it (161). Many analysts, including Laufer himself, have helped 

foster the development of a neo-Schenkerian approach that deviates from Schenker’s original 

method but certainly owes much to it. 

Laufer reiterates many of the claims from his review of Free Composition in his article 

“An Approach to Linear Analysis of Some Early Twentieth-Century Compositions” (2003) but 

also goes into depth regarding how a quasi-Schenkerian approach can reveal fruitful observations 

in music that falls outside of the Schenkerian canon. His unifying principle in the many pieces 

(by different composers) that he surveys is his concept of a “prime sonority.” A prime sonority 

replaces the triad as the main referential sonority and governs the work. Unlike the ubiquitous 

triad in tonal works, a prime sonority is more limited in scope; each individual piece can have a 

different prime sonority (90). Additionally, Laufer offers the following criteria for defining 

prime sonority: it will consist of three or more notes (but not too many) emphasized in 

characteristic ways, it will occur at the end of the piece, it will contribute to the motivic 

coherence of the music, it will be subjected to some form of composing out, and it must be 

identifiable via musical intuition (133–34). 

Laufer expands on his concept of a prime sonority using several musical examples; most 

relevant for my own study is his analysis of Debussy’s Canope. The prime sonority in Canope is 

essentially a D minor seventh chord; however, Laufer characterizes the chordal seventh as an 
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integrated neighboring tone to the root of the chord. Defining the prime sonority in this way 

allows Laufer to connect it to the motivic structure of the piece, which contains many foreground 

neighbor motions (90–96). Other triads (that is, not D minor) with chordal sevenths provide 

harmonic connections with the prime sonority; they are, of course, not actually seventh chords in 

a functional sense, rather they are triads modified to reflect the prime sonority (90). In addition to 

the foreground melodic and harmonic features, Laufer demonstrates how the prime sonority is 

associated with middleground features of the piece as well as how the upper line is embellished 

with complementary sonorities (98). Laufer concludes by suggesting that, although one could 

suggest a descent in the structural top line, to do so would be wrong. Rather, the upper line is 

comprised of a large neighbor motion – A-G-A – that reflects the prime sonority and provides a 

foundation for foreground motivic activity (97).  

Felix Salzer 

One of the earliest publications to systematically embrace a modified Schenkerian 

analytical approach is Felix Salzer’s (1982) Structural Hearings: Tonal Coherence in Music, 

which includes graphic analyses of Debussy’s Bruyères and Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune. 

One important point that Salzer makes is that musical coherence is not based entirely on 

harmonic frameworks; a work can be coherent via harmonic structures, contrapuntal structures, 

or a combination of both (222).21 Debussy’s Bruyères is, for Salzer, an example of a piece 

guided by a large contrapuntal structure (Example 2.1). The structural framework at the heart of 

the composition is a large-scale neighbor motion. The neighbor figure is not limited to a single 

voice; rather, the motion is comprised of two major triads moving in parallel motion. Each 

 
21 In his introduction to Schenker’s Harmony, Oswald Jonas criticizes Salzer’s Structural Hearing. Jonas claims that 
Salzer’s work is based on a misinterpretation of Schenker’s theories and is “doomed to fail” (Schenker 1973, viii). 
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member of the neighbor figure occupies its own section of the musical form and Salzer further 

notes that the structural motion is replicated on levels closer to the musical surface, creating 

“fascinating melodic parallelisms” (222–23).  

Example 2.1: Debussy, Bruyères, Contrapuntal Background (adapted from Salzer Ex. 478)22 

 
 

Adele Katz 

Adele Katz (1945) includes a section on Debussy in her book Challenge to Musical 

Tradition: A New Concept of Tonality. Katz uses a Schenkerian approach to examine how 

Debussy extended or adapted certain techniques within the tonal system. Specifically, she 

address techniques – chord arpeggiation, neighboring notes, register transfer, passing chords, and 

harmonic prolongation – related to structure and prolongation (250).23 Neighbor tones are of 

special significance: Katz gives the technique in its own section, focusing on the prelude La fille 

aux cheveux de lin as her primary example, but also cites neighbor motions as subsidiary 

elements of other techniques (Example 2.2). 

 

 
22 Salzer 1982, 254. 
23 Her analytical examples are primarily from Pelléas et Mélisande and the Préludes for piano. 
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Example 2.2: Debussy, Pelléas et Mélisande, Katz Ex. 77, Annotated24 

A 

 
B 

 
 

In the above example, Katz points out that the main feature of the passage is an arpeggiation of 

an E major chord in which each tone supports a vertical seventh chord. The second chord of the 

passage appears to be a C# minor chord in third inversion (as shown in A); however, Katz 

contends that it is actually an E major chord in second inversion with a neighboring C# in the 

upper voice (as shown in B). Harmonically the chord is based on C# but in the larger context of 

the passage Katz insists that the C# is a neighbor tone to B (251).25 Katz suggests that, for the 

most part, the techniques she discusses align with tonal principles of structure and prolongation; 

 
24 Katz 1945, 250. 
25 Katz acknowledges that this passage is an instance in which a neighboring tone and its resolution are 
simultaneously present. Also, she regards the F# in the final chord as a suspension that is left unresolved in the final 
E major chord. 
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however, she concedes that at times Debussy extends the techniques beyond their original 

purpose so that they obscure rather than clarify structural meaning (266–267).  

In an examination of how some analysts have approached Debussy’s music, Katz makes 

an important statement: “To know the special scale in which a work is composed may be an aid 

to our aural impressions, but it neither clarifies the technique nor demonstrates what is happening 

in the music” (267);26 simply identifying a scale being used in the music provides very little 

analytical value. As an example, Katz briefly discusses an analysis of Debussy’s Pour le Piano 

by René Lenormand in which there is a prominent whole tone scale (Example 2.3).27 

Lenormand’s analysis only includes m. 43 through the downbeat of m. 46; he identifies the 

presence of the whole tone chords in these measures but doesn’t make any significant analytical 

observations.28 Katz offers her own analysis (Example 2.3) that goes one chord beyond that of 

Lenormand and demonstrates that the function of the whole-tone chords is to prolong the tonic 

within a larger tonic-to-dominant progression. Katz notes that using whole-tone chords as a 

means of prolongation is unconventional but does not obscure the structural motion (274).29   

Debussy’s uniqueness is partially due to the fact that he used chords not found in the 

music of his (Germanic) predecessors but also in his ability to use such chords within a tonal 

environment (278). 

 
26 Mark McFarland (1997, 1) makes a similar point concerning Debussy’s use of modes, pentatonic and whole-tone 
scales, and added chordal elements: “While these are obviously integral elements to Debussy’s harmonic language, 
their identification does not constitute an analysis of his music, only a step towards that end.” 
27 Lenormand’s (1940, 102) example comes from his study on general harmonic practices in France up until 
approximately 1914, with a particular focus on Debussy. Debussy (1987, 259–260) was well aware of Lenormand’s 
book and, although he claimed that the work was an accurate representation of harmony at that time, he criticized 
the author for referencing passages outside of their musical context. 
28 McFarland (1997, 6–7) argues that many (prominent) analysts too eagerly stop analyzing after identifying a 
particular scale or set in the music (whole tone, octatonic, chromatic, etc.) and often overlook clear tonal 
implications.  
29 The idea of using whole-tone material as a means of prolongation is also addressed by Matthew Brown (2004) in 
his analysis of L’Isle joyeuse (discussed below, beginning on pg. 19). 
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Example 2.3: Debussy, Pour le Piano – Whole-tone Prolongation (adapted from Katz Ex. 89)30 

 
 

Furthermore, Debussy often avoids the kind of structural coherence inherent in tonal works; an 

example would be the prelude Voiles, in which Debussy replaces the tonal system with an 

alternation between pentatonic and whole-tone systems (287). Katz notes that, in cases where 

Debussy moves beyond the conventions of tonality, Schenkerian theory is less than completely 

satisfactory; however, the method is still helpful because it shows that the problems arising from 

music that pushes or departs from the tonal system are not simply related to scales and chord 

structure, but with fundamental principles of coherence (292). Katz presents a well-developed 

account of how Schenkerian analysis can accommodate the unique qualities of Debussy’s 

compositional style and how the method can be fruitfully applied to music that does not reside 

entirely within the tonal system. 

 
30 Katz 1945, 273. 
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The approaches taken by the previously discussed analysts all have an interesting 

common element: the prominence of contrapuntal neighbor motions in Debussy’s music. Salzer 

identifies a neighbor motion as the most essential background structure in Bruyères and both 

Laufer and Katz regard neighbor motions to be of structural significance. Neighbor figures are, 

of course, prominent in music within the traditional Schenkerian canon, and in Schenker’s own 

analyses; however, in Debussy’s music they assume a deeper significance. This is entirely 

consistent with Debussy’s compositional style; he frequently avoids references to harmonic 

systems but is less critical of contrapuntal systems. Thus, the horizontal rather than the vertical 

emphasis of Schenkerian methodology tends to be more revealing and consistent in Debussy’s 

music. 

The precedent for applying Schenkerian analysis to Debussy’s music was set by the 

above-mentioned analysts but has been vigorously continued by a later generation of analysts. 

Such theorists approach Debussy’s music from a Schenkerian perspective but do so with varying 

levels of orthodoxy; that is, some try to remain as close to Schenker’s original method as 

possible while others more willingly adapt the method as needed. The following is a survey of 

Schenkerian approaches taken by modern-day Debussyian scholars. 

Matthew Brown 

Matthew Brown is one of the foremost analysts applying Schenkerian theory to 

Debussy’s music. Throughout his many articles and books Brown suggests that scholars tend to 

underestimate how much tonal material is actually present in Debussy’s music. Brown contends 

that Schenkerian theory is well equipped to accommodate the anomalies of Debussy 

compositional style but is not universally applicable to Debussy’s music; rather, the method is 

appropriate on a piece-by-piece basis.  



19 

Brown (1993, 129–30) begins “Tonality and Form in Debussy’s Prélude à’L’Après-midi 

d’un faune” with an almost obligatory statement regarding the troubles and dangers of applying 

Schenkerian analysis to Debussy’s music. Brown criticizes several analysts (such as Richard 

Parks, Adele Katz, and Felix Salzer) for too hastily making changes to the Schenkerian 

methodology. The bulk of the article is dedicated to elucidating formal issues in the Prélude via 

four specific techniques: incomplete progressions, parenthetical episodes, motivic compression, 

and tonal modeling. Additionally, Brown briefly discusses other works by Debussy that feature 

these techniques.31 Brown concludes by suggesting that the techniques used in the prelude have 

clear precedents in nineteenth-century tonal practices and that Debussy’s genius lies in his ability 

to exploit previously established techniques in bold and unique ways (143). 

Brown (2004) takes an interesting approach to examining Debussy’s music in 

“Composing with Prototypes: Charting Debussy’s L’Isle joyeuse.” He begins the article with an 

abstract Ursatz, which he gradually composes out (using several common prototypes) until it 

resembles a musical foreground. Throughout his reconstruction Brown routinely uses modal and 

whole tone segments to prolong or elaborate structural tones. After elaborating the prototypes 

and reaching the foreground level, Brown reveals that his procedures are precisely those found in 

Debussy’s L’Isle joyeuse. He then proceeds to work from the musical surface back towards the 

background to show how different sections of the music fit into his previously discussed 

prototypes; his final reading of the piece is a 3-line with a prolonged tonic triad (Example 2.4). 

Among the most interesting elements of the article is Brown’s discussion of how modal and 

 
31 Brown focuses on works in Debussy’s mature style. Most of his examples come from Iberia, the Images, 
Nocturnes, and La mer. 
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whole tone inflections can be explained as mixtures and tonicizations within traditional 

prolongations (174).32 

Example 2.4: Debussy, L’Isle Joyeuse, Deep Middleground (adapted from Brown Ex. 11)33 

 
 

Brown concludes by suggesting that tonal composition is a process of adapting thematic shapes 

to an underlying prototype and that such prototypes make it possible to account for 

interconnections between different pieces, both by the same composer and by different 

composers (184). 

Brown has two books that are relevant to my study. The first is Debussy’s Iberia (2003). 

Brown combines analysis and sketch/manuscript studies and also engages with John Sloboda’s 

work in cognition. In addition to cognition studies, Brown addresses music criticism and the 

nature of musical analysis; he frequently references the work of Joseph Kerman, Carl Schachter, 

and Leo Treitler, as well as others. The book is divided into two main parts: Part I, which 

describes how tonal composition might be understood as a form of problem solving; and Part II, 

which deals with the genesis of the three movements of Iberia in detail. Throughout the text 

Brown delineates an issue that is prominent in much of his work: that Schenkerian theory can 

explain how people understand and compose tonal music. Brown closes with what he sees as the 

 
32 He engages with Schenker’s own opinions regarding modal and whole tone material (as can be found in 
Counterpoint), which are that they arise from transformation within the tonal system.  
33 Brown 2004, 173. 
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most profound conclusion of the book: that music historians, music theorists, and cognitive 

scientists can (and should) work together to understand the cognitive elements of musical 

composition (162). 

Explaining Tonality addresses in detail the extent to which Schenkerian analysis can 

explain tonal music (Brown 2005). Many of the issues found in Brown’s other works, such as 

Schenker’s views on modes and exotic inflections and the limitations of Schenkerian theory in 

twentieth-century music, are given fuller treatment in this text. Brown opens chapter five 

(“Pleasure is the Law” – the only part of the book that specifically addresses Debussy’s music) 

by stating that applying methodologies to situations or phenomena for which they were not 

intended can open new avenues for research. For Schenkerians this is accomplished by applying 

Schenkerian analysis to music outside of Schenker’s canon of composers or by using orthodox 

Schenkerian explanations of harmony and voice leading to illustrate other aspects of a 

composition (171). Brown tackles both issues via analyses of two of Debussy’s songs and makes 

some illuminating observations regarding consonances versus dissonances and harmonic versus 

non-harmonic tones. Brown’s analyses (as well as his thoughts regarding the limitations of 

Schenkerian theory) are excellent examples of how the Schenkerian methodology can be applied 

to Debussy’s music. 

Avo Somer 

Avo Somer is a prolific writer on Debussy and has published many articles on different 

parts of the composer’s œuvre. In “Chromatic Third-Relations and Tonal Structure in the Songs 

of Debussy” Somer (1995) examines Debussy’s ubiquitous use of chromatic third-related 

harmonies (especially in the late songs) and delineates their harmonic, functional, and structural 

implications. Debussy frequently obscures the dominant by making it minor, severely delaying 
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its resolution, or replacing it with a substitute harmony. Somer contends that when Debussy 

downgrades the dominant, chromatic thirds can be conveyors of harmonic function (217).34 

Furthermore, chromatic third-relations can occur as overlapping or nested structures on different 

structural levels, thus relating to the Schenkerian concepts of motivic unity and replication (228–

29).35 Additionally, Somer suggests that chromatic third relationships can be intimately linked to 

the form of the music and can help create coherent musical structures without the use of 

dominants (230, 233). Somer fleshes out the implications of his thesis in much greater detail than 

I can succinctly summarize and clearly illustrates that chromatic third relationships are an 

essential and widely varied feature of Debussy’s harmonic language.36 

Somer (1998) further addresses chromatic third relations in “Musical Imagery, 

Digression, and Coherence in the Étude Pour Les Agréments of Debussy” but also engages with 

nineteenth-century concepts of organicism. He examines how expressive gestures and the 

concept of metaphor can help reveal the inner workings of the piece (101–2). Debussy was 

notoriously ambivalent towards organicism but Somer contends that a cellular analysis is 

possible for the Étude Pour Les Agréments (93).37 In his discussion of motives and expressive 

gestures, Somer notes that motives in the piece are similar enough to be connected but have 

entirely different expressive profiles (100). Somer concludes by suggesting that Debussy 

developed the piece in layers and that all layers are equally significant (108). 
 

34 When the dominant is omitted entirely, subdominants and contrapuntal neighbor chords can provide harmonic 
motion. 
35 Somer shows how, in “La chevelure,” chromatic third-relations are simultaneously reflected in the large-scale 
tonal plan and the musical foreground. 
36 In relation to text-music relationships, Somer suggests that there is not a clear or consistent cause-effect 
relationship between text and harmonic vocabulary in Debussy music. Consequently, chromatic third-relations are 
not connected to any particular type of poetic imagery (240). 
37 Somer argues that an organicist, cellular analysis is possible for the piece because much of the initial musical 
imagery is generated from a collection of melodic elements present at the beginning of the work. This method of 
analysis aligns with Schoenberg’s idea of Grundgestalt. Debussy is on the record as being both sympathetic to and 
critical of an organicist approach to musical composition.  



23 

In “Fantasque, Ironique: An Interpretation of the Sérénade of Debussy’s Cello Sonata,” 

Somer (2003) examines the phrase structure and tonal design of the cello sonata and further 

associates the Sérénade with the commedia dell’arte and cubist paintings. Somer makes a unique 

contribution to Debussyian scholarship in this article with his concept of a divergent cadence. He 

defines a divergent cadence as a “syntactical caesura at a tonally peripheral sonority” (149). 

Debussy uses traditional closing formulas such as authentic, half, and especially plagal cadences 

but he equally often pauses on a harmony other than tonic or dominant. Both scenarios are 

aurally satisfying but the latter is more difficult to explain; a term such as divergent cadence is 

extremely useful when discussing music from all periods of Debussy’s œuvre. 

Somer (2005) further expounds on divergent cadences in “Musical Syntax in the Sonatas 

of Debussy: Phrase Structure and Formal Function.” Somer illustrates that, in addition to half 

and plagal half cadences, phrases in Debussy’s sonatas frequently end with divergent cadences 

on a secondary diatonic or chromatic scale degree, often on dissonant sonorities (74). Example 

2.5 shows the first eight measures of the Prologue of Debussy’s sonata for cello and a reduction. 

Somer contends that the form of the excerpt is a modified sentence. The continuation of the basic 

idea overlaps with the repetition of the basic idea in m. 4; thus, the more conventional eight-

measure sentence is compressed to seven measures. The truly novel aspect of this passage is 

Debussy’s final cadence. Debussy ends the passage on a chord that is dissonant with the 

surrounding harmonies and the overall key of the work; this is the essence of Somer’s concept of 

a divergent cadence.  

In addition to several examples of divergent cadences, Somer also relates Debussy’s 

music to Classical models of syntax and engages with William Caplin’s ideas on form, especially 

with sentence structure. 
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Example 2.5: Debussy, Cello Sonata, Prologue, Divergent Cadence38 

 
 

 
 

38 Adapted from Somer Ex. 4 (76). 
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Caplin’s ideas on loose organization of classical themes and hybrid forms are especially relevant 

to Debussy’s music (73). Debussy’s modal and chromatic language distances his thematic 

material from Classical syntactical models and his harmonic vocabulary adds a new dimension 

that effects a transformation of Classical models (90). In addition to illustrating how Debussy’s 

music both resembles and goes beyond Classical conceptions of form, the article briefly touches 

on concepts such as duplication, Schoenbergian liquidation, and Debussy’s relation to Symbolist 

poets.39  

Richard Parks 

Richard Parks (1989) looks at a large amount of Debussy’s compositional output – 

including several songs – in his book The Music of Claude Debussy. Tonality, and the extent to 

which Debussy’s music can be considered tonal, is an issue Parks addresses early in the book. He 

suggests that tonality does not determine the relationship between all pitches in Debussy’s 

compositions, but there are features that occur regularly in his music that can be considered 

tonal.40 Parks’s basic definition of tonality is: “pitch materials, processes, and contexts that 

project into prominence one or more pitch-class sets to a significantly greater extent than (or at 

the expense of) other pitch-class sets” (3). However, he allows for alternate views that perhaps 

better suit Debussy’s music. For instance, Parks contends that if tonality is considered to be the 

process by which harmony and voice leading organize and control pitch materials within a larger 

system of structural levels, then some (certainly not all) of Debussy’s music is tonal (43). If, 

however, tonality refers to a phenomenon in which some pitches behave as referents for others 

 
39 Duplication refers to the process by which an idea is stated and then immediately repeated, similar to the basic 
idea in a sentence structure. Debussy has a reputation for duplicating small phrases or short motives. Somer 
attributes the discovery of Debussy’s duplication technique to André Schaeffner, Nicholas Ruwet, and Jean 
Barraque (72). Herbert Eimert (1961) also addresses the technique in his article on Debussy’s Jeux.  
40 He also notes that much of Debussy’s music manifest tonality in nontraditional ways (3). 
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within a hierarchical system with distinctions based on contextual factors, then all of Debussy’s 

music is tonal, but not always in the same way (44). What is most relevant about Parks’s 

discussion of tonality is the fact that Debussy’s music is broadly and diversely tonal, but not in 

the same way as music by classical composers (3). 

Parks uses Schenkerian theory to examine tonal relations in Debussy’s music.41 He 

suggests – reflecting Oswald Jonas’s warning in his introduction to Schenker’s Harmony 

(Schenker 1973, viii) – that one should avoid altering the conventional Schenkerian model to fit 

music for which the method was not originally intended (Parks 1989, 3).42 Parks does, however, 

comment that pitches that are tonally prominent “sometimes form unconventional constructs as 

an alternative to the scales and triads traditionally associated with key and tonality in earlier 

repertoires” (3). Furthermore, Parks supplies a list of common Schenkerian characteristics that 

have little prominence in Debussy’s music. Most conspicuous are: the Urlinie and Bassbrechung, 

which are frequently absent; linear progressions and structural levels, which are generally few in 

number; and an elevated prominence of neighbor-note motions, which often coincides with a 

strong focus on the subdominant harmony (4, 43).43 

Although Parks avoids making an explicit case for substitute background structures in 

Debussy’s music, he does say that certain figures – such as arpeggios and neighbor-note motions 

– can control events over long spans of music (4). Concerning Debussy’s late song “Noël des 

 
41 Parks uses both Schenkerian theory and post-tonal set theory in his book but does not attempt to combine the 
methods. 
42 Oswald Jonas argues that Schenker’s theory is rooted in principles of tonality as he found them in the works of the 
great masters (Schenker 1973, viii). If the definition of tonality is changed from how Schenker viewed it – for 
instance, to align with how Parks views Debussy’s music – then perhaps changes in methodology are also merited.  
43 Parks’s comment regarding how tonally prominent pitches can form unconventional constructs helps explain the 
absence of certain Schenkerian features. For example, prominent pitches may form a large-scale neighbor motion 
that serves as the most fundamental structure of the piece; thus, more traditional Schenkerian paradigms, such as an 
Urlinie or Bassbrechung, are downgraded to lower-level features or perhaps absent altogether. 
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enfants qui n’ont plus de maisons” Parks argues that the most remote structural feature is a 

neighbor-note motion in parallel perfect fifths (Example 2.6). 

Example 2.6: Debussy, “Noël des enfants qui n’ont plus de maisons,” Neighbor-note motion.44 

 
 

Parks notes that Debussy’s 1893 String Quartet and La fille aux cheveux de lin (Préludes I) also 

have strong emphases on neighbor motions. The works also share other significant exceptions to 

Schenkerian methodology such as the absence of a structural bass arpeggiation and Urlinie, and 

a scarcity of linear progressions (16). Although Parks does not argue that “Noël des enfants qui 

n’ont plus de maisons” has a large-scale neighbor motion as its background structure, it is clear 

that he sees the motion as a deeply significant structural feature. 

For the purposes of my study, Parks’s work is significant for how he applies Schenkerian 

theory to Debussy’s music and the exceptions he makes. He does not try to force Debussy’s 

music into the conventional Schenkerian mold; rather, he acknowledges that Debussy’s music is 

tonal in different ways than the works for which Schenker developed his theory and therefore is 

not bound by the same conventions. Parks claims that Debussy’s earliest works are especially 

receptive to Schenkerian analysis (20), but music from all areas of his œuvre is “tonal” to a 

degree. Thus, although some common features occur infrequently or are absent altogether, 

Schenkerian theory can be an effective way for examining Debussy music. 

 
44 Adapted from Parks Ex. 1.6 (17). 
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Olli Väisälä 

Olli Väisälä has written extensively on Schenkerian approaches to post-tonal music, 

including much on Debussy. In his article “On the Coordination of Tonal Functions, Pitch Sets, 

Meter, and Form in Debussy’s L’Isle Joyeuse,” Väisälä (1996, 44) elucidates features of the 

piece that demonstrate its “inventive richness” and “unfailing compositional logic.” He argues 

that three primary scale collections govern the entire piece: the acoustic set, the whole tone set, 

and the diatonic set. Each set has a specific purpose in relation to the Ursatz of the work and the 

piece proceeds by shifting between sets. The whole tone set (which has no privileged harmonies) 

is suitable only for introducing the primary melodic tone, the acoustic set is appropriate only for 

establishing the point of harmonic departure, and the diatonic set is apt for creating harmonic 

motion (42). Väisälä reads the piece as a 3-line with an interruption (Example 2.7-A); however, 

he acknowledges that the interruption is undermined by metrical variations and the absence of a 

root position dominant to close the structure. The exceptions lead Väisälä to suggest the 

possibility of an alternate reading: a 3-line with a prolongation of scale degree 2 and no 

interruption (Example 2.7-B) (44). Väisälä’s reading is interesting when compared with Matthew 

Brown’s reading of the same piece. Väisälä prefers an interrupted structure (2.7-A) but Brown 

(2004, 173) reads the piece as prolonging the initial tonic (Example 2.8). These readings by 

Väisälä and Brown demonstrate the wealth of interpretive possibilities that Schenkerian theory 

brings to Debussy’s music. 

Väisälä (2004a) references several works by Debussy in the introductory essay of his 

doctoral dissertation, but the larger purpose of the work is to examine prolongation in early post-

tonal repertoire. Thus, references to Debussy’s music are mixed in with examples from many 
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other composers. The dissertation is difficult to summarize in relation to Debussy but Väisälä 

focuses directly on Debussy in an article appended to the end of the document.  

Example 2.7: Debussy, L’Isle Joyeuse, Background Structure (adapted from Väisälä Ex. 1)45 

A 

 
 

B 

 
 

Example 2.8: Debussy, L’Isle Joyeuse, Deep Middleground46 

 
 

 
45 Väisälä 1996, 37. 
46 Example 2.8 is reproduced from Example 2.4 for the convenience of comparing interpretations It is worth noting 
that Väisälä and Brown read structural tones in different places within the piece; Väisälä closes the structure much 
earlier than Brown. 
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In “New Theories and Fantasies on the Music of Debussy,” Väisälä (2004b) examines Ce 

qu’a vu le vent d’ouest (among other examples) from the first book of Préludes for piano. His 

approach aligns with the work of Felix Salzer and Edward Laufer in that he takes a sonority 

other than the triad – in this case a major ninth chord – as a referential harmony that is prolonged 

throughout the prelude.47 Additionally, he notes that neighboring harmonies, though subordinate 

to the referential harmony, govern large passages of music and facilitate small-scale 

prolongations by becoming local referential sonorities. Throughout the article Väisälä engages 

with Joseph Straus’s (1987, 2-5) four conditions of prolongation in post-tonal music and 

demonstrates how Debussy’s prelude satisfies each condition. To conclude his analytical section, 

Väisälä (2004b) briefly discusses other works – La fille aux cheveaux de lin and La cathédrale 

engloutie – that have similar features to Ce qu’a vu le vent d’ouest. Väisälä ends the article with 

a few significant statements about analyzing Debussy’s music: first, there is a point where the 

“anomalies” of his style become normative and dissonances can rightly be viewed as 

consonances; second, neither Schenkerian theory or pitch-class set theory (he could have easily 

added functional Roman numeral analysis) is independently capable of explaining organizational 

principles in Debussy’s music; and lastly, analyzing Debussy’s music requires both conventional 

and non-conventional viewpoints (24). 

Jeremy Day-O’Connell 

Jeremy Day-O’Connell is especially interested in the pentatonic tradition – both in the 

nineteenth century in general, and in Debussy’s music specifically. In “Debussy, Pentatonicism, 

and the Tonal Tradition,” Day-O’Connell (2009) uses Schenkerian theory to examine several 
 

47 The Maj9 referential harmony is created by adding the subdominant scale degree (B) to a tonic add6 chord 
(F#A#C#D#). Väisälä notes that the Maj9 never fully materializes on the foreground and is thus different from a 
referential harmony in a tonal composition where the triad occurs as both a background feature and a prominent 
foreground harmony (13). 



31 

works by Debussy (and others); he concludes the article by examining the prelude La fille aux 

cheveux de lin in detail and applying many of the concepts presented throughout the article. Day-

O’Connell addresses the pentatonic tradition and refutes the popular belief that the 1889 Paris 

Exhibition was the birth of Debussy’s interest in pentatonic music; rather, pentatonicism can be 

found in Debussy’s music well before 1889 (228).48 Furthermore, Day-O’Connell suggests that 

there are important relationships between the pentatonic and diatonic systems; the pentatonic 

system can be viewed as existing within an extended conception of the diatonic system in the late 

nineteenth century (236). 

Day-O’Connell links diatonic and pentatonic traditions via a specific musical gesture that 

exists as a part of both: the plagal leading tone (236) (Example 2.9). The gesture gets its name 

from the context and behavior of scale degree 6. It is harmonized as a part of a plagal cadence 

but, rather than descending to scale degree 5 (as might be expected in a diatonic system), it 

resolves up to tonic – thus functioning as a “leading tone.”  

Example 2.9: Debussy, La fille aux cheveux de lin, Measures 1-4 – Plagal leading tone.  

 
 

 
48 Day-O’Connell also examines the pentatonic tradition in other composers and shows that pentatonicism is 
prominent in the music of other composers throughout the nineteenth century. In fact, one of his primary goals in the 
beginning of the article (and one that resonates with my efforts in this work) is to show that Debussy’s interest in 
pentatonicism emerged from a strong pentatonic tradition that evolved over the nineteenth century and that his 
pentatonic works are linked and even indebted to that tradition (228–33). 
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Plagal cadences prior to around 1830 typically resolved with an upper-voice motion of 6-5, 4-3, 

or 1-1; beginning as early as Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique, however, scale degree 6 can be 

found resolving by third up to tonic (235). Day-O’Connell argues that the scale degree 6-8 

motion is an essential and highly characteristic melodic element of the pentatonic scale; all other 

melodic aspects of a pentatonic scale can be found in a major scale. This leads him to conclude 

that the plagal leading tone is “pentatonic-ish” and is thus a marginal extension of a diatonic 

technique that strongly suggests an important pentatonic technique (235).49  

Among the many examples Day-O’Connell cites as evidence for the plagal leading tone 

is Debussy’s Prélude l’aprés-midi d’un faune (Example 2.10). Day-O’Connell asserts that the 

final cadence of the Prélude has a clear plagal leading tone that is a part of an arpeggiation 

beginning on the supertonic – scale degrees 2, 4, 6, 1 (237).50 He acknowledges that the cadence 

has both authentic and plagal elements; scale degrees 5-1 in the bass suggest an authentic 

cadence and the scale degrees 6-8 motion in the violins and solo cello suggest a plagal function. 

As a ninth chord, the structural dominant includes both scale degrees 6 and 7. Although scale 

degree 7 is usually stronger (in terms of resolution) than scale degree 6, Day-O’Connell argues 

that scale degree 6 is more heavily emphasized via Debussy’s orchestration; scale degree 7 is 

only played in a single horn (not shown in Ex. 2.10) while scale degree 6 is doubled in two 

octaves in the strings (240). 

Orthodox Schenkerian theory heavily emphasizes the tonic-dominant polarity; plagal 

progressions are always considered subordinate to those involving dominant and tonic 

 
49 Day-O’Connell views the plagal leading tone as an important connection between the diatonic and pentatonic 
systems (as well as one of Debussy’s favorite cadential figures) and suggests that there is not such a great divide 
between pentatonic and diatonic traditions. He further contends that analysts should stop isolating the two systems 
(236–37). 
50 He also identifies this gesture in the final cadences of Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande and Tchaikovsky’s Romeo 
and Juliet.  
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harmonies. Thus, the plagal leading tone often gets overlooked in favor of more conventional 

cadential figures. 

Example 2.10: Debussy, Prélude l’aprés-midi d’un faune, Final Cadence, mm. 105-106 - Strings. 

 
 

Example 2.11 is how Matthew Brown (1993, 141) interprets the final cadence of Prélude 

l’aprés-midi d’un faune. Brown regards the plagal leading tone C#-E as an inner-voice motion 

within the structural dominant. He does not consider the structural dominant to be a ninth chord 

and thus quickly downgrades the C# to a passing tone. Even analysts who foster a less traditional 

application of the Schenkerian method tend to overlook the significance of plagal leading tones 
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at cadences; Felix Salzer (1962, 209) downgrades the plagal leading tone figures in the Prélude 

to the point of reducing them entirely. Day-O’Connell (2009, 248) accepts that these views are 

reasonable interpretations but maintains his position that the plagal leading tone can penetrate 

into deeper structural levels than the foreground and is more significant than a simple surface-

level phenomenon. 

Example 2.11: Debussy, Prélude l’aprés-midi d’un faune, Measures 104–6. 
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Mark McFarland 

Mark McFarland has used Schenkerian analysis to examine many of Debussy’s 

compositions, most notably those in the composer’s mature style. In his dissertation on 

chromatic harmony in Debussy’s late works McFarland (1997, 2) suggests that the trend of 

applying Schenkerian analysis to Debussy’s music was born from scholars’ attempts to discuss 

Debussy’s works in a holistic way, rather than the sum of unrelated elements. McFarland 

mentions the work of Felix Salzer and Richard Parks as well as the efforts of less Schenkerian-

oriented analysts such as Allen Forte and Roy Howat.51 He includes the obligatory disclaimer 

that, although Debussy’s music is tonal to a certain extent, Schenkerian theory cannot be applied 

to Debussy’s compositions without some significant adaptations (2–3).  

McFarland’s primary focus is on Debussy’s mature works; he does briefly address some 

early works – including some that fit within my own study – but only within the context of 

providing a starting point for interpreting some of Debussy’s mature compositional techniques. 

He is interested mostly in Debussy’s use of chromatic, whole tone, and octatonic sets; the early 

works he examines all feature (to some extent) one or more of these sets. McFarland concludes 

that chromatic, whole tone and octatonic sets are present in many early works but are mostly 

influential; that is, they operate within a musical setting that is primarily diatonic. He suggests 

that they (especially the chromatic and octatonic sets) gain greater prominence in later works 

where they can be said to control rather than merely influence passages (41–42). McFarland 

acknowledges early in his dissertation that Schenkerian analysis is best suited for revealing 

foreground features that do not contribute to an underlying background structure in Debussy’s 

 
51 McFarland focuses on Forte’s work in the post tonal domain, not his work with Schenkerian theory. 
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music (2). Accordingly, his musical examples frequently show low-level prolongations and other 

foreground details but rarely venture into the deep middleground or background of the music. 

Conclusion 

There are many other articles, books, and studies that apply Schenkerian theory to 

Debussy’s œuvre. I have surely not covered every instance in which Schenkerian theory is 

employed to help elucidate Debussy’s music; but that was never my intention. Rather, my goal 

was to demonstrate that many have used the theory, with varying levels of rigor, to make 

insightful observations that contribute to the greater understanding of Debussy’s music. Much of 

what Schenkerian analysis reveals in Debussy’s music could potentially go unnoticed using other 

analytical methods; certainly many important connections between concrete musical events and 

more abstract compositional devices – for instance, between text anomalies and middleground 

structural events – would be missed.  

The extent to which Schenkerian theory is appropriate for Debussy’s music varies from 

one analyst to another. Some advocate a more orthodox approach while others more willingly 

venture off the beaten path of Schenkerian paradigms. Regardless of the degree of orthodoxy, 

almost all Schenkerian analysts agree that the method cannot be applied uncritically and that it 

requires some modifications; the list of necessary modifications among analysts is relatively 

consistent. Despite the need for modifications (which are frequently criticized by Schenkerian 

purists), the method has proven to be a viable tool for making important and thoughtful 

observations about Debussy’s music when in the hands of capable and creative analysts.  
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CHAPTER 3 

BIOGRAPHICAL FACTORS 

Writers have addressed Debussy’s biography from many different angles. Virtually every 

aspect of Debussy’s life and career – his family, education, compositions, attitude and demeanor, 

love interests, etc. – has been discussed in great detail by more than one author. Thus, my 

intention in this chapter is not to expose any new information or to give a full account of 

Debussy’s life; rather, I focus on some of the more important aspects of his life that help shed 

light on his music and compositional practice and that are relevant to my study of the early song 

repertoire. Much of Debussy’s biography is fascinating but my discussion centers on the years 

leading up to 1885 when Debussy departed Paris to assume his residency at the Villa Medici 

after winning the Grand Prix de Rome.52 Among the most important topics related to Debussy’s 

biography are: Debussy’s experiences at the conservatoire de Paris; his musical endeavors 

outside the conservatoire; and perhaps most importantly, the people he associated with – 

especially the Vasnier family. 

The Conservatoire de Paris 

Debussy entered the Paris Conservatoire in October 1872.53 Debussy showed promise 

because of his prodigious skills as a pianist, and his parents had great hopes for the fame and 

financial stability that such a career would provide.54 Admittance to the conservatoire was based 

on a competitive examination. In the year Debussy was accepted, thirty-eight students competed 

 
52 Debussy won the grand prize in 1884 but did not assume his residency until January 1885. 
53 Lockspeiser (1978, 1:25) confirms this date, but Vallas (1973, 4) lists October 1873 as the date in which Debussy 
entered the conservatoire. 
54 Debussy’s mother wanted her son to join the navy because it was a well-paid profession. For this reason, Debussy 
was not sent to school when he came of age in the late 1860s; his mother considered schooling unnecessary for a 
career in the navy (Dietschy 1962, 25). 
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for admission to the piano classes and only eight were successful; Debussy was the youngest of 

the group. Being admitted to the conservatoire at the age of ten only stoked the fire of his 

parents’ ambitions; Debussy would eventually fulfill his mother’s hopes, but not necessarily in 

the way she had planned. 

Debussy had a mixture of successes and setbacks during his tenure as a student. He 

showed great promise in his first few years of study but was unable to continue the trend through 

the late 1870s. He was quite successful in his solfege classes – he earned all the prizes in this 

area, including the first medal (Dietschy 1990, 24). The young musician also earned second 

honorable mention in the piano competition of 1874 and first honorable mention in the piano 

competition of 1875 (Vallas 1973, 7). After coming up short in 1876, Debussy again won 

recognition in piano in 1877 by taking second place in a field of fifty-eight. This accolade would 

be Debussy’s highest in piano at the conservatoire and was followed by a series of disappointing 

results in piano competitions in the following years (Dietschy 1990, 24). Furthermore, despite 

being fairly adept in his harmony classes, Debussy never managed to win recognition in the 

discipline.  

For a young musician previously described as a prodigy or virtuoso, his lack of 

recognition in piano and harmony was likely crushing. Dietschy notes that Debussy’s setback in 

piano was irrevocable but his setback in harmony concealed his true gift; Dietschy argues that 

the true essence of virtuosity (in this case relating to piano performance) is technique and 

method, but that harmony evokes inspiration and content (25). Technique and method did not 

necessarily align with Debussy’s personality, but there was certainly a latent inspiration in the 

young musician at this time that, upon fruition, grew to rival that of even the most sophisticated 

musical minds. By the late 1870s Debussy was beginning to cultivate his independence (which 
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was often at odds with conservatoire teachers) and, relieved of his expectation to become a 

performer, the stage was set for him to pursue his compositional interests. 

There are numerous reminiscences from conservatoire professors regarding Debussy’s 

aptitude as a musician. Even from a young age Debussy had a penchant for unique sounds. 

Albert Lavignac commented that Debussy had well-developed musical sensibilities and favored 

unusual chords and subtle harmonies, intricate rhythms, and eclectic harmonic progressions 

(Vallas 1973, 4). Lavignac also noted that Debussy trusted too much in his abilities and didn’t 

work hard enough (Dietschy 1990, 23). Regarding his prowess as a pianist, Antoine Marmontel 

expressed disappointment by commenting that the young Debussy was reckless, inaccurate, and 

did not live up to expectations (24). Similarly, César Franck had few positive comments for 

Debussy, judging some of his early compositions as trifling (26). Émile Durand, on the other 

hand, judged Debussy to be quite gifted in harmony (25). Despite the mixed reviews and 

progress reports, Debussy earned the admiration of teachers and colleagues alike and even 

profited from his relationships, receiving recommendations that led to jobs as a pianist that 

provided financial stability and helped shape his early compositional career.  

The pinnacle of Debussy’s time at the conservatoire was his participation (and eventual 

victory) in the Prix de Rome competitions of 1882, 1883, and 1884. The Prix de Rome was a 

competition in five disciplines (painting, sculpture, architecture, music, and engraving) 

sponsored by the Académie des Beaux Arts (a section of the Institut de France). Winning the 

Prix provided victors with tremendous opportunities: a yearly stipend of 3,510 francs,55 a three-

year residency at the Villa Medici in Rome, and fame and notoriety that launched the career of 

many young artists (32, 46). The competition for musical composition was comprised of two 
 

55 1,200 francs were deducted for room and board and an additional 300 was placed in a reserve fund, which was 
given to the student at the end of the their residency. The remaining balance (2,010) was paid in monthly 
installments of 167.50 (Dietschy 1990, 40). For additional context, see Bloom 1995.  
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stages. In the preliminary stage students wrote two separate exercises: a fugue and a chorus. If 

selected to continue, participants entered the final round of the competition and had to write a 

cantata on a pre-selected poem. The final round of the composition lasted for several weeks; 

students were secluded in a studio to complete their cantata. Composers then performed their 

compositions for the music representatives of the Académie (often with vocal soloists and piano 

reductions) who would then recommend to the larger committee which compositions should 

receive the first, second, and third prizes (35). The composers would perform their work again 

before the whole Académie shortly thereafter and a formal vote would be taken to officially 

award the prizes. 

Debussy made his first attempt for the Prix in 1882. He wrote the customary fugue and 

chorus – the former on a theme by Gounod, the latter for female voices with orchestral 

accompaniment – but did not make it past the preliminary round (Vallas 1973, 22). In the 

following year (1883) he was much more successful. He was ranked fourth out of five after the 

preliminary round, but nonetheless moved on to the final competition. After the performances of 

the cantatas (based on Émile Moreau’s poem “Le Gladiateur”), Debussy placed second behind 

Paul Vidal, missing the top prize, but gaining notable acclaim (23). Similar to the 1883 

competition, the 1884 preliminary round left Debussy in fourth place out of five. In the final 

competition, however, Debussy received a dominating twenty-two votes out of twenty-eight to 

secure the top prize (26). 

After three years of trying and much encouragement by those closest to him, Debussy 

won the grand prize and thus secured his place at the Villa Medici for the next two years. Despite 

the privileges due to him as a part of his prize, Debussy was reluctant to leave Paris; he did not 
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want to leave his friends and the life to which he was accustomed (17).56 Despite his 

reservations, Debussy set out for Rome at the end of January 1885 (32). He would ultimately 

have a miserable time in Rome and make trips back to Paris as often as he could manage. 

Furthermore, the compositions he produced while in Rome (envois de Rome) failed to impress 

the Académie back in France.57 He returned for good in March of 1887 after completing two of 

the three years he was given as a part of his scholarship, the minimum residency mandated by the 

conditions of his prize (Dietschy 1990, 46).58 

A Duality of Style 

Debussy quickly tired of the rules of the conservatoire and began to cultivate a more 

rebellious style, both in terms of his personality and attitude and in terms of his musical tastes 

and compositional approach. As early as 1876 Debussy was already irritated with the way 

solfege was taught at the conservatoire; he is known to have criticized Lavignac’s pedagogy and 

was especially unhappy with the lack of rhythmic complexity in Lavignac’s examples (23). 

Additionally, in years to come Debussy would openly defend his use of parallel fifths and 

octaves, unresolved chordal extensions (sevenths, ninths, elevenths, thirteenths), and complex 

clusters of tones (Briscoe 1979, 12).  

By 1880 Debussy had developed an even more stubborn reputation among professors, 

colleagues, and even administrators at the conservatoire; he had become rather impatient and 

disruptive (Dietschy 1990, 36). Dietschy describes the eighteen-year-old Debussy as openly 

 
56 Many Prix winners were reluctant to leave Paris for Rome due to the fact that Rome was less musically 
fashionable than Paris. For more information, see Dratwicki 2005. 
57 Envois are works that the Académie des Beaux-Arts requires laureates to submit as a part of their scholarship. 
Debussy submitted three in total – the first two were composed in Rome, the last was composed after he returned to 
Paris. The first two (Zuleima and Printemps) were judged harshly by the Académie; the third (La Damoiselle élue) 
had a better reception (Vallas 1973, 40–43) 
58 Typical residencies at the Villa Medici were three years, but two years was the minimum. 
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rebellious and spirited, possessing a “youthful and ironically contemptuous violence” that 

encouraged hostility from many people who knew him. Dietschy also comments that “the 

Debussy of the years 1880 to 1884 really must have been most annoying and exasperating.” 

Maurice Emmanuel (a colleague of Debussy) argued that Debussy’s behavior was just for show, 

but Dietschy justifies the young composer’s behavior as resulting from his frustrations in piano 

and harmony classes at the conservatoire and from his failed attempt at the Prix de Rome in 1882 

(37). 

The rebellious Debussy continued to develop in the years leading up to 1880. After 

graduating from Lavignac’s classes in theory and solfege, Debussy joined the harmony class of 

Émile Durand, which produced no small amount of tension. Debussy continued to cultivate his 

independence and was never able to satisfy the conservative Durand (Lockspeiser 1978, 1:32). 

Similarly, the young composer butted heads with César Franck; in one often quoted instance 

Franck urged Debussy to modulate, to which Debussy replied “Mais pourquoi voulez-vous que 

je module, puisque je me trouve très bien dans ce ton-la” [But why do you want me to modulate, 

when I am very well situated in this key] (33). This is also the time, when asked at registration 

for conservatoire classes what rule he followed, Debussy so famously replied “Mon plaisir” [My 

pleasure] (70). Briscoe (1979, 14) notes that Debussy was forming a hedonistic aesthetic in these 

years. The previously mentioned quotes by Debussy are often cited in writings on Debussy and 

his music and can present an over-simplified and mainly negative view of the teenage composer. 

Debussy clearly saw value in attending the conservatoire – otherwise why would he have 

continued? – but was tenaciously seeking to define his unique compositional aesthetic. 

Lockspeiser (1978) identifies two distinct but contrasting styles Debussy was cultivating 
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during his time at the conservatoire; one was more rebellious, the other more conservative.59 

Compositions written as a part of his conservatoire studies are generally more traditional – 

representing the style and influence of his teachers and their perceived notions of proper musical 

study – and thus represent the conservative Debussy. The compositions Debussy composed 

outside of the conservatoire environment (such as many of his early mélodies) – which fall 

outside of the direct scrutiny of conservatoire professors – represent his rebellious compositions. 

Maurice Emmanuel, a fellow student at the conservatoire, notes Debussy’s split compositional 

personality; the law-abiding academic versus the unique and independent character that would 

continue to emerge as Debussy matured. Emmanuel suggested that both sides of Debussy were 

present simultaneously, but were not equal parts of his musical personality; Emmanuel argues 

that Debussy’s academic side – and the success he found at school – was a veneer under which 

he hid his true style and ambition (1:58). 

Debussy struggled to reconcile the conflicting attitudes he had toward composition. In the 

early 1880s the still young composer joined the composition classes of Ernest Guiraud. 

Guiraud’s initial assessment was that Debussy had promise as a composer. By 1883 Guiraud had 

more dire opinions, blatantly saying of Debussy, “he writes music badly.”60 Guiraud’s 

assessment was, considering the accepted compositional aesthetic of the time, correct; Debussy, 

in searching to develop his own style, was writing music that certainly broke with convention 

(Dietschy 1990, 30). 

 
59 Following Lockspeiser, Briscoe (1979) distinguishes between rebellious and academic styles when addressing the 
characteristics of Debussy’s formative compositional style. 
60 Eric Jensen (2014, 24) suggests that this phrase could be an error in translation. Guiraud used the word “écrire,” 
which in this context we take to mean “compose.” The literal meaning, “to write” could have been referring to 
Debussy’s penmanship in writing out his scores. (His manuscripts are notably messy; Debussy was careless and 
inconsistent in the use of accidentals and performance indications.) Jensen notes, however, that it is more likely that 
Guiraud believed Debussy to be ignorant of academic methodology, thus writing music that did not fit the mold of 
standard compositional rules and procedures. 
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Despite his negative assessment of the young composer, Guiraud was much more open-

minded than many of the conservatoire professors and he and Debussy eventually developed a 

close friendship. Guiraud became interested in the sounds Debussy was writing and provided 

words of encouragement as well as advice for his career as a composer. After reading through a 

piece based on Banville’s “Diane au Bois,” Guiraud commented that it was an intriguing work, 

but suggested that Debussy not write such audacious and ambitious sounds or he would never 

win the Prix de Rome (Vallas 1973, 21). Debussy seemed to take Guiraud’s opinions to heart and 

eventually found success, winning the Prix in 1884. Thus, Guiraud became a powerful mentor 

for Debussy and helped guide him simultaneously toward finding academic success and 

cultivating his own unique compositional aesthetic. 

The years in Debussy’s life and compositional output that are of primary concern for my 

work (1880–1885) were a time when he was simultaneously cultivating both academic and 

adventurous compositional styles. Most of Debussy’s compositions written outside of the 

conservatoire during this period were songs, and they represent his more defiant compositional 

style. This is perhaps the first and most obvious clue that the early mélodies can be said to 

represent an independent repertoire. I address the issue of an independent repertoire in later 

chapters; for now, let it suffice that all the early songs showcase Debussy’s endeavor to explore 

and define his compositional individuality. In doing so, the young composer moved beyond the 

conventions of song writing endorsed by the conservatoire and ultimately pushed the French art 

song into new territory. 

The Vasniers 

“On trouve une femme à tous les carrefours de la vie de Debussy” [We find a woman at 

every crossroad in Debussy’s life.] So writes Marcel Dietschy in La Passion de Claude Debussy 
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(1962, 8). Dietschy organizes much of the early part of his book around the women who 

influenced Debussy’s life in different stages. Key figures include Debussy’s mother, Victorine; 

his aunt (and godmother) Clémentine; Mme. Mauté, an early piano teacher; and Nadezhda von 

Meck, a benefactress who employed Debussy as a pianist and gave him one of his earliest 

opportunities to travel outside of France (1–30). Of the many women that played a role in 

Debussy’s early life and development few had as profound an impact as Marie Vasnier. It is to 

Mme. Vasnier, and the Vasnier family in general, that I now turn my discussion. 

In the fall of 1880 Debussy took a job as an accompanist in the voice studio of Madame 

Moreau-Sainti.61 It was here that Debussy met Marie Vasnier, a thirty-two year old woman with 

a remarkably light and agile voice, for the first time. Debussy was immediately enamored by 

Marie. She became his primary inspiration and the dedicatee to many of his songs; out of the 

approximately forty songs Debussy composed between 1880 and 1885, twenty-seven are 

dedicated to her (Yates 2002, 108). Marie’s influence can, of course, be seen in Debussy’s 

dedications, which were excessively flattering. Lesure (1994, 51) suggests that Debussy’s 

dedications were such that it would have been inappropriate to leave the manuscripts in public 

view. Marie’s influence can also be seen in the music itself. Briscoe (1979, 30) notes that the 

songs Debussy wrote for Vasnier “show the rebellious side of his early style” and are a departure 

from the established musical canon. The vocal lines in Debussy’s Vasnier songs necessitate a 

light and agile voice, often explore a high tessitura, are frequently sung on a neutral syllable, and 

tend to be very virtuosic. Vasnier was known for having the necessary vocal technique for such 

melodies;62 collectively these conditions are the criteria for what I call the “Vasnier vocalise,” 

 
61 Debussy got the job courtesy of his colleague Paul Vidal (Dietschy 1990, 30). 
62 Shortly before Debussy left for Rome, Vidal commented “His succubus is battening on to all his little weaknesses. 
She’s pretty and much pursued by admirers, which pleases her jealous vanity; it appears she’s a talented singer (I 
haven’t heard her) and sings his songs extremely well; everything he writes is for her and owes its existence to her. 
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which is given fuller discussion in subsequent chapters.  

It is clear that Marie was an important influence on Debussy’s music, but there is some 

conjecture among scholars whether Debussy’s feelings toward her were reciprocated and 

whether or not they had a physical relationship. Dietschy (1962, 39) suggests that Debussy and 

Vasnier were lovers; Lockspeiser (1978, 1:71) suggests a deep bond between the two; and Yates 

(2002, 108) writes “most commentators now seem to agree that the young composer’s affections 

were reciprocated by Madame Vasnier.” Briscoe (1979, 30), on the other hand, argues that the 

evidence for a physical relationship is not strong enough to draw a firm conclusion and, until 

new evidence surfaces, “one cannot state as a fact that Debussy was romantically attracted to her 

or that she reciprocated his feelings.” It is interesting to note that the same evidence is used to 

support both sides of the argument. Briscoe argues that the evidence is “circumlocutious and 

therefore insufficient” (29); Yates (2002, 208) notes that “evidence for a physical relationship is 

sketchy, but discretion would have had to be paramount,” and maintains his affirmation that 

Debussy’s relationship with Vasnier was a romantic one. Lockspeiser (1978, 1:71) takes a less 

committal tone by commenting on the lack of solid evidence but notes that “there may be some 

significance in the fact that the correspondence with Madame Vasnier has been either lost or 

destroyed.” 

The Vasnier family – Eugène, Marie, and daughter Marguerite – was a surrogate family 

for Debussy and provided him with resources and support that he was otherwise unable to obtain 

(Vallas 1973, 17). The young musician visited the Vasniers on a daily basis at their home in 

Paris (they reserved a room for him to work) and regularly at their summer villa at Ville-d’Avray 

(Dietschy 1990, 32). Debussy worked in the Vasnier home, gave piano lessons to their daughter, 
 

How can one expect him in the circumstances to exile himself for two years in Rome…?” (Nichols 1998, 22). 
Vidal’s words suggest two important issues. The first is that Marie Vasnier had a reputation for being a talented 
singer; the second is that she exerted a powerful influence on Debussy (and apparently others as well).  
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and indulged in the charm and generosity of his hosts; he was a consistent and welcome fixture 

of the Vasnier residence for many years prior to his journey to Rome in 1885. Debussy was so 

attached to the Vasniers that he was tempted to abandon his residency, and the Prix, to remain in 

Paris (Vallas 1973, 17).63  

Marie’s husband, Eugène, was a tremendous influence and mentor to Debussy. Euguene 

Vasnier was eleven years older than Marie (Yates 2002, 106). The couple had two children but 

different life styles; Marie was young and outgoing and Eugène was by most accounts a stuffy 

businessman (Dietschy 1990, 31).64 Eugène Vasnier had no professional experience with the arts 

but was intensely interested in poetry and literature; he introduced Debussy to the work of 

Mallarmé and Verlaine, and many of the conversations between Debussy and M. Vasnier 

centered on poetry, literature, painting and other art forms (Briscoe 1979, 30).65 It is well known 

that Debussy was intensely interested and influenced by other contemporary artists and art 

forms; it is likely that his introduction to many of the poets and authors that would become so 

influential to his music came from Eugène Vasnier. 

Monsieur Vasnier provided Debussy with an almost paternal mentorship. In the early 

1880s Debussy clearly had mixed feelings about the Prix de Rome competition. Given his 

opinions and behavior at the conservatoire and his newly emerging compositional aesthetic, it is 

little surprise that Debussy considered the institution’s top academic prize to be a little 

antiquated. On another level, however, Debussy recognized the value in the prize and what 

 
63 The Vasniers were surely only one of many reasons that Debussy did not want to leave Paris. He was Parisian to 
the core and likely would not have been happy anywhere else.  
64 Marcel Dietschy describes M. Vasnier as a ponderous, anti-social, French antiquarian. He also refers to him as 
cold, secret, an obsessive worker, and a teetotaler, and notes that he was very much like Debussy. 
65 Vallas (1973, 16) claims that M. Vasnier was an architect, thus having a professional connection to the arts. 
Dietschy (1990, 31), however, notes that Eugène was a registrar of buildings and not an architect and thus had no 
professional artistic interests. 
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winning it could do for his career. Eugène Vasnier encouraged the young composer to put aside 

his reservations about the prize and enter the composition in 1883 (31).66 After winning the 

competition and relocating to Rome to “serve his sentence,” Debussy continued to write to M. 

Vasnier, and the whole Vasnier family. His letters provide much of what we know concerning 

his attitude and opinions about the Villa Medici (33).67 Furthermore, the sheer number of letters 

sent to the Vasniers, and Debussy’s very candid tone, confirm that he had a close relationship 

with the family; he wrote to them often, almost cathartically, and expressed his feelings and 

emotions without reservation.  

Although Debussy was very close to the Vansiers in the years leading up to his residency 

at the Villa Medici, when he returned from Rome his relationship with the family deteriorated 

quickly. After returning to Paris Debussy sought to rekindle his former relationship with the 

family but, as Marguerite notes, Debussy and the Vasnier family had both changed and their 

former relationship could not continue. For a while Debussy continued to play his compositions 

for the Vasniers, solicit advice from M. Vansier, and receive a small amount of financial support 

from the family. But he slowly gained more independence as a professional and cultivated other 

social circles, eventually severing his ties to the Vasniers completely (35). 

Debussy’s relationship with Marie Vasnier is shrouded with mystery. It is difficult to 

definitively say that the two had a physical relationship, but the influence of the Vasnier family 

is quite clear. Marie was a driving musical influence for the young composer; the texts he chose 

reflect his infatuation with her and the music dedicated to her clearly plays to her strengths as a 

 
66 There is some discrepancy in Briscoe’s dating. He claims that Debussy first entered the Prix in 1883, but Debussy 
actually competed in the competition in 1882, although he did not make it past the preliminary round. Nevertheless, 
it is likely that M. Vasnier would have encouraged Debussy to enter the 1882 competition as well. 
67 Briscoe notes that, much like Berlioz, Debussy considered his time in Rome as more like a prison sentence than a 
valuable opportunity. 
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singer. If Marie encouraged the unique and rebellious side of Debussy, then Eugène Vasnier 

encouraged the academic side. Monsieur Vasnier fostered Debussy’s interest in contemporary art 

forms outside of music and encouraged the young composer to strive for success at the 

conservatoire (i.e. the Prix de Rome). And perhaps most importantly, both Vasniers offered 

Debussy a place in their home where he could cultivate the lifestyle to which he was well-suited, 

but not born into; as a guest of the Vasniers Debussy indulged in a way of life that was 

unattainable in his own family. 

In 1885 Debussy embarked on his sojourn to Rome. In addition to being the beginning of 

his Roman residency, 1885 is a more broadly important year in Debussy’s life that marks the 

beginning of several changes. Prior to 1885, Debussy was largely an amateur – a student, 

hopelessly in love with a woman above his station, and seeking to define his own style while also 

reconciling it with the expectations placed upon him by the conservatoire. Beginning in 1885, 

Debussy found the need to redefine his role in the Parisian musical scene and cultivate new 

social circles. The two years he spent at the Villa Medici are a something of a compositional dry 

spell; he wrote very little and what he did write was not well received. Perhaps one of the most 

significant effects of his Roman residency was the severing of his connection with the Vasniers. 

When he returned to Paris Debussy had a completely different mindset than he did before 

leaving. He was no longer a student, but rather a professional member of musical society looking 

to capitalize on the notoriety that accompanies the Prix and make a living as a composer.68  

By 1887 Debussy had effectively moved on to a different stage in his life and began to 

pursue in earnest the compositional aesthetic that he had been cultivating for many years but was 

 
68 Jensen (2014, 37–38) notes that Debussy struggled to reap the full benefits of winning the Prix because to do so 
would have meant continuing to write music that fit the conservatoire conception of proper musical composition – 
an aesthetic he tentatively accepted in order to win the competition and satisfy conservatoire professors, but never 
embraced as his own. 
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unable to fully embrace while at the conservatoire. Debussy continued to write songs, as well as 

more ambitious large-scale works, but they were different from the songs of earlier years. He 

was no longer writing mélodies merely as an exercise in expression and experimentation, he was 

also writing them to be published and to support himself.69 Debussy continued to mature as a 

composer, but had irrevocably moved past the aesthetic of years past. Thus, the early songs 

(those composed prior to 1885) exist as a definable repertoire within Debussy’s larger œuvre and 

embody a unique aesthetic that is intimately linked to the time in Debussy’s life in which they 

were created.  

  

 
69 Debussy was writing music to be published, but that doesn’t mean he was catering to the masses (i.e. reverting 
back to a style endorsed by the conservatoire). He continued to develop his unique and forward-thinking 
compositional aesthetic. 



51 

CHAPTER 4 

FRENCH ART SONG IN THE LATE-NINETEENTH CENTURY  

Mélodie is a term that now refers generally to French art song in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries; however, the title of the genre does little to convey the artistry 

imbedded within. French song – particularly of the mid to late-nineteenth century – is a subtle 

art, what Katherine Bergeron (2010, viii) calls an art of extreme nuance and discretion based on 

the principles of delicacy and restraint. Bergeron, in fact, describes the origin of the mélodie as 

“not so much the birth of a genre as the birth of an ethos, a new expressive value” (6). Her 

argument is not without its charm. The history of the mélodie, both as a genre (or an ethos) and 

as a term referring to French art song, is more than a little convoluted and owes much to earlier 

genres – namely the romance and the German Lied. The development of the mélodie is also 

intertwined with developments in French society in the middle to late nineteenth century. Chief 

among the societal factors are the reemergence of salon culture following the French Revolution 

and the efforts of the French Academy to standardize the French language in the 1880s. 

The mélodie evolved throughout the 1800s to become the preeminent French vocal genre 

in the years approaching the fin de siècle. In his book-length study of French art song (one could 

just as accurately call it a study on mélodie), Frits Noske (1970, 1) identifies three factors that he 

believes contributed most heavily to the development of the mélodie: the decline in the artistic 

level of the romance, the introduction (and subsequent popularity) of Schubert’s Lieder, and the 

impact of Romantic poetry.70 Independently, each of these factors would likely have assimilated 

into the ebb and flow of the artistic and musical zeitgeist; together, however, they effected the 

 
70 Poets such as Victor Hugo, Alfred de Musset, Théophile Gautier, and Émile Deschamps are among the most 
prominent. 
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development of a new genre of French art song.71 

By the end of the century many French composers were writing mélodies. Among the 

community of art-song composers, Gabriel Fauré, Henri Duparc, and Claude Debussy are today 

largely heralded as the most important and influential; collectively they broadened the gap 

between the mélodie and its predecessors and brought the genre to maturity. Fauré, Duparc, and 

several others helped establish a new standard in the late nineteenth century but Debussy, though 

he shares many aspects of his compositional style and approach with his predecessors, ultimately 

guided the mélodie in new directions. The following is a brief discussion of how the mélodie 

came to be and an examination of selected mélodies by Gabriel Fauré and Henri Duparc. The 

information in this chapter serves as a baseline for comparison with Debussy’s early songs in 

subsequent chapters. 

The Mélodie 

The mélodie is closely related to – and indeed developed from – the romance. The 

romance and the mélodie share many features and the characteristic margins between the two are 

often blurred, especially in the early stages of the mélodie. Many early mélodies are 

indistinguishable from late romances.72 In the 1830s the mélodie began to gain independence and 

by the end of the century it had become fully liberated from its predecessors. Despite the ever-

increasing autonomy of the mélodie throughout the nineteenth century, the term “romance” 

continued to persist in art-song parlance. Terminology is not always precise in differentiating 

between the mélodie and the earlier romance, but musically the two song types are noticeably 

 
71 Bergeron (2010, 4–12) addresses the origins and ethics of the term mélodie and offers a critical take on Noske’s 
history in Voice Lessons: French Mélodie in the Belle Epoque. 
72 The romance originated as a literary form in the early eighteenth century and was defined as a musical form as 
early as the 1760s by Rousseau (1767) and others. By 1784 the romance had matured into a genre of notable artistic 
value. The romance continued to be popular well into the nineteenth century, but eventually yielded to the mélodie 
in the 1830s as the premier artistic vocal genre (Noske 1970, 1–39). 
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different; the mélodie is more musically robust and is generally more complex than its 

predecessor.  

The romance has strong literary ties and, unsurprisingly, closely aligns with popular 

trends in poetry in the late eighteenth century. The French Revolution effected a change in the 

subject matter of contemporary poetry by supplying a trove of topics and events to be used as 

subject matter, which in turn became the text for many songs. There was also an emerging trend 

towards lyrical rather than pastoral poetry (Noske 1970, 3–4). Furthermore, a surge in Parisian 

salon culture following the revolution provided a venue appropriate for the romance. Thus, the 

art song became increasingly en vogue.73 Approaching the middle of the nineteenth century, 

hundreds of romances were being written each year and it was not uncommon for composers to 

perform their works at the fêtes de salon of the bourgeoisie (Tunely, Noske).  

Musically, the romance is characterized by its simplicity. Compositional parameters such 

as harmony, form, and accompaniment were subordinated to melody. In his dictionary of music, 

Rousseau (1768, 420) recommended that a romance be simple, avoiding ornamentation and 

excess filigree, and reflect the character of the text: “Since the Romance should be written in a 

simple, touching, and somewhat older style, the Air should respond to the character of the words; 

no ornaments, nothing mannered, but a sweet, natural, and rustic melody that produces an effect 

by itself regardless of how its sung.”74 Nevertheless, the romance had a certain complexity 

unseen in earlier song forms. One notable feature that set the romance apart from earlier vocal 

works is that it often had a written-out piano part rather than a basso continuo part to be played 

 
73 For more information, see Cheng 2011. 
74 “Comme la Romance doit étre écrite d’un style simple, touchant, & d’un gout un peu antique, l’Air doit répondre 
au caractère des paroles; point d’ornements, rien de maniéré, une mélodie douce, naturelle, champêtre, & qui 
produise son effet par elle-même, indépendamment de la manière de la Chanter.” Rousseau, like many others who 
helped codify the romance, seems primarily interested in melody. 
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on a harpsichord (Noske 1970, 3). The piano accompaniment at this time was, however, fairly 

simple and clearly supportive of the melody.75 By the turn of the nineteenth century music had 

become as important as the text, which greatly contributed to the artistic value of the romance 

(5). 

The romance expanded significantly in the early 1800s; new names – such as barcarolle, 

tyrolienne, chansonnette, tarantella, and others – were brought under the broader categorization 

of romance and many of the songs were variously categorized as heroic, passionate, dramatic, 

etc. (6). The romance continued to become more sophisticated in the early nineteenth century 

due to the efforts of many composers. Berlioz wrote songs with highly developed phrase 

structure and Louis Neidermeyer set precedence for more adventurous harmonies while still 

adhering to more conventional approaches to melody. Neidermeyer (along with Hippolyte 

Monpou) was one of the first to display Romantic qualities in his songs and helped give new life 

to the romance. He is known for having an unusually good understanding of contemporary 

poetry; his songs are set apart from those of other composers by his choices of text, by the 

structure of the songs, by a closer relationship between text and music, and by the greater 

prominence of the accompaniment (12).76 

By the middle of the nineteenth century German Lieder had become quite popular in 

France. German song elevated mediocre or unremarkable poetry and was affective in a different 

way than the romance;77 furthermore, German Lieder differed greatly in tone from the charming 

 
75 Piano accompaniments became increasingly sophisticated throughout the nineteenth century, eventually becoming 
equal to the vocal melody in expressive content, structural significance, and general importance.  
76 Saint-Saëns credits Niedermeyer with creating a new type of song. Noske notes, however, that Niedermeyer did 
not create the mélodie; his songs are more adventurous than those of his contemporaries but are still basically 
romances. 
77 The French romance focuses on the expressive power of the melody. The German Lied, however, focuses on a 
relationship between voice, music, and text in which musical gestures have semantic potential.  
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but unimpressionable romance (Bergeron 2010, 6). Songs by Beethoven, Mendelssohn, and 

Schumann were popular, but the most prominent among the German art-song composers was 

Schubert. After 1840 Schubert’s songs were almost ubiquitous in Paris and many publishers 

offered collections, often in translation, to the musical public (Noske 1970, 26–27). Publishers 

even set many of Schubert’s melodies to texts by popular French poets (Bergeron 2010, 6). 

Schubert’s songs contributed greatly to the decline of the romance and subsequent emergence of 

the mélodie.  

Although some lamented the deterioration of the romance, Schubert’s songs were 

generally a positive influence on French art song. Four areas that defined the post-Schubertian 

mélodie are: form, vocal line, accompaniment, and text. The structure of songs expanded to be 

much freer (no longer was strophic form compulsory) and vocal parts largely abandoned square 

phrases in favor of a recitative style (Noske 1970, 35–36). Accompaniments became more 

central to the dramatic evolution of the song and often contributed to the overall impression and 

interpretation of the poetry.78 Texts frequently tied together other strands of composition and 

composers were increasingly compelled towards the works of Romantic poets, which required a 

different approach to composition. Freer poetic structures encouraged a similarly free approach 

to melodic writing and the multiple layers of meaning of the poetry created a need for piano 

accompaniments that could convey that which is only tacitly suggested by the poetry (37–38). 

The Lied would continue to be a major influence well into the twentieth century; composers 

toward the end of the nineteenth century often still thought of their songs as variations on the 

Lied but with a decidedly French character, accent, and subtle nuance that were quite different 
 

78 Schubert’s piano accompaniments received especially high praise in Paris. His accompaniments were 
harmonically robust, cleverly intertwined with the vocal part, and replete with motivic rhythms. But most 
importantly, Schubert’s piano accompaniments participated in the drama of the songs and helped convey the spirit 
and the mood of the poetry (Noske 1970, 33). This particular aspect of composition – linking both voice and piano 
as a combined interpretive process – was especially influential for Debussy. 
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from German art-song (Bergeron 2000, 8).79 

A concurrent but contrasting trend to the new developments encouraged by Schubert’s 

Lieder was the commercialization of the romance. Approaching the middle of the century the 

romance began to noticeably decline in artistic merit (Noske 1970, 8). It had become a 

commodity and thus linked to the tastes of the public, which did not always tend towards the 

artistic side. Despite being artistically on the rise leading into the nineteenth century, the business 

of composing and selling songs contributed to a decline in artistic quality of the romance as early 

as the 1830s. The importation of Schubert’s songs infused the romance with a new vitality but 

the salon culture of the Parisian bourgeoisie created a high demand for art songs that encouraged 

the commercialization, and ultimately the deterioration, of the genre. These simultaneous but 

mutually exclusive paths made it almost impossible for composers to assimilate new creative 

developments and meet public demands. This paved the way for the mélodie in the middle to late 

nineteenth century as a new artistic genre of art song. 

The origins of the term mélodie are complex and more than a little convoluted. In the 

early nineteenth century, many songs based on Irish airs carried the title mélodie. These songs 

often had regional or folk elements but were basically romances (25). By the middle of the 

nineteenth century, it is appropriate to speak of the mélodie, although the new genre still had 

much in common with the romance.80 The term mélodie took a while to standardize but was 

 
79 Charles Kœchlin (1925a, 1) suggested that French song was different from German song and that musicians 
should avoid using the German term. Kœchlin’s (1925a, 1) argument in his essay was as follows: “Ce n’est pas sans 
raison que nous évitons ici le terme de lied. Plusieurs, il est vrai, ont préféré l’emploi de ce mot, maint critique 
musical notamment; et le traité de composition de M. d’Indy parle souvent de la “forme-lied.” Néanmoins, la 
mélodie française pour piano et chant reste bien différente du lied allemande.” Most twentieth-century writers 
subsequently followed his suggestion (Bergeron 2010, 8). 
80 Some argue, with merit, that the romance never entirely disappeared and remained a prominent genre throughout 
the nineteenth century (Beltrando 1987, 139–48). 
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being used to refer to a type of art song by the 1850s.81 Some sources credit Schubert82 as the 

inventor of the mélodie while others insist Berlioz – in the 1830s – was the first to call his songs 

mélodies (23). Berlioz’s Neuf mélodies imitées de l’anglais from 1830 is often thought to be the 

collection that introduced the term “mélodie” as a moniker for French art song (Bergeron 2010, 

4). Berlioz’s collection was a French response to Thomas Moore’s Irish Melodies, which 

suggests that Berlioz’s title is an English transliteration rather than a term native to the French 

language. Bergeron notes that Berlioz and Moore alike employed the term in the service of 

composing a more authentic modern song (4–5).83  

Perhaps searching out when the term mélodie was coined and its subsequent development 

is not such an important endeavor. Bergeron suggests that early accounts of the use of the term 

are less important in defining a new genre of art song and more important in showing the birth of 

an ethos. She further points out, following Noske, that the term mélodie was included in few to 

no French lexicons prior to the twentieth century, suggesting that it was less a genre than a 

“captivating quality of voice.” This is supported by consulting the dictionary of the French 

Academy published in 1835, which did not acknowledge the mélodie as a type of song but did 

acknowledge the term in reference to poetry or prose (6). The dictionary reference to “mélodie” 

as a collection of words and phrases designed to please the ear supports Bergeron’s hypothesis 

that the origin of the term mélodie referred more to a quality of voice rather than the emergence 

 
81 Charles Soulier’s Nouveau dictionnaire de musique (1855) and Georges Kastner’s Parémiologie musicale de lan 
langue francaise (1866) both include explanations of the term but many other dictionaries and encyclopedias from 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries do not mention it (Noske 1970, 22–13). 
82 Ernest Legouvé (1885) stated that “Schubert killed the romance and created the melody.” 
83 Bergeron (2010) states, “the Irish air was also, for Moore, a guarantor of authenticity, the breath of life that would 
make his verse ring true. Berlioz hoped to breathe the same, and so he used these English poems (now in French 
translation) in much the same way that Moore had traded on the Irish…”. Bergeron further notes the irony in 
Berlioz’s attempt to create an authentic French song based on a foreign influence (5). 
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of a new genre of art song.84 It is possible that the convoluted origins of the mélodie as a genre 

are so ill-defined because it was not initially designed as a genre, but as a reflection of a new 

aesthetic in vocal music (7).  

Many composers throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries composed mélodies. 

In addition to Schubert and Berlioz, other notable composers include Gounod – sometimes 

referred to as the first composer of genius for the mélodie (Johnson 2000, xx), Franck,85 Vincent 

d’Indy, Chausson, Saint-Saëns, and Chabrier. Lalo, Liszt, and Wagner also wrote mélodies, 

although they excelled in other genres (xix–xxi).86 Massenet – who “delivered the mélodie from 

the yoke of the square phrase” – followed on the heels of Gounod; he wrote many songs 

following the trends in phrase structure and accompaniment inspired by Schubert’s songs (Noske 

1970, 211). Bizet and Délibes further enriched the mélodie by incorporating elements of 

exoticism into their songs87 (Tunely, Noske). Gabriel Fauré, Henri Duparc, and especially 

Claude Debussy brought the mélodie to its highest degree of sophistication. In the later part of 

the nineteenth century, the mélodie had grown to be much more harmonically robust, 

melodically intricate but also highly nuanced, and texturally independent. Piano 

accompaniments, especially in the case of Debussy (as well as Duparc and, to a lesser degree, 

Fauré), had become a much more significant contributor to the aesthetic of the mélodie, often 

playing an important part in the drama of the poem or in creating an atmosphere for the 

 
84 Bergeron also suggests that this meaning of the term was apparent to the performers of the time. 
85 Franck’s teaching had as profound effect on the French art song as his compositions. Franck incorporated the 
styles of Bach, Beethoven, and Wagner into his teaching, which became an apparent strain in French music 
(Johnson 2000, xxi). Notable students that made a mark on the mélodie tradition are Ernst Chausson and Henri 
Duparc. 
86 Gaetano Donizetti, Jacques Offenbach, and Gioachino Rossini also wrote songs in French, but they do not fit into 
the tradition of the mélodie (Johnson 2000, xx). 
87 Much has been written on exoticism in nineteenth century Paris. See Kerry Murphy’s (2009) “Carmen: Couleur 
Locale or the Real Thing?” and Ralph Locke’s (2009) “Spanish local color in Bizet’s Carmen: Unexplored 
borrowings and transformations” for two especially intriguing articles on Bizet and exoticism. 
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characters and actions. In characteristic fashion, many of Debussy’s songs from the late 1880s 

onwards are unencumbered by many traditional tenets of tonality and frequently defy theoretical 

or analytical interpretation; highly extended non-functional harmonies abound and melody and 

accompaniment become interpretive elements in service of Debussy’s often profound 

understanding of the poetry. For these reasons and others Debussy is considered less a successor 

of earlier composers (as Fauré is considered to be), but rather a “rank outsider, a revolutionary” 

with less tenable connections to his predecessors (Johnson 2000, 92). 

The mélodie maintained its popularity in the twentieth century and was still heavily 

cultivated. Maurice Ravel and Jacques Ibert wrote notable mélodies, as did Lili Boulanger and 

Erik Satie. Francis Poulenc and fellow members of Les Six Georges Auric and Darius Mihaud 

incorporated elements of humor and satire into their mélodies; they also experimented with 

diverse styles including jazz, folk, and popular music. Oliver Messiaen wrote highly complex 

and technically demanding songs that are lyrical and beautiful, but are not necessarily in the 

same tradition as those from earlier composers of the mélodie. In his effort to create his own 

musical language, Messiaen moved away from the refined aesthetic that had characterized the 

mélodie for over a century. Composers (of many different nationalities) continued to write songs 

with French texts, but the works were of a new milieu influenced largely by Schoenberg and the 

atonal tradition, the serial techniques of Webern, the Darmstadt School headed by Stockhausen, 

and of course the work of Pierre Boulez in France (xxvii).88 

After gaining an individual identity in the 1830s the mélodie continued to grow in 

complexity and sophistication. The genre evolved to reflect changing trends in music and the arts 

and was exported to other countries (notably to Germany as a reciprocal process to the 
 

88 In A French Song Companion, Johnson (2000) gives a much fuller account of the composers who played a role in 
the development of French song. Johnson begins with Berlioz and continues well into the twentieth century (xix–
xxix). 
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importation of Schubert’s songs that were so influential in the development of the mélodie). 

Almost every major French composer from the mid-nineteenth century onwards found a creative 

outlet in the mélodie, imbuing the genre with the spirit of the time and establishing it as a highly 

flexible, enduring, and influential addition to French vocal repertoire. 

The Non-Debussyian Mélodie 

Among the many composers writing mélodies toward the end of the nineteenth century, 

Gabriel Fauré (1845–1924) was surely one of the most prominent and one of the most prolific. 

Fauré composed his first song in the 1860s and his last in the 1920s (Johnson 2000, xxi). Fauré 

played an important role in the development of the mélodie and is counted among the most 

successful composers of the genre. His larger works (operas, symphonies, chorals works, etc.) 

pale in comparison to smaller works in which the piano plays a significant role; such works 

include piano solos, trios, quartets, sonatas for violin and cello, and most notable over sixty 

mélodies (161–62).89 Fauré’s songs are in many ways characteristic of the mélodie as a genre in 

the late nineteenth century.  

Henri Duparc’s (1848–1933) contribution to the mélodie was brief and highly 

concentrated. Duparc composed a total of seventeen songs, all of which were written by the end 

of 1884 (Noske 1970, 272). By 1885 Duparc was suffering from a mental illness that made a 

career as a composer impractical, if not impossible. The young composer – only thirty-seven at 

the time – gave up composition; he lived another forty-eight years, but didn’t compose another 

piece of music (Johnson 2000, 135). Duparc had diverse interests in poetry, art, and literature 

and is renowned for distilling German influences, notably Wagner, into a personal style that 

 
89 Johnson notes “the whole of Fauré’s career may well seem a failure to those who do not value chamber music and 
the mélodie.” He further comments that, although Fauré has a rather large catalogue of works, “the heart of the 
music is in those pieces where the humble piano plays some part…” (161). 
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drew upon the music of other nations; he was, however, undoubtedly and unreservedly French 

(136). Duparc’s songs are highly expressive, but his primary contribution to the genre was in his 

piano accompaniments, which are often harmonically robust and rhythmically complicated 

(Tunely, Noske). 

Many composers contributed to the development of the mélodie over more than a 

century, but the most profound developments belong to the late nineteenth century via the works 

of Fauré, Duparc, and their contemporaries. The following is a brief and necessarily incomplete 

survey of compositional features of the late-nineteenth-century mélodie that I have deemed most 

important for situating Debussy’s contributions to the genre within a proper chronological 

narrative. To that effect, I have chosen to focus on songs that were composed prior to Debussy’s 

departure to Rome in 1885. These songs define the genre during the time Debussy was 

composing his early song repertoire (1880–1885) and would surely have been influential for the 

young composer. It is somewhat reductive to make generalizations about the mélodie (or any 

other genre) based on a broad sweep of characteristics distilled from the works of major 

composers; doing so necessarily eliminates the idiosyncrasies of individual composers. However, 

to establish a norm for the sake of comparison, such generalizations are necessary. 

Text 

Among the many compositional parameters that could be addressed, text setting is an 

especially fruitful starting point for examining any song. Setting a text to music is an act of 

interpretation. Sometimes composers use the whole, unaltered, poetic text; however, much more 

frequently they modify the original poem in some way. Such ways include: 1. changing the title 

to better fit the composer’s artistic interpretation, to distinguish between works that carry the 

same title, or to give a title to an originally untitled poem; 2. omitting, adding, altering, or re-
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ordering stanzas to support artistic inspiration or to manage a longer poem; and, 3. in extreme 

cases re-writing or conflating verses of different poems. An especially common procedure is to 

repeat verses as a refrain (Johnson 2000, xvi–xvii). Whatever the case, the text is often the 

driving force behind other compositional decisions; indeed, many if not all compositional 

decisions are made in service of the text. 

Examples in which composers alter poetic titles, or supply alternate titles, abound 

throughout the literature and rarely receive more than a casual remark. Fauré is known to have 

petitioned poet Albert Semain for a new title for the poem “Larmes” (resulting in “Pleurs d’or”) 

and even supplied his own title for Verlaine’s “Sagesse” (resulting in “Prison”).90 Lalo offered 

“Souvenir” for his setting of a poem from Hugo’s “Les contemplations.” The alterations in the 

former case (Semain’s setting of “Larmes”) were clearly to distinguish between “Larmes” and 

another work with the same title by a different poet; in the latter case, the original poems were 

part of a collection and thus needed independent titles. Bizet offered “Guitare” for Victor Hugo’s 

“Autre guitar” and Fauré found “Rêve d’amour” to be superior to Hugo’s “Nouvelle chanson sur 

un vieil air” (xvi–xvii). There doesn’t seem to be a convincing reason why Bizet or Fauré 

changed the titles of Hugo’s poems, other than perhaps the composers did not think that the 

original title captured the essence of their song. 

Alterations to the content or organization of a poem are more profound and reveal more 

of the interpretive process. When composing his song “Chant d’automne,” which was based on 

Baudelaire’s poem by the same name, Fauré omitted three stanzas and restructured the original 

work (Example 4.1). The stanzas that Fauré omitted are in boxes in Example 4.1. The resulting 

song text consists of the first, third, fourth, and fifth stanzas. 

 
90 Hahn did something similar, calling his work “D’une prison.” 
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Example 4.1: Fauré, “Chant d’automne,” Original Text and Alterations91 

 

 
By removing the second stanza, Fauré draws a clearer connection between the falling logs in 

Stanzas 1 and 3 and avoids the more sinister references to hatred, horror, and hell.92 The last two 

omitted stanzas (six and seven) elaborate the prior (fifth) stanza and move away from the central 

focus of the poem (autumn). Additionally the sixth and seventh stanzas reprise some of the more 

sinister themes from the second stanza. The result of Fauré’s restructuring of the poem is a tamer 

 
91 Translation adapted from Johnson 2000, 173. 
92 Johnson (2000, xvii) notes that the second stanza was “unmanageable for his [Fauré’s] purpose.” 
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interpretation of autumn, with a hint of directed focus on the sweet beauty with big green eyes. 

The original poem is perhaps more thematically robust; however, Fauré’s rendition is more 

focused, more appropriate as a song text, and more representative of his interpretation of the 

poem. 

There are many other poems that have received more severe abridgements when set to 

music. It is not uncommon for composers to truncate verses or even to selectively choose lines 

from throughout a larger poem to create a song text. Satie heavily reduced Lamartine’s 

“L’isolement” for his song, retitled “Élegie,” and Gounod followed a similar process for 

Lamartine’s “Le vallon,” “Le soir,” and “Au rossignol.” In addition to changing the title of the 

poem, Lalo also restructured the verses of Hugo’s “Les contemplations.” Chabrier heavily re-

wrote Gérard’s “Villanelle des petits canards” and “Les cigales” and Massenet combined 

sections of different poems in the last song of Poème d’Avril (xvii). 

Sometimes composers will make small alterations – maybe a word or two – to create a 

more fluid vocal melody rather than as an interpretive act. Examples of such a procedure can be 

found throughout Fauré’s body of songs. In many cases Fauré softens more aggressive sounds – 

dental consonants, sibilants, etc. – and removes vowels (especially è) that inhibit smooth 

melodies (Nectoux 1991, 352). Examples are too numerous to cite without running the risk of 

being banal or redundant. Fauré and most French composers of the time were attentive to the text 

on several levels and recommended that one should never try to set a mediocre poem to song 

because it only takes a couple of clumsy or out of place words to spoil the poem’s musical 

potential.93 Fauré notes that the most important elements of a poem are its atmosphere and the 

quality of the writing, which should allow the music to naturally adapt to the words (347). 

 
93 Nectoux (1991, 354) notes, however, that Fauré – as well as Debussy, Gounod, Schubert, and others – wrote 
several good songs to mediocre poems. 
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Despite seeking out quality writing in their texts, composers were often compelled to alter text as 

befitted their musical and interpretive decisions. 

Accompaniment – Fauré 

As mentioned earlier, one of the most important compositional parameters in the 

evolution of the French art song is the piano accompaniment. An independent accompaniment is 

one of the key factors in the rise of the melodié that distinguishes it from the earlier romance. 

Because the romance didn’t completely die out with the advent of the mélodie, songs from the 

pre-Debussyian period have a blend of simple and complex piano parts. Fauré’s “Les Matelots” 

– published in the 1870s – is still basically a romance; despite the colorful atmosphere of the 

poem, the musical setting is rather simple (Example 4.2).  

Example 4.2: Fauré, “Les Matelots,” Accompaniment 
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Example 4.2 shows the first eight measures of the song. The accompaniment is not especially 

complicated and, aside from mimicking a wave-like motion in a song about sailors and the sea, 

contributes little substance to the song outside of establishing a clear harmonic framework. The 

accompaniment pattern persists throughout the work, breaking only in the final bars of the song. 

Fauré only set the first, third, and fifth stanzas of Gautier’s original five. Example 4.3 is 

Gautier’s full poem and translation, and Fauré’s adaptations. Fauré omitted the second and fourth 

stanzas (in boxes) and repeated the last line of each stanza he set (shown in parenthesis in 

Example 4.3). Each stanza is set to the same music. Thus, the simplicity conveyed by the piano 

accompaniment is reflected in the song as a whole. Although the accompaniment does not 

participate in the drama of the piece or contribute a deeper interpretation of the poetry, it does 

provide a consistent reference to waves, which are referenced in each of the stanzas Fauré set 

and are conspicuously absent in those he did not. 

Fauré followed a similar approach in devising the accompaniment for his “Barcarolle” 

(1873), which comes from the same decade as “Les Matelots” and has some similar features. The 

subject of the text – in four stanzas by Marc Monnier – is a gondola on the Venetian canals 

(Example 4.4). Fauré sets the four verses of poetry in two identical musical sections (A and A’). 

He further divides each larger section into two smaller sections (a and b); each smaller section 

includes one stanza of poetry comprised of four lines. It is clear that Fauré relied on the poetic 

form when designing his song; he split the poem evenly across the musical form and sacrificed 

musical variety in order to convey a transparent representation of the text. The internal phrase 

design of each verse is not articulated by clear cadences; rather the musical foreground is 

governed by an almost ubiquitous rhythmic motive (Example 4.5). 
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Example 4.3: Fauré, “Les Matelots,” Gautier’s Poem and Faure’s Adaptations94 

Gautier       Fauré 

 
 

 

 
94 Translation by Meister (1980, 5). 
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Example 4.4: Fauré, “Barcarolle,” Text and Musical Form 

 
 

Example 4.5: Fauré, “Barcarolle,” Rhythmic Motive 

 
 

In addition to the rhythmic similarities, Fauré often uses transposed and inverted forms of the 

original motive. The transpositions are sometimes exact (not always) and the inversions maintain 
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the same contour, but are not precise intervallic inversions. Regardless of whether the motives 

are real or tonal responses, the connection is clear and the effect is convincing.  

“Barcarolle” can refer generally to any boat song, but in this case the boat is surely a 

gondola on the Venetian canals (Meister 1980, 29).95 Fauré used the recurring motive to imitate 

the rocking motion of a gondola. This idea is the most important feature on the musical 

foreground and obscures many features of small-scale phrasing; the rocking motive and frequent 

pedal points downplay many cadences that would otherwise mark clear phrases. Rather than 

articulating individual phrases or marking internal divisions of each verse of poetry, Fauré chose 

to emphasize the theme of the poem via the gondola motive and to reserve cadential closure for 

larger formal sections. 

“Barcarolle” was written during the time when all of Fauré’s songs were inspired by and 

written for Pauline Viardot. Viardot influenced Fauré’s approach to writing for the voice (he was 

writing for her voice) and his choice of poems.96 The composer was so consistent in his melodic 

conceptions that a particular idea has earned the name “Viardot Motive.” This motive is 

characterized by a rising sixth or octave followed by a conjunct stepwise descent (Nectoux 1991, 

70). Example 4.5 above illustrates this motive in “Barcarolle.” In fact, in “Barcarolle,” the 

“Viardot” idea, what I call the rocking motive – which seems more accurate in this particular 

song – is the only significant feature of the accompaniment; the remainder of the piano part is 

comprised of sustained chords and pedal points. Although the accompaniment in this song could 

arguably be thought of as an interpretive feature of the song, or as participating in Fauré’s 

dramatic conception of the poetry, it does not do so in a way consistent with the piano parts of a 

 
95 Marc Monnier’s (1827–1885) poem directly references Venice and gondolas as well as several Venetian 
landmarks. 
96 Nectoux (1991, 70) suggests that Fauré’s choice of poems was “fairly disastrous.” 
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mature mélodie. Whatever interest the motive generates outside of its association with Viardot is 

earned through its ubiquitous presence and resemblance to water or the rocking motions of a 

gondola. 

The accompaniments of “Les Matelots” and “Barcarolle” are fairly simple and more 

closely align with the tradition of the romance. Other songs from the same period (1870s), 

however, have accompaniments that participate in the dialogue of the song and work in tandem 

with the vocal line as interpretive elements. “Lydia” was composed in the same year as “Les 

Matelots” (1870), but has a much more sophisticated piano part (Example 4.6). 

Example 4.6: Fauré, “Lydia,” More Sophisticated Piano Part 
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One important feature of Schubertian accompaniments – which heavily influence nineteenth 

century French art song and paved the way for the mélodie – is that the accompaniment had a 

close relationship to the vocal part (Noske 1970, 33). This is plainly evident in “Lydia.” After a 

short piano introduction, the voice enters and is doubled by the piano. The upper part of the 

piano right hand doubles the voice throughout the song. The difference between this 

accompaniment and earlier accompaniments is immediately clear: rather than simply providing 

harmonic support (as in earlier songs), the piano mirrors the voice (and all its chromatic 

inflections), thus participating in Fauré’s interpretive process by supporting the dramatic 

inflections of the voice. Additionally, by doubling the voice throughout, the piano provides a 

sense of melodic continuity (Nectoux 1991, 66). 

The accompaniment serves an additional, perhaps more important, interpretive role by 

helping navigate the structure of the poem in a musical way. The first stanza has a run-on 

between the second and third lines (Example 4.7).97 Fauré navigates this enjambment by 

continuing the melody in the piano, but giving the voice a short rest. The effect is subtle, but 

allows Fauré to mirror the small-scale structure of the poetry in the music. Such an effect would 

not be possible with a romance-style piano accompaniment; an accompaniment that 

complements and interacts with the voice, however, is an ideal solution for representing the more 

delicate aspects of the poem. Fauré repeats the music from the first two stanzas in Stanzas 3 and 

4. In the second large formal section of the song (A’) – and the third stanza of poetry – the same 

melodic issue comes back. This time, however, the poetry does not demand a break in the vocal 

line (Example 4.8) The poetry in this instance does not require Fauré to do any fancy 

compositional work; he can simply continue the melody line in both the voice and the piano. 

 
97 Run-on, or enjambment, is defined as incomplete syntax at the end of a line; the meaning runs over from one line 
to the next without terminal punctuation. 
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Example 4.7: Fauré, “Lydia,” Stanza 1 and Music98 

 
 

 
 

Example 4.8: Fauré, “Lydia,” Stanza 3 and Music99 

 

 

 
98 Translation from Meister 1980, 13. 
99 Translation from Meister 1980, 13–14 
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An additional characteristic of the accompaniment to “Lydia” that can be seen above 

(Examples 4.7 and 4.8) is a bass line that is melodically (as well as harmonically) significant 

(Nectoux 1991, 66). The bass line functions as an independent line and often moves in contrary 

motion to the melody. The result of the active bass line, the close relationship between voice and 

piano, and Fauré’s clever use of the piano to musically represent the structure of the poem, is that 

both voice and piano contribute to the combined musical and poetic dialogue. 

Fauré’s “Nell,” composed in the late 1870s and published in 1880, shares many 

characteristics with “Lydia;” both are based on poems by Leconte de Lisle and have 

accompaniments that interact with the vocal line and participate in poetic dialogue.100 The piano 

part is comprised of almost continuous arpeggiated sixteenths (Example 4.9). The repeating 

arpeggios are, on the surface, not a novel characteristic. Closer inspection, however, reveals an 

intimate connection between the piano line and the voice. In addition to providing a harmonic 

basis and rhythmic flow, the piano occasionally doubles the melody (Example 4.10). The 

melodic doubling in “Nell” is much less pervasive than in “Lydia” and not as visually obvious, 

 
100 Meister (1980, 35) claims that “The piano part is strictly accompaniment except for two brief moments…Hidden 
within the sixteenth-note figure, however, one finds subtle little melodies throughout the piano part.” I think the 
“brief moments” (which I address below via my own view of the piece) are more significant than Meister seems to 
imply; the “subtle little melodies” create connections between the voice and piano that make the latter something 
more than strictly accompaniment. 
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but serves a similar purpose. By weaving the accompaniment with the voice, allowing it to 

alternate between supportive and primary roles, Fauré creates a connection between both parts 

and elevates the importance of the piano. 

Example 4.9: Fauré, “Nell,” Accompaniment 

 
 

Example 4.10: Fauré, “Nell,” Piano Doubling Voice 
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In addition to supporting the vocal line and occasionally doubling the melody, the piano 

also interacts with the voice as a countermelody. Similar to the interaction between 

accompaniment and melody, Fauré blends countermelody patterns into the larger fabric of the 

accompaniment so that important figures seem to grow out of the ubiquitous wave-like 

sixteenths. In Example 4.11, the countermelody motive is in the box. The rising scalar passage in 

eighths flows from the accompaniment in the previous measure. The eighth-note motion stands 

out from the surrounding rhythmic activity and the rising line provides contrary motion to the 

end of the phrase in the voice. 

Example 4.11: Fauré, “Nell,” Accompaniment Countermelody 

 
 

Example 4.12, which includes the original music and a reduction, shows how the rising 

countermelody soars gracefully into a higher register, thus setting it further apart from the 

accompaniment, to echo the voice melody in the previous measure. As the voice finishes its 

phrase, the piano repeats the melody from the previous measure (at a different pitch level), 

providing a brief but meaningful connection between the voice and the piano. 

A similar countermelody line occurs earlier in the piece in a less obvious guise. In 

Example 4.13 the rising line is elaborated with downward stems and beams. 
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Example 4.12: Fauré, “Nell,” Echo Countermelody 

 

 
 

Example 4.13: Fauré, “Nell,” Accompaniment Countermelody101 

 

 

 
101 Poem translation from Meister 1980, 36. 
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The countermelody moves with each beat, rather than in eighths as before, and provides melodic 

interest below the Db5 retained in the voice. Additionally, this counter melody serves to bridge 

the gap between the second and third lines of the first stanza of poetry, thus providing a subtle 

but coherent musical connection between the first and second couplets of the poem.102 Fauré also 

uses the piano to make a similar connection between the first two stanzas of poetry (Example 

4.14). 

Example 4.14: Fauré, “Nell,” Accompaniment Connection between Stanzas 1 and 2 

 
 

In the measure immediately preceding the second stanza of poetry, Fauré breaks the consistent 

sixteenth note pattern for the first (but not the last) time and cascades a short melody from the 

right to the left hand of the piano, signaling the beginning of a new stanza of poetry in an 

effective and musical way. 

The form of the song is AA’BA’’ and each section of the form receives one stanza of 

poetry. The first two sections are in Gb major, Section B modulates through C minor, and 

Section A’’ returns to Gb major (Nectoux 1991, 74). When Fauré breaks the persistent sixteenth-

note pattern just before St. 2, he not only marks the beginning of a new stanza of poetry, but also 

the beginning of a new formal section. This instance of using the piano to make an important 
 

102 After creating a musical connection between the first and second couplets of the poem, Fauré prolongs the G4 
until beat four of the following measure. In fact, Fauré prolongs the figures in both the right and left hand of the 
piano, as well as the figure in the voice, one complete measure.  
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connection is more abrupt than the earlier example (Example 4.13 – between the first and second 

couplets of the first stanza), but the larger break is merited by poetic structure; moving between 

stanzas is a structural motion whereas between couplets is a more local level formal move. 

The last point I would like to mention about the piano part in “Nell” is in regards to the 

bass line created by the left hand of the piano. As in “Lydia,” the bass line is quite melodic 

(Example 4.15). 

Example 4.15: Fauré, “Nell,” Melodic Bass Line 
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Example 4.15 is the first six measures of the song. Considering the first sixteenth note of each 

beat, a melodic line in the bass begins on Gb in m. 2 and descends by step a minor seventh to Ab 

in m. 3. Then, after leaping up a fifth to Eb in m. 4, the line again descends to Bb in m. 5, again 

by step. Fauré then reprises this cascading line from Gb in m. 10 with the arrival of the second 

stanza of poetry and Section A’ of the song (refer back to Example 4.14). Additionally, it is 

interesting to note that in m. 6 (and other places throughout the song), Fauré writes an additional 

line that moves in counterpoint with the descending bass melody; the complimentary line in m. 6 

moves in parallel sixths with the bass. At some points in the song, Fauré is more direct with his 

bass lines (Example 4.16).  

Example 4.16: Fauré, “Nell,” More Obvious Bass Line 

 

 
 

In measures 14–16 Fauré abandons the sixteenth note pattern in the left hand of the piano for the 

second and final time103 to heavily emphasize a rising melody in the bass. The overall upward 

 
103 The first was in m. 9 – see Example 4.14. The final measure also does not have a constant sixteenth rhythm 
(Fauré rolls chords in the left hand); however, this is surely in the service of bringing the song to a close. 



80 

motion of the bass melody is contrary to the predominant downward motion in the voice. The 

bass melody in mm. 14–16 falls just two measures before the beginning of the third stanza of 

poetry (Section B in the song); roughly half way through the song. The break in the rhythmic 

activity of the accompaniment pattern and the rising bass melody thus signal an important point 

in the form of the music. Fauré indicates the beginning of something new – Section B and a 

modulation to C minor – without sacrificing the flow of the music or losing the sense of musical 

continuity and coherence. 

Accompaniment – Duparc 

Henri Duparc had a short-lived compositional career – he abandoned composition in 

1885 due to the effects of a neurasthenic condition – but nonetheless produced some remarkable 

mélodies between the late 1860s and mid-1880s. Duparc wrote only seventeen songs prior to 

stepping away from composition (Noske 1970, 272). Because his song repertoire is so small, and 

because he produced it over a relatively short period of his life, the characteristics of his style are 

more concentrated than those of Fauré. Fauré wrote many songs over a much longer period of 

time; thus, his style (or styles) developed gradually and changes are much less abrupt than we 

see with Duparc.104 Generally speaking, Duparc had more developed melodic lines (due in large 

part to his penchant for converting his text to prose, thus abandoning the square structure of his 

predecessors), very individual accompaniments, and unexpected (versus Fauré’s more fluid) 

harmonies. From the standpoint of melodic style and interpretation, Duparc was more influential 

to the later generation – most notably Debussy – than Fauré. 

“L’Invitation au Voyage” was published in 1870 and clearly reaches beyond the romance 

 
104 Frits Noske (1970, 272–94), in his tome on French song, frequently couches his discussion of Duparc in terms of 
a comparison with Fauré. 
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and into the world of the mélodie (Nectoux 1991, 66).105 Example 4.17 is the text and translation 

of the poem (by Charles Baudelaire).  

Example 4.17: Duparc, “L’Invitation au Voyage,” Text and Translation106 

 

 
 

The song is in bar form (AA’B); the first stanza of poetry comprises the first A section and the 

second stanza is split between Sections A’ and B. Musically, Section B is clearly marked by a 

change in texture and accompaniment pattern. A refrain occurs at then end of the first A section 

and then again as a postlude at the end of Section B.  
 

105 Nectoux also suggests that this song was influential for Fauré, introducing him to the poetry of Baudelaire and 
showing that the mélodie could be conceived on grand scale. 
106 Translation from Meister 1980, 250–51. 
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Duparc intimately associates the accompaniment of the song with the poetry and melodic 

line in two particular places. Shortly into Section A, Duparc introduces a lovely vocal melody in 

C minor (the home key) over the text “Aimer à loisir, Aimer et mourir” [To love in leisure, To 

love and die] and an active accompaniment that is frequently present throughout the song 

(Example 4.18).  

Example 4.18: Duparc, “L’Invitation au Voyage,” Melody in Voice 

 
 

Towards the end of the song, over the text “C’est pour assouvir, Ton moindre désir” [It is to 

satisfy, Your slightest desire], Duparc reprises the melody, but in the piano left hand. In Example 

4.19, the melody in the left hand of the piano (in brackets) is especially prominent because it 

stands out against the much more rhythmically active accompaniment in the right hand. 
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Example 4.19: Duparc, “L’Invitation au Voyage,” Reprise of Vocal Melody in Piano 

 
 
 

By restating the melody in this way Duparc gives the piano an interpretive role and conveys the 

meaning from the original presentation in the voice in a less direct but equally effect manner. 

Duparc brings back a portion of the same melody in the final refrain of the song (Example 4.20). 

Example 4.20: Duparc, “L’Invitation au Voyage,” Second Reprise of Vocal Melody in Piano 

 
 

The third presentation only includes the first half of the melody, but the fragment is clearly 

recognizable. By first establishing the melody in the voice and then transferring the same melody 

(or a portion of the melody) into the piano, Duparc creates a connection between voice and piano 

parts. Additionally, by placing the melody in three different sections of the song Duparc provides 

a connection between both stanzas and the refrain as well as between all three formal sections of 

the song. Duparc’s reuse and distribution of this simple melody places greater prominence on the 
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piano an interpretive element; it participates in the dialogue of the poetry and creates a valuable 

music connection in the song, rather than being simply an accompaniment to the voice (as would 

have been the case in the earlier romance).  

Duparc wrote “Phidylé” in 1882, relatively late in his compositional career. The original 

poem by Leconte de Lisle is in ten stanzas; Duparc set the first three and the last. Additionally, 

he used a portion of the second stanza as a refrain (Example 4.21).  

Example 4.21: Duparc, “Phidylé,” Duparc’s Text and Translation107 

 
 

Each stanza of poetry is reflected by a different accompaniment pattern. Additionally, the first 

three stanzas of poetry represent different key areas (Ab, F, and G); Duparc returns to the home 

key during the refrain (between the third and fourth stanzas of the song) and remains there for 

the rest of the song. The piano part assumes an important role during the first line of the second 

stanza of the poem (Example 4.22). The second stanza begins with the text “Repose, ô Phidylé” 

 
107 Translation from Johnson 2000, 147. 
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[Rest, o Phidylé]. Just after “Phidylé,” Duparc places two measures of rest in the voice, perhaps 

to emphasize the text (“rest”).  

Example 4.22: Duparc, “Phidylé,” Piano melody 
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During the two measures of silence in the voice, the piano takes up a brief lyrical melody (in 

brackets in Example 4.22) that begins on D5 and oscillates between C5 and E5 before quickly 

descending to G4. This facilitates a poetic pause – which the poetry clearly calls for – without a 

musical pause. By placing a melody in the right hand of the piano, Duparc simultaneously 

continues the momentum of the song and satisfies the demands of the poetry. Following this 

brief moment of prominence, the piano returns to playing a more strictly accompanying role. 

Then, as the voice wraps up its second line of text “Rayonne et t’invite au sommeil” [Is 

gleaming, inviting you to sleep] in mm. 17–20, the piano (beginning in m. 19) soars over the 

voice in contrary motion, eventually reprising a transposed form of melody from m. 14 in m. 20 

(with a smaller alteration in the first two pitches). This soaring melody leads to a brief piano 

interlude, with a change in key and accompaniment pattern (not shown in Example 4.22), which 

ushers in the next line of text. 

The same melody returns in two additional places in the song. The first is during the 

refrain that comes before the last stanza of poetry (Example 4.23). The refrain is comprised 

entirely of the text “Repose, ô Phidylé;” Duparc repeats the text taken from the first half of St. 2, 

line 1 three times throughout the refrain. Much like the first time the text occurred (as in 

Example 4.22), in the first statement of the text in the refrain Duparc uses the piano melody 

(transposed to begin on F) to bridge the gap between “…Phidylé” and the next line of text. 

Curiously, subsequent statements (the second and third) of the same text in the refrain are not 

followed by the piano melody.  

The melody returns, in part with some alterations, twice near the end of the song 

(Example 4.24). The first presentation in mm. 68–69 begins on a Bb; the eighth notes on beat 

four of m. 68 are displaced by an octave. 
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Example 4.23: Duparc, “Phidylé,” Piano Melody during Refrain 

 

 
 

Example 4.24: Duparc, “Phidylé,” Piano Melody at End of Song 
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The figure then repeats in mm. 70–71, this time all within the same octave but at a different pitch 

level. Measure 73 includes an additional fragment of the melody (under the bracket); despite 

being incomplete, the figure – having just occurred twice – is identifiable as relating to the 

complete motive. Each time the melody occurs throughout the song it is associated with the text 

“Repose, ô Phidylé.” When the melody returns in the final measures of the song (now separated 

from the text), it leaves the listener with a subtle connection to the text, particularly the titular 

character of the poem – Phidylé. The final reference to the melody elevates (or rather confirms) 

the importance of the piano by charging it with finishing the dialogue of the poem. The text is 

finished, but Duparc lets the voice of the poet linger and eventually dissipate in the coda via the 
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piano. An additional feature of the melody in the instrumental coda is that it serves as a 

reminiscence of earlier connections made between the voice and piano. 

I would like to mention one other interesting aspect of the piano part in “Phidylé” that 

unifies it with the voice.108 Duparc creates a very straightforward, though brief, connection 

between the piano part and the voice in mm. 58–59 (Example 4.25) 

Example 4.25: Duparc, “Phidylé,” Piano Echo of Voice Melody 

 
 

The text for the passage is the first two lines of the fourth stanza: “Mais quand l’Astre, incliné 

sur sa courbe éclatante, Verra ses ardeurs s’apaiser” [But when the sun, low on its dazzling 

curve, Sees its brilliance wane]. In m. 58 the voice has a rising melody over the very active 

piano. The melody descends on beat four and then stretches out to finish the word “éclatante” in 

m. 59. While the voice is holding out its Eb5 in m. 59, the piano echoes the vocal melody from 

m. 58. The piano breaks from a direct repeat on the fourth beat of m. 59 to continue to ascend. 

 
108 There are other notable aspects of the piano accompaniment for “Phidylé” that I have not mentioned. I have 
elected not to discuss them because they are less relevant than those that I have addressed. 
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The voice part, with its quick descent at the end of m. 58 seems to imitate the curve (courbe) 

mentioned in the text; the piano (in m. 59), although it does not descend, mimics the voice to 

prolong the meaning conveyed and atmosphere created by the voice. For these two measures the 

voice and piano part work together to mirror the text; thus, all three elements contribute equally 

to the drama of the poetry and help convey the atmosphere suggested in the poem. 

The piano parts of songs on the frontlines of the mélodie in the 1870s and 1880s were 

inherently much more than support for the voice. They did, of course, function as 

accompaniments for the vocal line; however, compared with earlier genres and the early days of 

the mélodie, they were so much more. Romance accompaniments tended to either set up 

repetitive patterns or double the voice more homophonically. Mélodie accompaniments drew on 

both precedents (often simultaneously) but also developed a motivic vocabulary in dialogue with 

the vocal line; composers deftly intertwined piano lines within the larger texture to create 

important connections between the voice, piano, and poetry. The result was a piano part that 

participated in the composer’s conception, interpretation, and representation of the poem; the 

piano joined in the dialogue and unfolding of the poetic conception, emphasized important points 

in the music, provided solutions to problems created when conveying poetic subtleties via a 

different medium (music), and at times hinted at meaning that could only (or perhaps most 

appropriately) be indirectly suggested. This magnificent new capacity of the piano clearly set the 

mélodie apart from the romance and encouraged a greater degree of complexity and 

sophistication in French art song than had hitherto been seen. Composers responded to this new 

resource avec enthousiasme, producing a great volume of works that solidified the mélodie as the 

premier genre of French song in the late nineteenth century. 
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Melody 

With the mélodie, perhaps more than in previous genres, text and melody were on equal 

footing; composers had to find a delicate, but equal, balance between their melodies and the 

poetry.109 Toward the end of the nineteenth century, French composers – following the lead of 

contemporary poets – became increasingly interested in capturing the likeness of spoken French 

in their melodies.110 This ultimately lead to a rather striking change in the character of the 

melody lines in late-century mélodies; melodic lines essentially had “less to say” as the French 

accent rose in prominence (Bergeron 2010, xi). Examining the character of melodic lines can be 

a fruitful way of tracing the evolution of the mélodie from the romance into maturity. Tracing 

such an evolution is not my goal; rather, I focus on the character of vocal lines as they are 

represented in the mélodie prior to the large-scale language reforms of the 1880s.111  

In the 1870s, Fauré was still writing many of his songs in strophic form, resulting in less 

interesting and subdued melodies in order to create balanced phrases (Noske 1970, 260). 

Sometimes the melody would be altered from one strophe to another to fit the different text, but 

it was basically the same. Melodic variety was limited. This is apparent in “Barcarolle,” where 

the only significant feature of the melody is a single rhythmic motive (refer back to Example 

4.5). “Lydia” (Examples 4.6–8) also has limited melodic variety; the third and fourth stanzas are 

repetitions of the first and second stanzas. Although the melody is more compelling than in 

 
109 “With the development of the mélodie, the text was no longer a secondary support, with little or no effect on the 
music. To achieve success, a composer had to effect a marriage between the melodic line and the poetry” (Nectoux 
1991, 68). In other words, text and melody could not come about in isolation. Given a text, composers had to craft 
melodies that not only carried the text, but more importantly complimented the text and helped convey the meaning 
or atmosphere it suggested. 
110 Rameau and Lully (among others) had attempted something to this effect in earlier times; however, composers in 
the late nineteenth century were doing it to a greater degree. 
111 In 1882 the French government passed a series of laws that attempted to regularize the French accent, essentially 
banning all local regional dialects in schools in favor of a standardized, more academic, accent. Many were unhappy 
about such laws. For more information, see Bergeron 2010, Chapters 2–3. 
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“Barcarolle,” interest within the song itself is somewhat limited since the melody is repeated 

with only minor alterations in the second half of the song (for the sake of the text). The vocal line 

in “Lydia” encompasses only an octave (from F4 to F5) and is fairly conjunct; however, there are 

a few rather expressive moments (Example 4.26). 

Example 4.26: Fauré, “Lydia,” Melodic Tritone 

A 

 
 

B 

 
 

The melody begins with an ascent from F4 to B4 in mm. 3–4, outlining a melodic tritone. This 

can be easily (and convincingly) explained as a Schenkerian Anstieg (see Example 4.26-B) that 

begins on the tonic (F4) in m. 3 and ascends through the B4 in mm. 4–5 to arrive at the Kopfton 
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(C5) in m. 6. The initial B4 that serves as the upper border of the melodic tritone is an 

unsuccessful first attempt to reach C5 in m. 6; locally, it is as an upper neighbor. Subsequent B 

naturals in m. 5 provide further and more appropriate motion upward toward the Kopfton.112  

An additional moment of expressive interest occurs in mm. 16-17 (and analogously mm. 

34–35). Fauré breaks the pace of the melody by introducing triplets and some modal alterations 

(Example. 4.27) 

Example 4.27: Fauré, “Lydia,” Triplets and Melodic Alterations 

 
 

The triplets occur over the text  “Laisse tes baisers (tes baisers), de colombe” [Let your dove-like 

kisses]. The sudden rhythmic flourish in the melody corresponds to the dove reference. The 

altered tones (Eb5 and Db5) in m. 17 over the text “Chanter sur ta lèvre en fleur” [Sing on your 

flowering lips] help highlight an expressive moment in the poem and occur about half way 

 
112 Allen Forte (1959, 16–18) takes issue with the concept of the Schenkerian Ansteig in his article “Schenker’s 
Conception of Musical Structure,” citing it as a deficiency in the Schenkerian system arising from Schenker’s failure 
to define the concept with sufficient rigor. One particularly compelling aspect of his discussion is the characteristics 
of “space-opening motion” that define an ascent to scale degree 3 versus one to scale degree 5. Forte contends that, 
in the major mode, an opening ascent to ^5 necessarily includes a chromatically raised ^4. This is because ^4 serves 
as connective tissue to the final tone and, if left unaltered, the half step between ^4 and ^3 urges ^4 to relate 
downward. Thus, a raised ^4 reorients the ascent so that the half-step drive is upward toward ^5. This is, of course, 
not an issue in the minor mode where the distances between ^3-^4 and ^4-^5 are both major seconds and there is no 
obstacle to block an ascending connection between ^4 and ^5. 
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through the song.113 The aforementioned inflections from the minor mode have a clearer 

relationship to the text when they return in the second half of the song (Example 4.28) 

Example 4.28: Fauré, “Lydia,” Repetition of Minor Mode Inflections 

 
 

When Eb4 and Db4 return in m. 35, they support the text “Que je puisse mourir…” [That I may 

die…]. Fauré makes the reference to death quite clear by darkening the character of the melody 

with references to the minor mode. 

“Après un Rêve” has a more elaborate vocal line; Bergeron (2010, xi) describes the song 

as “lush” compared with later developments. The tessitura of the song is quite large, ranging 

from C4 to F5, and the contour of the melody provides some expressive challenges for the 

vocalist. The melody line is generally flowing and conjunct, often in triplets juxtaposed with 

straight eighths in the piano (Example 4.29). The general character of the melody for the song is 

evident in Example 4.29. It is mostly conjunct and in a modest range; the frequent triplets give 

the melody a flowing character that is especially effective when considered against the duple 

divisions of the piano. There are, however, points in the music (such as that circled in the above 

example) in which Fauré contrasts the predominant conjunct flow with more jagged, often 

abrupt, leaps. In Example 4.29, Fauré writes a series of leaps (circled in the example) – one as 
 

113 Excluding the two bars of introduction and the four bars after the textual close, the song is thirty-five measures 
long; thus, m. 17 is as close to the middle of the song as is possible without splitting measures. 
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large as a minor sixth – consecutively in a rather brisk rhythm. This sudden moment of melodic 

contrast initiates the second line of the first stanza of text; one could also surmise that the sudden 

but short-lived moment helps emphasize the text “Je rêvais…” [I dream].114 

Example 4.29: Fauré, “Après un Rêve,” Character of Melody 

 
 

Fauré writes an even more pronounced betrayal of the dreamy flow of the melody at the 

climax of the song in mm. 30–31 (Example 4.30). The climax of the song is initiated by the 

beginning of the third stanza of text: “Hélas! Hélas! Triste réveil des songes” [Alas! Alas! Sad 

awakening from dreams]. There is neither a clear musical break leading into the third stanza nor 

is there a poetic break; the final line of the second stanza is not punctuated with a full stop. 

 
114 The same melodic figures occurs with the beginning of Stanza 2, Line 2 (A’ in the form of the song) over the text 
“Pour m’enfuir…” [to run away…], which also suggests tenable textual connection. 
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Example 4.30: Fauré, “Après un Rêve,” Climax 

 
 

Instead the performers push straight through. Fauré signals the climax by writing the highest 

pitch (F5) in the voice of the song, which is only sung at this point, and the lowest note (C4), 

which after this passage is only is sung once more as the last note of the song. Additionally, the 

melody line at this point in the music is jagged and quite striking compared to the flowing 

atmosphere established prior to this point. Although the passage is brief, Fauré makes expert use 

of an interruption in the fluidity of the melody to express the intensity suggested by the poem at 

“Hélas!”115  

Many of Henri Duparc’s stylistic traits are similar to those of Fauré. Duparc, however, 

was much more adventurous in his melodic style. (In this way he and Debussy were much alike.) 

Concerning Duparc’s style in relation to Fauré, Noske (1970) writes “This similarity [that 

between Duparc’s “Sérénade” and Fauré’ mélodies] does not deny Duparc’s personal spirit…” 

(273). Fauré’s phrase structure tends to follow that of the verse whereas Duparc often converted 

his poems into prose, thus creating fewer “square” phrases and demanding special attention to 

prosody (281). Additionally, Duparc’s melodies are generally more ample than those of Fauré. 

 
115 It is also worth noting that the melody is all the more pronounced because the supporting piano part is fairly 
unremarkable. The eighth-note motions above a more sustained bass are ubiquitous throughout the song. 



97 

Fauré’s melodic lines are generally restrained, balanced, and inoffensive but Duparc’s melodies 

are intense, expressive, and replete with augmented intervals (Tunely, Noske). Duparc and Fauré 

both favored augmented intervals, notably the tritone, but took different paths in applying them 

in their songs; Fauré tends to be more formulaic – as in his frequent use of a rising melodic 

figure spanning the distance of a tritone (often cited as the “Fauré” tritone) – while the 

augmented figures in Duparc’s songs stem naturally from his emotional interpretation of the 

poetry (Noske 1970, 282). Despite having a relatively limited output of songs (only seventeen), 

Duparc made a considerable contribution to the genre via his melodic vocal writing.116 

Two examples that illustrate the expression embedded in Duparc’s melodic style – 

especially when juxtaposed with that of Fauré – come from his “L’invitation au voyage” (1870). 

In the first stanza of poetry, over the text “Les soleils mouillés, De ces ciels brouillés [The damp 

suns, of these hazy skies], Duparc writes an ascending melody that is far from formulaic 

(Example 4.31) 

Example 4.31: Duparc, “L’invitation au voyage,” Characteristic Melody 

 
 

 
116 David Tunely and Frits Noske, in their entry on Duparc for Grove Music Online, claim that Duparc composed 
only thirteen songs. In his earlier, and much more comprehensive, book on French song, Noske suggests seventeen. 
This is perhaps because Duparc destroyed much of his music, including some mélodies. Duparc was not always 
completely successful in destroying every copy of a given work – portions of his Cinq mélodies, for instance – and 
the rarity of some songs has lead scholars to largely consider them to be lost (Noske 1970, 272). 
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The melody, which is stated and then immediately repeated, spans a major sixth but includes a 

very prominent tritone from Ab-D. One of the most striking and expressive aspects of this 

melody is that the D does not resolve up by half step to Eb; instead, Duparc pushes upward to an 

E natural. Such a blatantly emphasized augmented fourth creates some expectations for listeners, 

namely that this rather strident interval will eventually get a half step resolution (to Eb). But, as 

if mirroring the veiled and undefined atmosphere conveyed by damp suns and hazy skies, such a 

resolution never occurs. 

The sun is mentioned once again in the second stanza.117 Similar to the first instance, 

Duparc associates this reference with a linear tritone (Example 4.32). The melody in question 

 
117 The second stanza in Duparc’s song is the third stanza of the original poem; he only set the first and third stanzas 
of the original. 
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occurs just after a shift from compound duple meter to compound triple meter and tonally from C 

minor to A minor. The most expressive part of the melody, the tritone between G and C#, occurs 

over the text “Les soleil.” Unlike the earlier example in which Duparc frustrates expectations by 

not resolving the tritone, this passage clearly resolves by half step over the text “couchants.” This 

passage conveys a more direct and definable moment in the poem – the setting suns – and thus 

has a more direct and convincing resolution. 

Example 4.32: Duparc, “L’invitation au voyage,” Second Melodic Tritone 

 
 

Although the two passages represented in Examples 4.31 and 4.32 are notably different, they 

both contain two conspicuous similarities: clear melodic tritones in the voice and textual 

references to the sun. It is clear that Duparc is employing a striking and expressive melodic 

figure in association with a specific reference in the poem. 

Duparc’s “Le Manoir de Rosamonde,” is based on the poem by Robert de Bonnières by 

the same title. This poem is darker than many of the poems I have addressed thus far (Example 

4.33). The last stanza brings together the events described in the poem and reveals the fate of the 
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character in the poem. It also includes a particularly expressive melodic passage over the text “Et 

qu’ainsi je m’en fus mourir” [And thus I went off to my death]. 

Example 4.33: Duparc, “Le Manoir de Rosamonde,” Text and Translation118 

 
 

In Example 4.34, in addition to reaching up to the highest note of the song (Ab5), Duparc 

combines two descending leaps of a third with a lovely ascending leap of a major sixth. The leap 

of a sixth brings new energy to the line by contrasting with the melodic motion established by 

the preceding descending Bb minor triad. 

Example 4.34: Duparc, “Le Manoir de Rosamonde,” Expressive use of Larger Intervals 

 
 

Duparc does not immediately reverse direction after the major sixth, but rather contrasts the large 

interval with a small one in the same direction (G5 to Ab5); the Ab5 then resolves by half step 

over the text “mourir” [death]. No single element of the melody is particularly novel, but the end 

 
118 Translation adapted from Meister 1980, 258–59. 
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result is an especially expressive line that conveys the gravity of the text and serves as an 

effective climax. 

In “Élégie” Duparc uses a prose version of Thomas Moore’s original poem on the death 

of Robert Emmet (Meister 1980, 266). Example 4.35 is the text and a translation. 

Example 4.35: Duparc, “Élégie,” Text and Translation 

 
 

The text is a touching ode and is ripe in potential for musical expression. Duparc sets the text to a 

very subdued melody, consistent with the elegiac nature of the poem, and conveys the 

somberness of the text through the use of minor intervals in the voice. In Example 4.36, Duparc 

uses two conspicuous minor thirds (boxed in the example) and several minor seconds (circled) 

that oscillate between scale degrees five and six (a characteristically expressive feature of the 

minor mode – in this case F minor). 

Example 4.36: Duparc, “Élégie,” Focus on Minor Intervals in Opening Phrase 
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Furthermore, the piano part also includes some very conspicuous minor seconds: Ab-G, Gb-F, 

etc. Duparc uses half-step motions regularly throughout the remainder of the song and the 

melody is basically similar in character to the passage cited in Example 4.36: stepwise with a 
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narrow tessitura. Duparc does, however, contrast the stepwise somber melody for a brief moment 

with a melodic tritone in m. 34 (Example 4.37).  

Example 4.37: Duparc, “Élégie,” Melodic Tritone 

 
 

The linear tritone falls between the lines “Pleure en silence” [Weeps in silence] and “Fera 

briller” [make shine], and although the interval is short-lived, it stands out against the overall 

character of the melody. This instance of a melodic tritone is a little more conventional than 

previously discussed examples because Duparc immediately (and expectedly) resolves the tritone 

by half step in the opposite direction.Furthermore, this tritone is not contained within a single 

phrase; rather, the F5 is the end of one phrase and the B4 is the beginning of a new phrase. So, 

this example of a melodic tritone is more a transition between phrases; however, because the two 

pitches are so close to each other in time, it is hard to discount the aural effect created, which fits 

with the often harsh mood of sadness and loss conveyed equally well by Moore’s poem and 

Duparc’s song. 

Conclusion 

The preceding summary of compositional parameters is by no means comprehensive. To 

provide a complete summary of the evolution and mature embodiment of the mélodie would be a 

different project, one that would require much more detail and would not be ancillary to my 
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central focus. Furthermore, there is already more than one detailed study on the genre. My goal 

in this chapter was to provide a suitable, if broad, representation of the genre and convey that 

there are some clear compositional approaches that manifested in middle to late nineteenth 

century that elevated French song beyond the conventions of the simple romance and produced 

an intricate new style of art song. Several small changes produced profound results and gave 

France a new genre and style of singing comparable to the German Lied in quality and artistic 

merit. Indeed, it was with the arrival and popularity of Schubert’s songs to Paris, along with the 

rise of salon culture in the bourgeoisie and reforms in French dialect, that the mélodie truly 

matured. 

Most notable among the compositional features that defined the mélodie are a more 

elaborate and interactive piano part, a consistency in poetic content and text setting, and a highly 

expressive and frequently disjunct melodic profile. Of course, composers addressed each 

parameter in their own individual ways. The piano part was perhaps the most important 

innovation of the mature mélodie. No longer did the piano strictly play an accompanimental role; 

rather, it was an independent, if frequently supportive, part that participated in the drama of the 

song. The piano worked alongside the melody to express the poetry, often in subtle ways that are 

not possible with the voice alone (for instance as in Examples 4.7 and 4.12, as well as others). 

Issues related to text and prosody – namely the freedom composers exercised when choosing and 

setting a text – are unified by their inconsistencies. Composers did not feel obliged to adopt texts 

as infallible objects; they freely altered and adapted them when designing their songs. This of 

course leads to an additional, if difficult to concisely define, consistency in mélodie composition: 

the art of interpreting poetic expression and subsequently translating that interpretation into 

music. In the melodié in particular, as opposed to early song genres, the melodic parameter of 
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composition contributed greatly as an interpretive element and began to be treated on equal 

footing with text, rather than being used simply for word painting. 

Perhaps most notable among my omissions is the harmonic aspect of the nineteenth-

century mélodie. There are certainly some interesting harmonies and harmonic events, such as 

frequent use of augmented harmonies, remote and often opposing key areas, and frequent use of 

diatonic modes. The interesting aspects of harmony found throughout the repertoire of mélodies 

are more representative of French music of the time in general, rather than a defining element of 

the mélodie. Thus, although interesting and certainly an important part of the compositional 

process, harmony has less bearing in characterizing the mélodie than other compositional areas. I 

occasionally reference harmonic events, especially in regards to Debussy’s songs, but I do so in 

an effort to explain more prominent aspects of individual songs. Having established some basic 

parameters for the mélodie, subsequent chapters examine the same parameters in Debussy’s 

songs to show how he participated in the culture of the genre, to demonstrate the novel ways in 

which he addressed similar issues as Fauré and Duparc (and others), and to reveal how he carved 

his own path and pushed the genre forward in the 1880s. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DEBUSSY WITHIN THE MILIEU OF THE FRENCH MÉLODIE 

“J’aimerai toujours mieux une chose où, en quelque sorte, l’action sera sacrefiée à 

l’expression longuement poursuivie des sentiments de l’âme” [I would always prefer a subject 

where, in some way, the action would be sacrificed to the expression of the feelings of the soul 

examined at length119] (Dietschy 1962, 53). Debussy expressed this sentiment to Vasnier shortly 

after arriving in Rome in June 1885. The following year he expressed his desire to write music 

that was “supple enough…so that it could adapt itself to the lyric motions of the soul, to the 

whims of reverie” (Dietschy 1990, 44). Debussy made these comments after he had written the 

body of songs that constitute his early song repertoire; however, this aesthetic factored 

prominently in the conception of the early songs and is part of what makes Debussy’s songs such 

an important contribution to the mélodie in the late nineteenth century. Although Debussy 

expressed his sentiments verbally in 1885, he had already been cultivating and implementing 

them compositionally throughout the early 1880s. 

In addition to the subtle musical sensibilities, the early songs project into prominence 

Debussy’s highly developed, often profound, poetic sensibilities. Eric Jensen (2014, 134) notes 

that Debussy’s interpretation of the poetry was “a passionate combination of intellect and 

imagination” that was reflected in his music, and that many of Debussy’s songs are valuable both 

as a piece of music and an interpretation of the poetry. Debussy’s poetic inspiration is one thing 

that sets him so far apart from his contemporaries. No doubt, setting poetry to music is in itself 

an act of interpretation; but Debussy’s approach was entirely his own, one that not only 

 
119 Translation by William Ashbrook and Margaret Cobb (Dietschy 1990, 44). 
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distinguished him from his contemporaries, but also fostered the development and sophistication 

of the mélodie. 

Examining and reconstructing the interpretive process that composers of the mélodie 

followed when writing their songs can effectively demonstrate how Debussy began to push 

French art song in new directions. And as is the case with any music with words, one should start 

with the text. French composers before Debussy generally had a three-part interpretive process 

(Example 5.1). 

Example 5.1: Three-Part Interpretive Process 

 
 

The first step for composers was to pick a text, not uncommonly a poem by Lamartine, Hugo, 

Musset, or a number of others. The composer would then spend some time with the poem – learn 

it, contemplate it, etc. – and develop the meaning that they thought the poets wished to convey. 

Although composers could potentially develop different viewpoints on the poetry, ultimately 

they sought to uncover and understand the poet’s intention. They would then use compositional 

devices of the time to write music that represented what they believed to be the poet’s intent. 

Debussy’s approach was similar to that of his contemporaries, but he added an extra 

interpretive layer (Example 5.2). Debussy read the poetry, mulled it over, and considered the 

poet’s intention. He then – or more likely concurrently – developed his own interpretation, which 

may or may not have been the same as the poet’s intention; in any case, Debussy’s interpretation 

is more important musically than the poet’s interpretation. He would then set his own 

interpretation to music. 
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Example 5.2: Debussy’s (Four-Part) Interpretive Process 

 
 

In the early days he was using the same compositional devices as others, perhaps slightly 

expanded; as his style matured he began to use less common techniques.120 It can be difficult to 

discern Debussy’s interpretation of the poem but clues can be found in his biography – living 

situations, friends, colleagues, patrons, lovers, etc. – and in his treatment of text. The way he 

manipulates text and the musical features he uses to highlight certain parts of the text are usually 

quite telling; anything unusual usually reveals some aspect of Debussy’s interpretation. Musical 

features that seem odd at first blush tend to become less odd when viewed within Debussy’s take 

on the poetry. This way of looking at Debussy’s songs roots him in the melodie tradition – via 

similar compositional devices to those of his contemporaries – but also shows how he pushed the 

genre towards greater sophistication.  

This chapter is dedicated to situating Debussy within the milieu of the French mélodie, 

showing both how he participated in the culture as it was defined by his predecessors and how he 

was beginning to move beyond standard conventions. I address a selection of Debussy’s songs 

focusing on the same parameters that I examined in Chapter 4: text, piano accompaniment, and 

vocal melody. Many of these features also factor prominently in the next chapter, which is 

dedicated to an exposition of the characteristic features of Debussy’s early songs that qualify 

 
120 These compositional techniques include non-functional harmony, chord planing, the use of exotic scales and 
diatonic modes, etc. Such techniques tend to be the focus of most authors since they are essential defining elements 
of Debussy’s mature compositional style. 
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them as a unified and identifiable repertoire within his larger œuvre and to a deeper examination 

of how Debussy advanced the genre of the mélodie. 

Text 

Altering the original text of a poem was a highly popular procedure among composers of 

the mélodie in the late-nineteenth century.121 Despite the fact that such alterations were fairly 

common, Debussy has received criticism for doing so. In his article comparing Debussy’s two 

settings of Verlaine’s “Clair de lune” (both are mélodies – the first from 1882 and the second 

from 1892), Roger Nichols (1967) faults Debussy for his treatment of the text. Nichols claims 

that Debussy was insensitive to the poetry in the 1882 setting because he altered the original 

poem by repeating two lines of text. Nichols attributes the repetition to a lack of compositional 

ability and suggests that, by repeating the text, Debussy was trying to establish a mood that he 

was otherwise unable to convey in his music (230). The later version of the song ranks higher in 

Nichols’s opinion because he feels that Debussy has a “more responsible and sensitive attitude to 

the poetry” (231).   

Paul Yates (2002) addresses Nichols’s article in his study of the Recueil Vasnier and 

defends Debussy’s compositional decisions. Yates notes that at the time Nichols was writing 

there were certain assumptions about how the text of a song should be treated. One assumption 

was that textual fidelity meant making as few changes as possible; another was that textual 

fidelity was an end in itself (202). This, however, doesn’t seem to be the case since most of 

Debussy’s contemporaries altered the original poems. If, as Nichols contended, textual fidelity is 

an important aspect of a song, and if fidelity means changing the original text as little as 

possible, then songs that are true to the text form a fairly small group. Nichols’s view is quite 

 
121 See Chapter 4, pgs. 61–65 for a description of popular textual alterations. 
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limiting and in many cases overlooks the interpretive aspect of setting the poems to music. 

Therefore I would suggest that textual alterations are more an act of fidelity than strict adherence 

to the text. Composers were better able to convey the subtleties of the poem with a malleable 

text;122 it is my belief that the interpretive act is more important than a blind adherence to text, 

especially as poetry trended toward symbolism. Yates’s defense aligns with my own thoughts 

and opens the door for more fruitful approaches to analyzing Debussy’s early songs.  

Debussy frequently altered the text of the original poetry when setting it to music, but – 

much in the tradition established by his contemporaries – the process by which he altered it 

varies from song to song. Sometimes he changed or omitted words (or whole stanzas) and he 

frequently repeated words, lines, and stanzas. In the following discussion I show several 

examples of instances where Debussy alters the text of a poem; however, I delay discussing the 

deeper significance of many musical features until the next chapter. 

In “Fete Galante” (1882) we see a very basic form of textual alteration. Debussy changed 

some words in four separate lines of Théodore Banville’s original. Example 5.3 shows Banville’s 

original and Debussy’s adaptations; the altered text is italicized. Line 2, Debussy changed the 

text to say “this evening” rather that “today; in Line 3, he removed the word “enchanting,” thus 

creating a smoother line; in Line 4, Debussy changed the scene from “in the moonlight” to “in 

the park;” and in Line 7, he altered the poem to “a million charming places.” As noted in Chapter 

4, it was not uncommon for composers to change a word or two when setting a poem to music. 

Debussy’s procedure here is perhaps more extreme, but nonetheless aligns him with his 

predecessors. “Fête Galante” serves as a clear example of how Debussy, like his contemporaries, 

felt free to adapt a poem when setting it to music. 

 
122 This applies equally to composers wishing to convey the meaning of the poet and to those wishing to express 
their own interpretation. 
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Example 5.3: “Fête Galante,” Banville’s Original and Debussy’s Alterations123 

Banville 

 
Debussy 

 
 

Stéphane Mallarmé wrote “Apparition” in the early 1860s; however, the poem wasn’t 

published until years later, in the early 1880s, as a part of the collection Premiers poèmes. The 

atmosphere of the poem is notably dark; Meister (1980, 285) notes that the poem is one of 

Mallarmé’s most important works and reflects the “demon of analogy” that many symbolist 

poets worked into their poems.124 Indeed the overall atmosphere of the poem is a familiar one 

(Example 5.4). The poem is comprised of rhyming couplets – each with twelve syllables125 – and 

is replete with expressive metaphors. 

 
123 This translation is mostly by James Briscoe. In instances – lines 2, 3, 4, 7 – where Debussy’s text differs from 
Banville’s, the translation is my own. 
124 “Demon of Analogy” is a prose poem written by Mallarmé in 1865. In it Mallarmé depicts a man wandering in 
the street saying “the penultimate is dead.” What Meister is alluding to in the connection she makes between the 
“Demon of Analogy” and “Apparition” is that the two works have a similar aesthetic and seem to conjure a similar 
atmosphere. Verlaine’s poems “Clair de lune” and “En Sourdine” from 1869 have similar atmospheres and motives. 
For more information on the rich connections between symbolist poetry and French composers, see Varvir Coe 
2016. 
125 In French poetry, the term for twelve-syllable iambic lines is “alexandrine.” 
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Example 5.4: “Apparition” – Text and Translation126 

 
 

 “The moon grew sad,” “weeping seraphim,” “white sobs,” “scent of sadness” – the text appeals 

to the senses and sets up a surreal and somber atmosphere, expressively melancholic with a 

tender reflection. Debussy’s song by the same name (from 1884) is among the few early songs 

that have remained popular. Regarded by some as the most important of Debussy’s early songs 

(286), the work is as expressive as the original poem. Debussy remains true to the text except for 

the very end (Example 5.5). 

Example 5.5: Debussy, “Apparition,” Repeated Text127 

 

 
126 Translation adapted from Debussy 1993, 1:17–18. 
127 See Appendix for the full song. 
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The last line of text, “Neiger de blancs bouquets d’étoiles parfumées” [Snow-white bouquets of 

fragrant stars] in mm. 50–54 is set to a rather subdued melody line. In order to bring the song to a 

more convincing, almost pensive, conclusion, Debussy repeats the last half of the line in mm. 

54–57 (boxed in Example 5.5). Additionally, he sets the repeated text to a much more elaborate 

melody in the voice. Although the repeated text doesn’t have any formal or profoundly 

interpretive function, it is effective from an aesthetic point of view. Debussy reflects briefly on 

one of the more expressive metaphors from the poem and gives a final flourish in the voice to 

bring the song to a close. This sort of surface-level repetition of text – that is, one without any 

deeper structural or interpretive significance – very much aligns Debussy with the procedures of 

his predecessors. 

Paul Verlaine’s “Pantomime” features characters from the Commedia dell’arte in an 

atmosphere that is poised on the edge of action. Example 5.6 is the text as it appears in 
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Debussy’s song. The italicized lines are repetitions added by Debussy; they did not occur in 

Verlaine’s original poem. 

Example 5.6: “Pantomime,” Text and Translation128 

 

 
 

Each stanza features a different character and a different mood. Pierrot casually eats and drinks, 

Cassandre laments the fate of his nephew, Harlequin plots to kidnap Columbine and jokingly 

twirls about, and Columbine dreams and seems forlorn. Debussy repeats some text in each stanza 

except for the second one. The most extensive change is in the first stanza. Debussy repeats the 

first two lines, extending the stanza and underscoring the casual behavior of Pierrot, and 

emphasizing the fact that Pierrot and Clitandre are nothing alike. Although there is a deeper 

significance to the textual repetitions (to be discussed in Chapter 6), the immediate effect is one 

of color and atmosphere. The repetitions in the third and fourth stanzas merely echo the last lines 

of each stanza, extending the poetry and allowing the final line to resonate more fully with the 

listener.  

 
128 Translation by Briscoe (Debussy 1993, 1:13–14). Translation of St. 1, Line 3 is my own. 
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“En Sourdine” (poem by Paul Verlaine) also includes a brief instance of textual 

repetition, the effect of which is very similar to Debussy’s textual alterations in “Pantomime.” 

Debussy seemed to have been fairly satisfied with Verlaine’s original; his only alteration was to 

repeat the last couplet of text (italicized in Example 5.7). The atmosphere of the poem is dark 

(literally and figuratively) and intimate, with a growing anticipation. The reader is drawn in over 

the first three stanzas, awaiting the denouement. 

Example 5.7: Verlaine, “En Sourdine,” Text and Translation129 

 
 

Then, in the final stanza, Verlaine covertly reveals the fate of the characters; the desperate cry of 

the nightingale sings out their frustrated despair. To underscore the final outcome, Debussy 

repeats the last couplet. This could, of course, be for a number of reasons, but the immediate 

 
129 Translation adapted from Debussy 1993, 1:13–14. 
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effect is to allow the perhaps somewhat unexpected climax of the poem ring out, to let the 

despair resonate with the listener a little longer. 

Musically, Debussy links the first statement of “Voix de…chantera” with the repetition 

(Example 5.8). The first statement of the text in mm. 42–45 moves through a series of 

predominant harmonies to rest on half-diminished seventh chord, creating a half cadence in m. 

45. In mm. 46–49 Debussy preserves the contour of the first phrase but alters the melody so that 

it cadences on the tonic, thus providing a more satisfying and conclusive ending. Unsurprisingly, 

many of the harmonies have extensions. The surface-level purpose of the passage is clear and 

effective. 

Example 5.8: Debussy, “En Sourdine,” Musical Connection Between Repeated Text130 

 

 
130 See Appendix for full song. 
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Debussy repeats the text to extend the textual climax and allow the effects of the poetry to 

resonate with the listener. Furthermore, he links the phrases containing the text together by 

crafting them into a parallel continuous period that propels the music from the beginning of the 

first statement through the ending of the repeat. This not only extends the poetic climax, it allows 

Debussy ample time to bring the song to a conclusion without being overly curt. Debussy’s 

alterations yield an effective conclusion that aligns with the procedures enacted by contemporary 

composers of nineteenth-century French art song. 

Debussy’s “Nuit d’étoiles” is based on Théodore Banville’s original poem by the same 

name. Banville’s poem is in four stanzas (Example 5.9).  

Example 5.9: Banville, “Nuit d’étoiles,” Text and Translation131 

 
 

The poem is very melancholic. The title (starry night) suggests a setting or atmosphere in which 

the narrator reflects and longs for lost loves. The first and second stanzas are linked together and 

follow a single train of thought; the third and fourth stanzas are similarly linked. After 
 

131 Translation by Briscoe (Debussy 1993, 1:7). 
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establishing the character and mood for the poem in the first stanza, Banville guides the reader 

through deeper reflection in the second stanza, culminating with a specific focus on a particular 

lost love. In the third stanza the speaker conjures a clearer conception of his past love, which 

returns to him as a ghostly figure. The fourth stanza elaborates on the narrator’s lost love; he 

reflects fondly on his beloved’s starry eyes and perfumed breath. The fourth stanza also links 

back to the first, reflecting the atmosphere (and title) of the poem. 

Debussy makes several different textual alterations to Banville’s original poem. First, he 

omits the third stanza entirely. This makes the conception of the lost love more abstract and less 

grim. By omitting the third stanza, Debussy removes the part of the poem that alludes to an 

actual reappearance of the lost love as a ghostly apparition. Without the third stanza we cannot 

be sure if the narrator is talking about a lover who has died or one that has spurned him or 

otherwise moved on with her romantic life.132 Instead of a direct physical reference to the lost 

love, we are left with a beautiful depiction of her features in the fourth stanza. The second way 

Debussy alters the original text is by using the first stanza as a refrain after the second and fourth 

stanzas. The resulting form of the song is a tidy rondo: ABACA. As previously mentioned, the 

first stanza is important for establishing the atmosphere of the poem. Returning to the opening 

stanza allows Debussy to continue to promote the atmosphere of the poem throughout the song; 

it also makes for an effective and melancholic ending. The third and final way Debussy deviates 

from Banville’s original is by repeating the last line of the first stanza: “Je rêveaux amors 

défunts” [I dream of past loves]. He does this all three times the first stanza appears. This line 

represents the main action of the poem. The subject dreams of past loves in the first stanza; 

subsequently the following stanzas focus on the details of the narrator’s reflection. This wistful 

 
132 The allusion to the “soul of my love” in St. 2 could be suggestive of death, but it could also suggest that the 
narrator felt a very deep connection with his lost love. 
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alteration lets the last line of the stanza softly echo in the listener’s mind each time it occurs and 

makes for a compelling and expressive end to the mélodie.  

“Regret” (1884) was perhaps the last song the young Debussy gave to his muse (Marie 

Vasnier) before embarking for Rome to fulfill his obligations after winning the Prix. It is the last 

song in the Recueil Vasnier and was presented to Mme. Vasnier just before the composer left for 

Rome (Cobb 1982, 79). The tone of the song is quite somber and reflects the title of the poem 

(cognate in French and English). The original poem is by Paul Bourget (Example 5.10). 

Example 5.10: Bourget, “Regret,” Text and Translation133 

 
 

In the poem the narrator reflects fondly on a lost love; the narrator’s memories seem foggy (“as 

in a dream”), but the feelings and emotions are still sharp in his mind. He reflects regretfully on 

the time he was loved and is distraught over losing his love. Debussy’s interest in the poem given 

his situation with Vasnier is clear. Debussy made few changes to the poetry, but those he did 

make are effective. 

The most conspicuous change Debussy made to the text is repeating the first couplet of 

text at the end of the song. By adding this refrain to the end of the song, Debussy softens the 

ending to the poem; “Under the summer sky, warm and calm, I remember you as in a dream” has 

 
133 Translation adapted from Cobb 1982, 91. 
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less dramatic weight than “And my soul, betrayed and forsaken, Is still completely yours.” A 

more significant purpose of the repeated text is to complete the form of the song. The form of the 

mélodie is rounded binary – A|BA’. Section A includes the first and second stanzas of poetry (the 

second stanza is mainly transitional), Section B is comprised of the third stanza. By repeating the 

beginning of the song following the third stanza Debussy rounds out the form. From an 

analytical standpoint, repeating the text at the end of the song also closes the structural 

framework of the song (Example 5.11). 

Example 5.11: Bourget, “Regret,” Form and Deep Middleground Structure 

 
 

The deepest structural motion is an upper neighbor motion in tenths in the outer voices. The 

Urlinie begins on scale degree 3, moves briefly through an altered (raised) scale degree 4,134 to 

the primary neighbor of the line – the unaltered (diatonic) scale degree 4 in m. 35 – and then 

returns to scale degree 3 with the repeated passage in m. 40. The bass behaves similarly, moving 

from scale degree 1 in m. 1 to scale degree 2 in m. 31 (which supports both scale degrees #4 and 

4), and then back to scale degree 1 in m. 40. Without the repeated music, the structural 

framework of the mélodie would be unfinished. Although Section A’ and the repeated text 

 
134 I examine the altered member of the Urlinie in more depth in Chapter 6 as it relates to characteristic and defining 
features of Debussy’s repertoire of early songs. 
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occupy only a small portion of the song, they serve an important purpose. By imbuing this 

section with such significance, Debussy further emphasizes the opening couplet and creates a 

lighter, more wistful atmosphere than Bourget’s original. 

The second, less obvious, textual alteration is an immediate repetition of the text “où 

j’étais aimé” [when I was loved] from the fourth line of St. 1 (mm. 17-18). In a song in which 

Debussy laments leaving both his love and the only city to which he was suited (Paris), the cause 

and effect of this immediate repetition of text seems clear: Debussy is reflecting, longing, 

yearning even, to stay in Paris with Marie. The extent to which Marie reciprocated the budding 

composer’s affection is unclear; however, we can reasonably say that Debussy likely indulged 

himself in thinking that she had strong, even amorous, feelings for him. Thus, that he would long 

for the time he felt loved seems an appropriate reason to add a little extra emphasis to this text. 

The poem “Clair de lune” was written by Paul Verlaine and is based on a juxtaposition of 

two simultaneous but contrasting feelings: an outward, admitted happiness; and an inward, 

unacknowledged sadness. This contrast can be seen in each of the three stanzas (Example 5.12). 

Example 5.12: Verlaine, “Clair de lune,” Text and Translation135 

 
 

 
135 Translation is mostly by Briscoe (Debussy 1993, 1:15). The translation of St. 2, line 1 is my own. 
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The first stanza focuses on the masqueraders and bergamaskers who happily dance and play the 

lute; but on the inside, behind their whimsical masks, they are sad. On the surface they are happy 

but below the surface lays an unacknowledged sadness. The first two lines of Stanza 2 set up a 

somber and conflicting scene that more directly addresses the juxtaposition from the first stanza. 

The characters are singing about love and the good life – both presumably happy themes – but 

they are singing in the minor mode. The themes of their song are at odds with their delivery. The 

third line of the second stanza elaborates on the first two lines. They don’t believe in their own 

happiness; despite claiming to be happy on the outside, their inner unacknowledged emotions 

suggest a latent sadness. 

The primary focus of the poem comes at the end of the second stanza and beginning of 

the third. The last line of St. 2 first introduces the primary theme of the poem (moonlight) and 

absorbs the ambivalent feelings conveyed in the poem thus far: like smoke escaping from a 

chimney, the song of the characters – both outwardly happy and inwardly sad – blends and is lost 

in the moonlight. We discover in the first line of the third stanza that moonlight is perfectly 

representative, perhaps even the progenitor, of the character’s conflicting feelings. It is both sad 

and beautiful and creates a perfect atmosphere for dreaming birds and sobbing fountains. 

Although Verlaine opens the poem by focusing on the masqueraders and bergamaskers, towards 

the end of the poem we realize that the actions of the characters are merely a preamble to the 

main subject: moonlight. Furthermore, we realize that the ambivalent feelings of the characters 

exposed in the beginning of the poem are a result of the somber influence of the pervading 

moonlight that encourages distant, almost lonely, happiness. 

In “Clair de lune,” Debussy alters the original poem by repeating two lines of text in two 

separate parts of the song. Debussy’s alterations are italicized in Example 5.13. He immediately 
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repeats the last line of St. 2 and brings back the first line of St. 3 at the end of the song. The two 

repeated lines originally occur in separate stanzas but are otherwise consecutive (i.e. the last line 

of the second stanza flows into the first line of the third stanza).  

Example 5.13: Debussy, “Clair de lune,” Text, Translation, and Debussy’s Alterations 

 
 

Furthermore, they are two of the most important lines in the entire poem; together they convey 

the mood of the poem and help establish the atmosphere in which all the characters exist and in 

which all the events take place. By immediately repeating the last line of Stanza 2, Debussy 

expands the section of the poem that directly references the primary subject of the work (clair de 

lune [moonlight]) and lingers on Verlaine’s compelling and vivid reference to song mixing with 

moonlight. Debussy’s reprise of the first line of St. 3 – “Au calme clair de lune triste et beau” [In 

the calm moonlight, sad and beautiful] – at the end of the song leaves the listener (or reader) with 

a palpable feeling of the character of the work. Furthermore, Debussy’s repetitions support 

Verlaine’s original interpretation of the poem. There is a deeper significance to Debussy’s 

alterations, but I delay that discussion until the next chapter, which addresses how Debussy 

pushed the mélodie beyond the norms of his predecessors. 
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“Fantoches” was written by Paul Verlaine. It features stock characters of the Commedia 

dell’arte – Scaramouche and Pulcinella – as well as “the doctor from Bologna,” the doctor’s 

daughter, and a Spanish pirate.136 The first two stanzas of poetry set the atmosphere – one is 

compelled to envision a dark, almost sinister, clandestine scene – while stanzas three and four 

present the primary action and main characters of the poem. Example 5.14 has two parts; A is 

Verlaine’s original poem and B is the original poem with Debussy’s alterations. Debussy repeats 

three lines of poetry (italicized in 5.14-B): Stanza 1, line 3 – “Gesticulent, noirs sous la lune” 

[Gesticulate, dark beneath the moon]; Stanza 3, line 3 – “Se glisse demi-nue, enguête” [Glides 

half-nude, in search]; and Stanza 4, line 1 – “De son beau pirate espagnol” [Of her handsome 

Spanish pirate]. 

Example 5.14: Debussy, “Fantoches,” Text and Translation137 

A 

 
 
 
 

 
136 Briscoe suggests that the doctor from Bologna might be Pantalone, Columbine’s father (Debussy 1993, 1:17). 
Kimball (2006, 195) surmises that the Spanish pirate and the doctor’s daughter could be the Captain and Columbine. 
137 The term “saucy looker” comes from James Briscoe’s translation of the poem (Debussy 1993, 1:17). 
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B 

 
In each instance Debussy states and then immediately repeats the text. These lines represent a 

sort of summary of the poem. The first textual repetition sets the atmosphere for the poem and 

the remaining two instances relate to the two main characters: the doctor’s daughter, who is 

gliding half naked, and the Spanish pirate. I address issues related to Debussy’s interpretation 

and the deeper significance of the textual repetitions in Stanzas 3 and 4 in Chapter 6. For now, 

note that, although in different stanzas, these two lines are adjacent to each other and form an 

important point in the poem. Debussy’s repetition of the lines emphasizes their importance.138  

Accompaniment 

By the time Debussy began writing his songs the culture of French art song was 

comfortably entrenched in the mélodie tradition. Much like the piano parts of Fauré, Duparc, and 

others, Debussy’s accompaniments are highly integrated into the larger fabric of the 

compositions. Although they can serve as simple accompaniments (reflecting the earlier romance 
 

138 It is interesting to note that the textual alterations in “Fantoches” are strikingly similar to those in “Clair de lune,” 
at least in regards to the position of the original lines. In both songs, Debussy focuses on the first line of the last 
stanza and the last line of the penultimate stanza. The design of the poems – both authored by Verlaine – seems to 
have drawn Debussy’s attention. 
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tradition),139 much more often they help set the mood of the piece, provide interest via a series of 

different patterns, work alongside the vocal melody to provide counter-ideas, or otherwise 

participate in the dramatic unfolding of the song. As with many of the idiosyncrasies of 

Debussy’s compositional style, the unique features of Debussy’s piano parts almost always tie 

into his interpretation of the poetry, which is frequently related to his life and the people with 

whom he associated. Debussy’s piano parts can be more complex and have a greater interpretive 

significance than many of his predecessors; however, his early song repertoire also includes 

songs with piano accompaniments that fall comfortably in line with the practice of other 

composers of the time.140 In this section I examine several of Debussy’s accompaniments with a 

focus on how they fit within the larger tradition of the mélodie. 

One of the earliest works in Debussy’s catalogue is “Fleur des blés” (L.7).141 Debussy 

composed the song on a poem by André Girod. The publication date is 1880 (Debussy would 

have been a mere eighteen years old), but certain aspects of the song seem to suggest that it was 

composed even earlier. Among them are a youthful style predating the features of the songs 

convincingly rooted in the early 1880s, and the fact that the song’s dedicatee – Madame E. 

Deguingand – was already well-known to Debussy by the publication date (Debussy 1993, 1:8). I 

believe the form and directness of the music in relation to the text are prominent among the 

nascent features. Example 5.15 is the text of the poem and a translation. The poem takes place in 

a peaceful wheat field and finds the narrator fawning over his love and likening her features to 

 
139 Nectoux (1991, 66) notes that in the 1870s the mélodie was still emerging. 
140 Many of Debussy’s earliest songs (those likely composed in the late 1870s or early 1880s), particularly those not 
dedicated to Marie Vasnier or other significant dedicatees, have piano parts that are less interactive with the poem 
and Debussy’s interpretation thereof. 
141 François Lesure did the yeomen’s work in organizing Debussy’s œuvre. Catalogue numbers carry his surname, 
often abbreviated simply to “L.” 
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the beauty of the field; he draws several analogies between the field and the sky and his beloved 

to convey her beauty. 

Example 5.15: Debussy, “Fleur des blés,” Text and Translation142 

 

 
The musical form of the song is divided evenly across the poetry. Each large section of 

the form receives two stanzas of poetry (Example 5.16).143  

Example 5.16: Debussy, “Fleur des blés,” Text and Musical Form 

 
 

142 Translation adapted from Debussy 1993, 1:7–8. 
143 Form is partially defined by the piano accompaniment, which I address shortly. 
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Section A’ is nearly identical to Section A. The few differences can be explained as necessary 

variations to support a different text and for crafting a proper ending. Perhaps the form is an 

attempt to place a greater focus on the text; however, I think it much more likely to be the result 

of the young composer’s developing prowess.144 Also worth noting as another potential nascent 

feature is the fact that Debussy made no changes to Girod’s original poem. As previously noted, 

changing the text was a common, almost expected, procedure among most composers. 

The piano part of “Fleur des blés” initially seems to be a fairly direct reference to the 

atmosphere of the poem, mimicking the waving motion of the wheat field (Example 5.17). The 

right hand is comprised almost entirely of sixteenths that create an aesthetic reminiscent of wheat 

flowing in the breeze. The repeating one-beat pattern of four sixteenth notes leaps down from a 

focal pitch, and then arpeggiates back up before moving to the next focal point and repeating the 

pattern. Each focal pitch is highlighted with longer rhythmic values and upward stems; these 

pitches create countermelodies that interact with the voice melody and are elaborated by the 

aforementioned wave motion in sixteenths. The left hand is less rhythmically active, but 

generally mirrors the upper stems in the right hand. 

 
144 Debussy as we know him in the 1880s never made use of such a deliberate and transparent form and, similarly, 
never had trouble representing the meaning or atmosphere conveyed by the text.  
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Example 5.17: Debussy, “Fleur des blés,” Accompaniment Pattern145 

 
 

 
145 See Appendix for full song. 
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The persistent sixteenth-note rhythm only abates at two points in the song. The first is in 

mm. 13–16 (Example 5.18). 

Example 5.18: Debussy, “Fleur des blés,” Break in Accompaniment Pattern 

 
 

In mm. 13–16 (bracketed in Example 5.18) Debussy breaks the accompaniment pattern for the 

first time. The text “Ton petit doigt, je le gage, T’a déjà soufflé pourquoi” [Your little finger, I 

wager, Has already told you why] is perhaps the most questioning part of the whole poem. The 

subject of the poem knows “why,” but the narrator never explicitly elaborates, thus leaving the 

reader to interpret the meaning. Debussy approaches this text with a sudden halt in rhythmic 

motion that is perhaps as striking or indirect as the text. The moment is short lived, however; two 

measures after the sudden change Debussy increases the rhythmic activity, ultimately leading to 

m. 17 which signals the reprise of the beginning of the song, the beginning of Section A’, and a 

return to the familiar “waving wheat” pattern. Because the form is binary, the halt in the 

rhythmic pattern also occurs again at the end of the song, analogous to its position in Section A. 
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The text at this point, “Si bleus qu’on dirait, sur terre, Deux éclats tombés des cieux” [So blue 

that they seem like, Two shards of sky fallen to earth] is more direct and less questioning; the 

break in the pattern at the end of the song serves to satisfy the form rather than any textual 

demands. Additionally, both breaks in the accompaniment pattern happen at the end of their 

respective formal sections. Thus, Debussy signals the end of each section with a brief change in 

the constant piano rhythm that quickly and effectively dissipates the momentum of one section to 

prepare for the beginning of another (or in second occurrence of the passage, the end of the 

song). 

Although the piano accompaniment seems fairly simple at first blush, a closer 

examination reveals a bit more subtlety. The upper stems in the right hand, frequently doubled in 

the left hand, often create quarter-note countermelodies to the voice part (Example 5.19). 

Measures 1–2 have a simple pattern comprised primarily of descending thirds while mm. 3–4 are 

mainly comprised of arpeggiations. Although subtle, these patterns pair well with the voice 

melody. When the voice is especially leapy (mm. 1–2), the counter idea in the piano tends to be 

more conjunct. Similarly, when the voice is more conjunct (mm. 3–4), the countermelody is 

more arpeggiated. 

Example 5.19: Debussy, “Fleur des blés,” Countermelodies in Piano 
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The interaction between the countermelody and the voice melody is not entirely consistent. 

Notice in the above example that, in mm. 6–7, both the voice and piano move similarly. 

The counter-ideas presented in the piano serve two other specific purposes, both of which 

are related to the text. The text is in four stanzas, each with five lines (review Example 5.15 

above) divided unevenly into 3+2. The first way Debussy uses the countermelodies is to provide 

continuity within and between stanzas. At the end of the third line of each stanza, Debussy writes 

a longer value or rest in the voice and shifts the melodic focus to the piano. In the first stanza (m. 

4 – see Example 5.19) Debussy uses an ascending arpeggio to continue momentum into the 

second portion of the stanza. Following the first stanza, which ends in m. 8, Debussy uses a 

different figure to achieve the same effect. After the voice sings the downbeat, the piano bridges 

the gap into the next stanza with a simple melody: D-C-D-E-G. (Debussy uses the same figure in 
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the middle of the second stanza [m. 12] only written an octave higher.) The end of St. 2 features 

the break in the piano rhythm mentioned above (Example 5.18 – m. 13) and does not need an 

additional connective gesture. The second half the song (m. 17 and following) mirrors the above-

mentioned gestures at analogous points in the form. Each half of the song thus has three 

connective measures (one in the middle of each stanza and one between stanzas) in which 

Debussy briefly shifts the primary melodic focus from the voice to the piano in service of text. 

The second way Debussy uses the piano in the service of the text is to highlight and 

reinforce the voice melody. My previous discussion has shown how the piano in “Fleur des blés” 

provides counter-ideas to the voice. It can, however, also reinforce the melody (Example 5.20).  

Example 5.20: Debussy, “Fleur des blés,” Countermelody Supporting Voice 

  
 

Notice in m. 9 that the upper stems of the piano right hand join with voice on the second beat of 

the measure. The piano plays the vocal line an octave higher and in longer values, briefly 

supporting the voice and leaving the counter-ideas to the left hand. This moment is short lived. 

By m. 10 the parts have separated again; the piano continues the motive established in m. 9 but 

the voice does not. 

To summarize, the piano part in this mélodie initially seems like a straightforward 

(perhaps bordering on banal) imitation of wheat in a field that defines the atmosphere of the 

poem. However, brief but clear changes in the piano pattern, accompanied by less obvious 
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countermelodic ideas imbedded in the consistent rhythmic activity of the piano (particularly the 

right hand), give the song a depth that roots it in the tradition of the mélodie. This shows that 

Debussy, even at a young age, was well conversant with the style of his predecessors. 

Another song from early in Debussy’s compositional career is “Aimons-nous et 

dormons,” based on a poem by Théodore de Banville and published c. 1881. The song carries a 

curious dedication: “a mon ami Paul Vidal.” The dedication, however, is only extant on the first 

posthumous edition of the song, which comes from the February 1933 edition of The Etude. The 

dedication is not evident on the autograph manuscript but, as Briscoe notes in his critical edition 

of the songs, it could have been on the now lost cover page to the song (Debussy 1993, I:9). The 

curious nature of the dedication lies less in its provenance than in the nature of the poem. 

Banville’s original poem (and Debussy’s song, which includes no apparent changes to the 

original)146 is in three stanzas of seven lines each (Example 5.21). 

Example 5.21: Debussy, “Aimons-nous et dormons,” Text and Translation147 

 

 
146 “Aimons-nous et dormons” and “Fleur des blés,” both composed quite early in Debussy’s compositional career, 
share the seldom seen approach to text in which there are no alterations to the original poem. This perhaps lends 
credence to the assumption made earlier that not altering a text is a feature of Debussy’s earliest mélodies.  
147 Translation by Briscoe (Debussy 1993, 1:9). 
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The poem – the title of which translates to “let us love and sleep” – seems to be a love poem. The 

subject is of two people wholly dedicated to each other; their love is stronger than the elements 

of earth, the Gods, and even death itself. This is precisely the type of poem to which Debussy 

would have been drawn. And the poem would make perfect sense if it were dedicated to Marie 

Vasnier. But it is not. Debussy certainly knew Mme. Vasnier in 1881 when the song was 

published,148 yet it is Paul Vidal – one of Debussy’s classmates at the conservatoire and later a 

fellow Prix de Rome laureate – to whom the song is dedicated. It is difficult to surmise why 

Debussy would have dedicated the song to Vidal; commentary on the issue is scarce and his 

relationship to Debussy seems to have been nothing more than that of a colleague and friend.149 

The piano accompaniment in “Aimons-nous et dormons” serves primarily to set the mood 

of the poem and interacts little with the dramatic evolution of the story presented by the voice. 

Each of the three stanzas has a unique accompaniment pattern (Example 5.22). 

Example 5.22: Debussy, “Aimons-nous et dormons,” Accompaniment Patterns150 

Stanza 1 

 

 
148 The song was published in 1881; however, it was likely composed earlier. If it were composed in the late 1870s, 
Debussy would have not yet known Marie Vasnier but would have known Vidal. This, however, still does not 
account for why Debussy would have dedicated a love poem to his friend and colleague. 
149 This is, of course, evident from the dedication: “mon ami (my friend) Paul Vidal.” 
150 See Appendix for full song. 
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Stanza 2 

 
Stanza 3 

 
 

Each of the three main patterns has a unique rhythmic and melodic identity. In the first stanza the 

accompaniment is comprised of steadily arpeggiated sixteenths in the right hand and sustained 

chords in the left hand. In the second stanza both hands work together trading off a short 

rhythmic motive; the left hand provides some continuity with sustained quarters that descend 

primarily by step. Stanza 3 focuses on the left hand with a right-hand counter-idea. In the above 

example, the left hand doubles the voice at the octave for the first measure. The pattern 

represented in Example 5.22 is representative of St. 3, but the piano accompaniment does not 

consistently double the voice. Debussy’s use of different figures in each stanza is not a rigid 

procedure. Although each stanza features a different idea in the piano, Debussy frequently 
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references or briefly brings back patterns from earlier in the song; the figure from St. 1, for 

instance, comes back at the ends of both St. 2 and 3. 

The primary interest of the piano accompaniment figures is not when they occur or how 

long they last, but rather when they are interrupted. Debussy interrupts the flow of the pattern in 

unexpected ways at two conspicuous spots in the song. The first is in mm. 7–9 in the first stanza 

(Example 5.23). 

Example 5.23: Debussy, “Aimons-nous et dormons,” St. 1 – Interrupted Accompaniment Pattern 

 
 

In m. 7 Debussy breaks the right hand pattern for the first time; he shifts the sixteenth-note 

rhythmic motion into the left hand and changes the melodic profile from arpeggiations to a 

flowing stepwise line. He then writes a similar figure in the right hand in m. 9; the motive begins 

by imitating the left hand of m. 7 but changes toward the end of the measure to usher in the 

familiar St. 1 accompaniment pattern. The changes to the accompaniment clearly developed from 
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the text. The text leading into m. 7 is “Ni le flot de la mer” [Neither the surge of the sea]. The 

word “mer” – “sea” – occurs on the downbeat of m. 7; Debussy mimics the surge of the sea with 

a stepwise descending line that seems to flow from the previously established pattern. The line 

continues to say “ni l’ouragan des monts” [nor the mountain storm]. Again, at the conclusion of 

the phrase Debussy reprises the “sea” motive, slightly altered, to represent the mountain storm. 

The composer then returns to the familiar pattern to finish the stanza.151 

Another instance of word painting occurs in the second stanza of the song at an 

analogous point in the text (Example 5.24).  

Example 5.24: Debussy, “Aimons-nous et dormons,” Stanza 2 – Word Painting 

 

 
 

The third line of St. 2 reads “Le vent, qui jusqu’à terre incline la forêt” [The wind, which bends 

the forest to the ground]. In m. 22, with the arrival of “vent,” Debussy changes the previous 

pattern to a gusty arching line, mimicking the wind. He then continues the figure over the text 

 
151 Debussy dissipates the familiar pattern in the last four measures of St. 1 to provide a suitable transition to the 
second stanza. 
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“qui jusqu’à terre incline la forêt.” The sudden and then persistent motive represents not only the 

wind, but also the power of the wind to bend the forest. The word painting as represented in 

Examples 5.23 and 5.24 is an effective compositional device; it clearly conveys the text without 

disrupting the flow and atmosphere of the song. However, word painting is hardly a novel 

compositional device. Rather than illuminating a unique aspect of Debussy’s compositional 

style, the above examples show how the young Debussy was approaching the poetry of the time 

using tried and true techniques passed down to him by his predecessors.152 

Debussy composed “Rondeau” in 1882 on a poem by Alfred de Musset. The song is 

dedicated to Alexander von Meck; the dedication reads: “Pour mon ami Alexander de Meck, 

souvenir bien affectueux.” The text is a tender yet sad love poem (Example 5.25). 

Example 5.25: Debussy, “Rondeau,” Text and Translation153 

 
In the poem, the narrator speaks of a woman named “Manon.” Manon is not an actual person in 

Musset’s (or Debussy’s) life, but rather a literary character from Antoine François Prévost’s late-

 
152 Word painting, of course, is in no way distinctly French or new to the nineteenth century. Composers were using 
text painting for hundreds of years before Debussy. 
153 Debussy made only small changes to Musset’s original text. In Stanza 2, line 1 Debussy substitutes “la fleur” for 
“une fleur.” In St. 3, line 2 he replaces “son bouquet printanier” with “son printempts virginal.” And in St. 3, line 4 
Debussy uses “Manon va m’oblier” instead of “Manon court m’oublier.” The changes are minimal and were likely 
made to make the text more singable. Translation by Briscoe (Debussy 1993 1:11). 
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eighteenth-century story Histoire du Chevalier des Grieux, et de Manon Lescaut [The Story of 

the Chevalier des Grieux and Manon Lescaut]. Manon Lescaut is the lead female character who 

has a taste for luxury; she frequently leaves the lead male character, Chevalier des Grieux, when 

he runs out of money. Musset uses the ideal of Manon in his poem to represent love that is 

fleeting and not guaranteed; love that is sweet in the moment, but quickly dissipates and is soon 

forgotten. 

There is not a clear connection between the poem and Debussy’s life; the topic of the 

poem is at odds with a non-romantic dedicatee. Surely Debussy got to know Alexander de Meck 

while traveling with Nadezhda von Meck; perhaps the topic relates to events and experiences 

from when their friendship was closest. In regards to the accompaniment of the mélodie, it is 

both very Debussyian and also quite conventional for the time; the piano part – certainly far 

removed from the strict style of the romance – sets the mood for the poem, but also has some 

conventional uses of text painting. Each stanza of poetry has a different accompaniment pattern 

(Example 5.26) 

Example 5.26: Debussy, “Rondeau,” Accompaniment Patterns154 

Stanza 1 

 
 

 
154 See Appendix for full song. 
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Stanza 2 

 
 

Stanza 3 

 
 

The accompaniment pattern in the first stanza calmly oscillates between a Iadd6 and V9. Although 

Debussy does stray from the pattern slightly towards the end of the stanza, the majority of the 

first fifteen measures of music is concerned with this pattern. The text is reflective, tender, and 

hopeful. The piano expresses the reflective nature superbly. Rather than having a teleological 

goal, Debussy creates a contemplative sound that exists in the now, giving the vocalist (narrator) 

the freedom to reflect. This mirrors the natural process of reflection: we exist in the now but 

remember past events. While we reflect, our minds are active, but the present passes by without 

comment. The harmonies (tonic and dominant) help convey the mood by creating a pleasant and 

unobtrusive progression that supports the reflective nature of the text; the added chord tones 

(added sixth and chordal ninth) create a lusher texture without detracting from the mood of the 

text. 
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The accompaniment pattern in the second stanza builds upon the pattern from the first 

stanza. The left hand of the piano is not unlike the figure from the first stanza, but the right hand 

increases in rhythmic intensity. Much as the second stanza of poetry continues the line of thought 

from the first, Debussy’s second piano pattern also continues and elaborates on the first. Debussy 

pairs the increased rhythmic activity with more chromatic harmony. In Example 5.26 (the 

beginning of St. 2 – above) the harmony is a sequence of descending major-minor seventh 

chords. This sequence leads to an extended focus on the subdominant harmony that ultimately 

resolves to the dominant in m. 22 (not shown in Example 5.26). The increased harmonic 

complexity contributes to the growing intensity established by the piano to help convey the 

dramatic motion leading into the third and final stanza. 

The figure that Debussy uses in the third stanza is more tumultuous than those in the first 

and second stanza. The piano right hand plays short lyrical passages while the left hand has 

sharp, syncopated off-beats. This creates the tensest mood of the song thus far, which mirrors the 

story in the poetry. In the first two stanzas, the narrator reflects fondly on his love. In the third 

stanza he realizes that whatever affection Manon may have paid him, it is only temporary and 

will be gone with the morning. With the text “Manon, va m’oublier” [Manon shall forget me], 

Debussy stops the pervading accompaniment pattern and, following a short homophonic chordal 

passage (not shown) that finishes the text, returns to the opening pattern as a brief three-measure 

coda. Thus, we can see how each pattern supports the text in each of the three stanzas. In the first 

stanza Debussy uses a calm, consonant, almost trance-like oscillation of simple harmonies to 

establish a mood of timeless reflection. In the second stanza Debussy increases the activity of the 

pattern over less stable harmonies to propel the music toward the last stanza. In the third and 

final stanza Debussy uses the most rhythmically active and varied pattern (lyrical right hand over 
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syncopated left hand) to emphasize the growing anxiety of eventual loss that the narrator 

experiences at the end of the poem. Debussy, however, does not see fit to leave the listener 

wallowing in the dire mood of loss evident in the third stanza; rather, he brings back the calm 

and pleasant opening figure for the last three bars to convey a lighter, encouraging mood that 

allows the song to end on a more positive, perhaps even optimistic, note.  

The above-mentioned patterns make up much of the piano part in each section; however, 

Debussy does break the patterns in a few spots to emphasize certain parts of the text. He 

accomplishes this with some basic and well-placed word painting. The first instance occurs in m. 

9 in the first stanza of text and the first accompaniment pattern (Example 5.27). 

Example 5.27: Debussy, “Rondeau,” Word Painting in First Stanza 

 
 

As stated above, the first section of the song and first stanza of poetry (mm. 1–16) features the 

accompaniment pattern seen in mm. 7–8 in Example 5.27. In mm. 9–10 Debussy breaks the 
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pattern with a fluttering of rhythmic activity in the right hand and a contrasting melodic line in 

the left hand. The text –  “Dans son beau sein, j’entends son cœr qui veille” [Within her beautiful 

breast, I hear her heart awaken] references Manon’s heart being awakened. Debussy expresses 

the awakening of Manon’s heart with a somewhat sudden flourish of notes culminating in m. 11 

on a rather striking (and beautiful) bII6 before dissipating in intensity. The bII6 is especially 

striking given that it emerges atop an arpeggiated flourish, it brings a sudden stop to the rhythmic 

motion established three measures earlier, and it is the first chromatic chord in a predominantly 

diatonic (though surely enriched by extended harmonies) harmonic environment.  

After the sudden flourish and reference to Manon’s awakened heart, the text continues to 

with “Un songe passé et s’en vient l’égayer” [A dream passes and comes away to enliven her]; 

Debussy aptly, if perhaps a little too directly, crafts the music to mirror the text (Example 5.28).  

Example 5.28: Debussy, “Rondeau,” “A Dream Passes…” 
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After the expressive flourish in m. 11, Debussy greets the text “Un songe passe” with silence 

before returning briefly to the familiar St. 1 accompaniment pattern in mm. 13–14. When the 

music enters after the silent pause Debussy resolves the Neapolitan from before to a dominant 

and then finally a tonic in m. 15 to close the section. Additionally, the cascading chords that 

close the first stanza (m. 15) seem to mimic the dreamy atmosphere previously mentioned. 

Debussy’s focus on the last couplet of the first stanza of poetry beautifully conveys the 

intangible atmosphere of the poem. The first two lines of the poem are fairly easy to imagine: the 

tender and sweet image of one’s love peacefully sleeping. The last three lines where the narrator 

sees subtle changes in Manon’s demeanor and surmises she is dreaming is much more 

introspective and difficult to represent directly. Fortunately Debussy excels in convincingly 

representing topics that are more suggestive than direct. The sudden silence (in m. 12) after a 

rhythmically robust passage conveys the subtle change in demeanor of the subject (Manon) and 

the continuation of the music signals a continuation in the story. The final cascading passage in 

m. 15 also expertly represents the dream that comes to enliven the sleeping Manon. Debussy’s 

penchant for malleable and less definable subjects clearly drew him to this section of the poem. 

The way he interacts with the poetry in passages such as this does much to show how the young 

Debussy was in some ways following the paths of his predecessors by using similar 

compositional techniques, but at the same time doing so in a unique and thoughtful way. 

The preceding section has shown how Debussy used a number of rather conventional 

procedures to craft his piano accompaniments. At times he relies on standard devices such as 

word painting, but at others we see the burgeoning techniques of the unique and rebellious 

Debussy. It was my goal to show how Debussy interacted with the already established tradition 

of the mélodie via his piano accompaniments; however, it is difficult to find a large subsection of 
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songs within the greater repertoire that adheres strictly to conventional procedures. And the ones 

we do find tend to be placed among his earliest songs, most of which carry publication dates in 

the early 1880s but show evidence of being composed in the 1870s. I believe this shows that 

Debussy had a noticeably defined style even in his early songs. This is, of course, not to be 

confused with his mature style for which he is now well known, but rather a unique, subtle, and 

consistent compositional aesthetic native to his life and compositional career prior to his time in 

Rome beginning in 1885. Such a compositional aesthetic that both contributes to the long-term 

evolution of the mélodie as a genre and allows us to hear Debussy’s early songs as a unified 

repertoire is discussed in the next chapter. 

Melody 

With the rise of the mélodie and ultimate decline of the romance, composers necessarily 

adapted their compositional approach. Perhaps it is better to say that the mélodie rose to 

prominence because composers were making fairly large-scale changes in their compositional 

procedures. This, of course, was intimately related to the rise of new and emerging trends in 

poetry and literature. Melodic writing in the mid to late nineteenth century varied greatly 

between composers. Faure, for instance, tended towards formulaic writing while Duparc, 

preferring a different type of text, was much more expressive with his melodic lines.155 Despite 

the variations between composers, we can make some general statements that hold true through 

the repertoire. The most important is that melody lines were becoming more expressive. As the 

text subjects for songs became subtler and more expressive, vocal melodies had little choice but 

to follow. Romance melodic lines tended to be simpler (along with other compositional 

parameters, accompaniment chief among them), but with the emergence of the mélodie we start 

 
155 See Ch. 4 for a fuller discussion. 
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to see text and melody being treated as equally important in the compositional process. 

Debussy’s approach to melody was, much like his contemporaries (but perhaps to a much 

greater degree), based on the text and his desired interpretation. Other factors related to his 

personal life also contribute to his style. In fact, we see a marked change in his vocal melodies in 

the 1880s that both pushes the genre forward and helps define the songs as belonging to a more 

unified repertoire. But that is a subject for the next chapter. Despite some rather striking and 

unique advancements in melodic profile, many of Debussy’s songs conform to the approaches 

that most composers were following at the time. In this section I examine a selection of 

Debussy’s songs focusing on the melody in order to show how the young composer operated 

within conventions established by his colleagues and predecessors. Additionally, this section 

establishes a base line for situating the more uniquely Debussyian melodic features in the next 

chapter. 

Debussy draws upon a wide-ranging arsenal of techniques when writing his songs. Many 

are distinctly Debussyian, some are even consistent enough to discern across large sections of his 

early repertoire. Others, such as word painting and modal mixture, however, are common 

expressive techniques that have been in the tool belts of composers for centuries. Simple 

instances of modal mixture and word painting abound in many of Debussy’s songs. Sometimes 

there is a deeper significance attached to such techniques; however, often they are simply as they 

seem: an effort to convey the mood of the text or atmosphere of the poem in a direct and obvious 

way.  

“Fleur des blés,” as noted above (Examples 5.15–5.20), was composed quite early in 

Debussy’s career. The composition date is generally accepted as 1880 but the mélodie has 

features that suggest that it was composed earlier. I have addressed some of these characteristics 
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above in relation to the song’s piano accompaniment. I address another here, concerning the 

melody. Before doing so, however, I would like to revisit and review a particular song by Fauré 

(review Ch. 4 for a fuller examination of the song). Fauré’s “Lydia” is fairly limited in melodic 

variety. It is comprised of two main sections; the second section is, with the exception of some 

minor changes, the same as the first. Despite the uncomplicated form, “Lydia” has some 

interesting features in regards to accompaniment, which includes some passages that create a link 

between piano and voice, and melody, which has some nice expressive moments. Notable among 

the melodic features is a linear tritone in the opening bars that propels the melody from the tonic 

scale degree (F) up towards scale-degree 5 (C), constituting a fairly conventional Anstieg156 

(Example 5.29). 

Example 5.29: Fauré, “Lydia,” Melodic Tritone (reproduced from Example 4.26) 

 

 

 
156 An Ansteig is an initial ascent to the Kopfton. 
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Debussy’s “Fleur des blés” is strikingly similar to Fauré’s “Lydia.” They are both in the same 

key (F major); they have the same A, A’ formal construction; and they have a prominent and 

similarly expressive melodic tritone, although it serves a different purpose in Debussy’s song. In 

“Fleur des blés,” we find the tritone outlined in the most interesting part of the musical form and 

in the text (Example 5.30). 

Example 5.30: Debussy, “Fleur des blés,” Melodic Tritone 
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In Example 5.30, the passage in question (m. 13) occurs at the end of Section A. It is the first 

time that the wave-like accompaniment pattern breaks, thus signaling the end of the section and 

setting up a return to the opening material in m. 17. The text – “ton petit doigt, je le gage, T’a 

déjà soufflé pourquoi:” [Your little finger, I wager, Has already told you why:] – is an odd and 

not especially clear part of the text. Apparently the narrator and the subject’s little finger know 

why, but the reader/listener is left to wonder. As if to mirror the questioning, undefined nature of 

the passage, Debussy opens it with an ascending melodic tritone from F4–B5. The tension 

created reflects the peculiar nature of the text. The tritone motive combined with expression “En 

retenant” [hold back] and the change in accompaniment pattern really disrupts the atmosphere of 

the music; we are suddenly torn from the consistent, flowing pattern in the piano and the largely 

consonant melody in the voice to find ourselves in a very different musical environment in m. 

13. The passage is very effective; it almost instantly dissolves the patterns established in the first 

twelve measures of the song and prepares for the coming reprise in m. 17. Because Debussy 

recycles the figures and patterns from the beginning in the second half of the song, such an 

abrupt change is appropriate. 

The rising tritone figure in Debussy’s “Fleur des blés” has a much different functional 

purpose than in Fauré’s “Lydia.” Fauré uses the figure to get the music to the Kopfton of the 

Urlinie, scale-degree 5. Debussy, however, uses the figure for a more local purpose closer to the 

musical foreground (Example 5.31). The expected resolution of the F–B tritone would be to 

continue to scale-degree 5 (C). But instead of continuing up the scale, Debussy arrests the 

momentum of the line to step back down to A. The A eventually moves to Bb in m. 15. On a 

deeper level the goal of the passage is to prolong the time between the IV in m. 12 and the ii7 in 

m. 15; the rising tritone motive and underlying non-functional harmonies serve as an insertion 
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that abruptly alters the atmosphere of the song by dissipating the energy created in the first 

twelve measures of music. Afterwards Debussy brings the section to a close with a half cadence 

that quickly rebounds to tonic to begin the next section. 

Example 5.31: Debussy, “Fleur des blés,” Melodic Tritone in Context 

 

 
 

As previously mentioned, the second half of “Fleur des blès” is, aside from small changes 

and text, the same as the first. Thus, the end of the song includes a passage similar to the one 

cited in Example 5.31. In the second occurrence of the passage at the end of the song, Debussy 

slightly alters the melody to eliminate the rising tritone (Example 5.32). 
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Example 5.32: Debussy, “Fleur des blés,” Analogous Passage without Tritone 

 
 

In m. 29 (the analogous measure to m. 13), Debussy shifts the first three notes – F-G-A – down a 

half step to E-F#-G#.157 This passage is still fairly abrupt due to the sudden change in the piano, 

but removing the tritone motive in the voice softens the effect. This, of course, reflects a text (“Si 

bleus qu’on dirait, sur terre, Deux éclats tombés des cieux” [So blue that they seem like, Two 

shards of sky fallen to earth]) that is much less questioning. Furthermore, by occurring at the end 

of the song Debussy is free from any obligation to maintain forward motion; he allows the 

energy to dissipate and brings the song to a close shortly after the passage cited in Example. 

5.32.  

The goals and effects of Debussy’s process in “Fleur des blés” and Fauré’s in “Lydia” are 

notably different. Fauré’s treatment of the rising tritone motive is more conventional – that is, it 

eventually resolves as would be expected – and serves the more structural function of creating a 

path to the initial Kopfton of the piece. Debussy’s treatment of the figure, on the other hand, is 

less conventional; the tritone melody ultimately resolves down rather than up. Furthermore, 

Debussy uses the motive as a local-level event. Surely it serves an important purpose – it creates 

a striking, though short-lived, step outside of the previously established character of the music 

 
157 There is also a change in the supporting harmony. 
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that brings about a swift change in the mood and atmosphere of the music – but it lacks 

significance on levels below the surface of the music. Despite the difference in effect, the 

similarities between “Lydia” and “Fleur des blés” are clear, perhaps lending credence to the 

assumption that Debussy’s song was composed earlier than its printed date of 1880, but certainly 

forging yet another connection between the young Debussy and his then better-known 

predecessor. 

“Nuit d’etoiles” is commonly known as Debussy’s first published composition (see 

Example 5.9 for text and translation). Popular today and often performed, the song has a fairly 

uneventful melody line; it is primarily conjunct and stays mostly within the range of an octave 

(expanding on occasion to a major tenth or perfect eleventh). There is also a fair amount of 

chromaticism stemming from brief journeys through harmonically robust areas, but such 

instances are harmonically rather than melodically driven. The first stanza (and its subsequent 

returns as a refrain) has a clear and effective use of modal mixture that shades the color of the 

melody to fit the text. Example 5.33 shows mm. 7–23 of the song, which includes the second 

couplet of the first stanza of text. The song is in Eb major, but the passage in Example 5.33 

features a brief move to F minor that culminates with a cadence in m. 17. Afterwards, the home 

key (Eb) returns and eventually closes the stanza with a cadence in m. 23. In m. 13, shortly after 

the word “triste” [sad] Debussy introduces a Db in the piano part; the addition of scale-degree b7 

darkens the atmosphere of the song almost immediately. Additionally, it alters the quality of the 

supertonic chords in mm. 13 and 15 to be diatonic in the secondary key area of F minor. In m. 15 

Debussy introduce the Db in the voice over the text “qui soupire” [that sighs]. The half step 

motions C-Db-C in mm. 14–16 aptly serve as a “sigh” motive. After the authentic cadence in F 
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minor in m. 17, Debussy shifts back to the home key of Eb major and corrects the Db back to a 

diatonic D natural. 

Example 5.33: Debussy, “Nuit d’etoiles,” Modal Mixture in Melody 

 
 

Although Debussy extinguishes the Db in m. 17, he introduces a lowered submediant (Cb) in the 

voice and piano in m. 18; the piano right hand doubles the voice in mm. 17–19, making the 

modal alteration especially prevalent. Although the voice doesn’t sing a Cb after m. 20, the 

alteration remains in the piano, serving as a flatted ninth in the cadential dominant chord in mm. 

21–22. 
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The melody in the passage is well-constructed158 but not especially novel. However, with 

the subtle addition of some modal mixture, Debussy carefully adjusts the melody to express the 

mood of the poem. The text “Triste lyre qui soupire, Je rêve aux amours défunts” [I am a sad lyre 

that is sighing, I dream of past loves] takes a notable turn (if a little unexpected after the vivid 

and optimistic first couplet), creating a darker, almost forlorn atmosphere. Debussy mirrors the 

text with some delicately placed modal chromaticism that helps convey the mood of poem. 

Debussy’s use of such a simple and transparent (but effective) melodic device in “Nuit d’etoiles” 

imitates the processes used by other composers. Notably examples include Fauré’s “Lydia,” 

which also uses inflections from the minor mode as a method of word painting, and Duparc’s 

“Élégie,” which uses minor intervals to convey sadness in a way that mimic Debussy’s C-Db-C 

“sigh” motive in this song. Although the modal mixture in “Nuit d’etoiles” isn’t a uniquely 

melodic feature, it is prominent nonetheless. That the modal chromaticism also occurs in the 

piano during the passaged cited above only strengthens the song’s contribution to the genre of 

the mélodie. The text is important, the melody is important, the piano is important; they all work 

together to convey the mood and atmosphere of the poem. 

“Beau soir” occupies an interesting position in Debussy’s œuvre. Considered by many to 

be an early song, the specific date of composition is unknown. We know that the song was 

published in 1891 (Debussy 1993, 1:12); however, it could have been composed as early as 

1876. Lockspeiser (1978, 1:236) indicates 1876; Kœchlin argues 1878 (Briscoe 1979, 392); 

Dietchy (1990, 196) suggests 1886;159 Lesure advocates for 1880 (Briscoe 1979, 392); and 

 
158 The melody checks all the boxes, so to speak, of a good melody as defined by many theory textbooks in 
classrooms today: the rhythm is simple and appropriate for the meter; pitches in the melody fit into the underlying 
harmonies; the contour is primary conjunct with a single focal point (the G5 in m. 17); large leaps are prepared and 
resolved properly; and there are no frustrated tendency tones. See Kostka, Payne, Almén 2018, 66–67. 
159 Briscoe (1979, 392) indicates that Dietschy claims the date of composition is 1879. 
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Briscoe dates the song to 1883 (Debussy 1993, 1:61). Briscoe, however, notes that the songs is 

more stylistically advanced than many early songs and that it could very well have been 

composed closer to the publication date than most expect (1:12). For the sake of argument I 

regard “Beau Soir” as having been composed in the early 1880s. The source text is a poem by 

Paul Bourget (Example 5.34). 

Example 5.34: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Text and Translation160  

 
 

The poem reflects on the human condition, touching on the aspects of emotion (“troubled heart” 

“happiness”) and mortality. Bourget sets this meditation within the comforting and expressive 

backdrop of nature; one can almost feel the warmth of the sun, see the rustling wheat and rosy 

water, and hear the waves of the river. Though quite brief, Bourget expertly creates a vivid scene 

of a “beautiful evening.” 

Debussy mirrors in his song the simple contemplation that is embedded in the poem. The 

vocal melody is, on the surface, fairly plain and unadorned. The range of the melody is 

moderately large – C4 to F#5 – but doesn’t explore any registral extremes; the upper limit isn’t 

especially challenging considering the range of many of Debussy’s early songs. Additionally, 

there aren’t any jagged dissonant intervals, wide leaps, or overly disjunct passages, as might be 

seen in the songs of Fauré or Duparc; rather, the melody is a healthy blend of stepwise motion 

and small, often triadic, leaps with a modest amount of modal mixture and chromaticism. But 

 
160 Text taken from Cobb 1982, 96. 
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slightly below the musical foreground there is tighter organization based around neighbor 

motives (Example 5.35). 

Example 5.35: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Introduction Neighbor Motives161 

 

 
 

Example 5.35 shows the opening of the song on three different levels. Level A is the music as 

written, Level B is the music with several annotated neighbor motions, and Level C is a skeletal 

 
161 See Appendix for full song. 
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reduction of the neighbor motions. One could easily choose which of these neighbors to privilege 

depending on the analytical point being observed. There is, however, another strain of neighbor 

motions that is less obvious but has a deeper significance (Example 5.36). 

Example 5.36: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Turn Figure 

 

 
 

In the above example, the upper voice of the piano includes two neighbor motions comprising a 

turn figure.162 This reading has a certain charm to it; it accounts for a deeper, more pervasive, 

neighbor structure; it creates an expressive line embedded within the accompaniment; it accounts 

for the entire four-bar introduction; and it creates interesting connections with the vocal melody 

(to be discussed presently) and the form and structure of the song as a whole (to be discussed in 

Ch. 6). 

 
162 This is the preferred reading of Charles Burkhart (2016), who sees this motion as a fundamental structure for the 
song as a whole. 
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Neighbor motions are, of course, quite common in Debussy’s music (in most music, 

actually – they just seem to have a larger, often more structural, significance in Debussy’s 

music); some even suggest that the high prominence of neighbor motions contribute a sense of 

immobility in Debussy’s work.163 Such a statement may initially seem pejorative given that 

immobility implies a lack of direction, which, given the criticisms of Debussy for often 

downplaying traditional V-I closure and cadences, isn’t always untrue. However, a more 

positive, and I think more accurate, way to interpret the issue of immobility is to cast it in an 

interpretive light. The text for “Beau soir” is quite thoughtful. By making substantial use of 

neighbor motions Debussy creates an environment that invites the listener to focus on the 

moment, rather than following a dramatic unfolding of the music.164 The music may be immobile 

to a degree, but more importantly it is contemplatively expressive.  

The vocal melody – though lacking the expressive features of melodies by Fauré and 

Duparc – is intimately connected to the piano. Measures 5–10 are a repetition of mm. 1–5 in the 

piano but with the notable addition of the voice; they feature the same neighbor motions and turn 

figure as in the beginning. At times the voice joins with the turn figure and at other times it 

provides a cover line (Example 5.37). In mm. 5–7 the first three members of the turn figure – 

G#-A-G# – align pretty well with the piano part. In mm. 8–9, however, the voice continues its 

ascent toward E5 in m. 9, providing a descant to the turn figure in the inner voice. Additionally, 

the G natural (F double sharp) of the figure in m. 8 does not actually appear in the voice; it 

appears only in the piano part. At the end of the passage in m. 9, the two parts join again on the 

G# to finish the figure. 

 
163 Saul Novack made this comment to Charles Burkhart (2016, 131). 
164 This statement, of course, aptly applies to much of Debussy’s music in which the listener is invited to experience 
the music in the moment. (This characteristic is perhaps why Debussy is often labeled an impressionist). 
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Example 5.37: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Turn figure and Voice 

 

 
 

Thus, the voice and piano are inseparably linked; neither is sufficient alone and together they 

strengthen the fabric of the music beyond their individual contributions. Although the connection 

between the melody and the piano here is different from the approaches one would expect to see 

from other composers of the time, the effect is similar. As the mélodie continued to mature as a 

genre, the piano part became more important and the melody itself gained prominence as more 

than simply a conveyor of text. In “Beau Soir,” Debussy represented the poetry in a way that 

showed a great deal of thought and consideration of the text, but also did so in a way that upheld 

the conventions of the genre; text, melody, and piano accompaniment occur not as separate but 

related parameters, but rather an inseparable trinity promoting Debussy’s interpretation of 

Bourget’s meditation on the human condition. I address this song further in the next chapter 
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when I examine the more unique aspects of Debussy’s early songs and delineate their merit as an 

independent repertoire. 

The melody in “Aimons-nous et dormons” (see Example 5.21–5.24 for text and 

translation and an examination of the accompaniment) is, like many of Debussy’s songs 

composed around the same time (“Rondeau” and “Fleur des blés” in particular), fairly triadic in 

design. There are certainly conjunct passages, some bordering on lush, but the character of the 

vocal line is predominantly defined by small chordal leaps. One novel aspect of this mélodie, 

however, is Debussy’s motivic organization. As noted earlier in this chapter, Debussy designed 

his piano part around three identifiable patterns, one for each stanza of poetry and section of the 

song. He also relied on motivic organization in the vocal melody, but focused on a much tighter 

family of motives that function throughout the entire song; rather than demarcating formal 

boundaries, the melodic motives serve to convey motion, or a lack thereof. Example 5.38 shows 

each of the motives; Motive 1 has three variants (A, B, and C), Motive 2 has two variants (A and 

B), and Motive 3 has only a single presentation. Motive 1 is the most prevalent throughout the 

song; it occurs three times (labeled A, B, and C in the above example). It occurs in each of the 

three stanzas, is set against each of the three identifiable accompaniment patterns, and is present 

in every key area of the song. Furthermore, Motive 1 initiates the first and third stanzas of 

poetry; the second stanza begins differently. Motive 2 is a variation on Motive 1 and always 

occurs as a response eight measures later. Debussy uses Motive 2 quite consistently; it always 

comes at the same place in the poem, initiating the fourth line of poetry in the first and third 

stanzas. Motive 3 is a descending line and is clearly different from the first two motives. It 

occurs only once at the beginning of the second stanza. 
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Example 5.38: Debussy, “Aimons-nous et dormons,” Melodic Motives165 

Motive 1 

 

 
Motive 2 

 
 

165 See Appendix for full song. 
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Motive 3 

 
 

Under the immediate musical surface, all of the motives fall into two types, Type 1 and 

Type 2. The first type is an idea that includes a scalar line. The second type includes a neighbor 

motive. See the reduction below the music in Example 5.39. Motive Type 1 occurs in ascending 

and descending versions. The rising version – Type 1A – is the most common, occurring three 

times in the song. The descending version – Type 1B – only occurs once at the beginning of the 

second stanza.166 The difference between Type 1A and Type 2 is subtle. Both make their way 

back to scale-degree 5 (B), but in Type 2 Debussy does not arrive at scale-degree 1 (E) in the 

second measure of the motive. This small difference changes the goal of the line. In Type 1A, 

Debussy carries the momentum through the leading tone to the tonic, satisfying expectations for 

resolution. Although he then descends back to B on the second beat, the rhythmic and textual 

stress fall on the first beat, making the beginning of the measure a natural and satisfying point of 

arrival. Type 2 still resolves on the first beat of the second measure of the motive, but Debussy 

frustrates the leading tone by never ascending to the tonic scale degree. This elevates the 

preceding C# to a higher status; C# (scale degree 6 is) better suited to resolve down to B than is 

D# (leading tone). No longer is the resolution from D#-E prominent (or even present); rather, the 

shape of the figure is now an upper neighbor motion – B-C#-B – elaborating scale degree 5. 

 
166 In Example 5.39 I have shown only one occurrence Motive 1A. Although it occurs in different keys and at 
different pitch levels (as shown in Example 5.38), they all include the same figure and are thus unnecessary to 
reproduce. 
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Motive Type 1B reverses the direction of the scalar line to prolong a IM7. It is, as previously 

mentioned, different than either Type 1A or Type 2 and factors less prominently in the song as a 

whole. 

Example 5.39: Debussy, “Aimons-nous et dormons,” Two Types of Motives 

Type 1 
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Type 2 

 
 

Considering the main two motives – Type 1A and 2 – I am drawn back to Saul Novack’s 

comment to Charles Burkhart mentioned earlier (footnote 163) that neighbor motions convey a 

sense of immobility. If neighbor figures are inherently stagnant, then surely more linear melodic 

figures convey motion. This suggests that in “Aimons-nous et dormons,” Types 1A and 1B are 

more active motives and Type 2 is more contemplative. Debussy’s placement of active versus 

contemplative motives is intentional and consistent throughout the song (Example 5.40). 

Example 5.40: Debussy, “Aimons-nous et dormons,” Distribution and Placement of Motives 

 
 

Notice in the above example that the motives occur consistently on the first and fourth lines of 

each stanza. Furthermore, each stanza begins with an active motive. The first and third stanzas 

begin with the rising motive (Type 1A) and have the contemplative neighbor motives, Type 2, at 
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their rough midpoint.167 The second stanza begins with the lone occurrence of motive Type 1B 

(descending melody) and has Type 1A at its midpoint; both motives in St. 2 are of the active 

type.  

“Aimons-nous et dormons” is comprised of six 8-bar phrases, each of which begins with 

one of the motives mentioned above.168 Debussy’s distribution of motives helps guide and direct 

momentum throughout the mélodie (Example 5.41).  

Example 5.41: Debussy, “Aimons-nous et dormons,” Motive Momentum Graph 

 
 

In Example 5.41, unboxed bolded numbers represent measures in the music, boxed numbers 

identify motives, and the solid black line represents motion; ascending lines signify active 

motion (Types 1A and 1B) and long horizontal plateaus signify contemplative motion (Type 2). 

The dotted line on the lower X axis of the example marks each of the six phrases. It is important 

to keep in mind that, although I am focusing my discussion on the momentum initiated by each 
 

167 Each stanza has seven lines. So, although the fourth line isn’t exactly the midpoint, it is as close as you can get 
without splitting lines. 
168 The six phrases account for forty-eight of the total fifty-three measures. An extra measure at the beginning and 
end, and a two-bar extension before the third stanza account for the remaining measures. 
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motive, the music throughout each phrase ebbs and flows as would be expected of a good 

melody. The first stanza begins with an active motive [1A], creating the initial energy for the 

song. Debussy then stalls the momentum in m. 10 with the first contemplative motive [2]. Stanza 

2 begins with another active motive – this time Type 1B – and continues with an additional 

active motive [1A] at the midpoint in m. 26. In mm. 34–35 at the end of St. 2 Debussy writes a 

brief two-bar extension that includes a statement of motive Type 1A in the piano. This statement 

of the motive – the only time it occurs in the piano – is doubled in octaves in the right hand and 

bridges the gap between the second and third stanzas, further emphasizing motive Type 1A and 

the general gain in intensity between mm. 18–45 (shown in the graph by the progressively 

ascending line).169 Stanza 3 begins in m. 26 with motive Type 1A, but Debussy extends this 

rendition of the motive by making the melody longer, lusher, and more dramatic (to be discussed 

shortly). Stanza 3 concludes with one final statement of the Type 2 motive that slows momentum 

and prepares for the end of the song.  

The overall effect of Debussy’s motivic organization is one of growing intensity. The 

first stanza has a driving, energetic opening (which is also conveyed by the rhythmic intensity of 

the piano) and a contemplative ending. The second stanza reestablishes and maintains the 

energetic drive, ultimately leading into St. 3 and the climax of the song. Growing out of the 

energy created in St. 2, the third stanza begins with an elaborate, climactic version of motive 

Type 1A170 before abating in intensity with one final statement of the contemplative Type 2 

 
169 Measures 34–35 are also the only time Debussy significantly deviates from the 8-bar phrase structure of the song. 
Using a familiar motive in this passage not only continues the intensity of the song, it also helps create a discernable 
connection between the vocal melody and the piano accompaniment. 
170 In the graph of Example 5.41, the line representing this motive in m. 36 is steeper than preceding 1A lines, 
symbolizing the increased intensity created by this version of the motive. 
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motive. Shortly after the final statement of the Type 2 motive, Debussy brings the song to a 

close. 

As noted in Example 5.41, the second stanza only has active motives, which creates a 

powerful drive into the third stanza; Debussy’s use of motive Type 1A in the piano as a 

connective gesture between sections (mm. 34–35) only adds weight to the drive. As shown in 

Example 5.42, at the beginning of St. 3 Debussy extends motive 1A an additional two measures 

(mm. 38–39). 

Example 5.42: Debussy, “Aimons-nous et dormons,” Extended Motive Type 1A, Third Stanza. 

 
 

Measures 36–37 feature the familiar rising scalar motive (Type 1A); however, Debussy slightly 

alters the end of the motive in m. 37 by extending the length of the Ab4 that is the goal of the 

line. Extending the Ab4 allows the following Eb4 – a subsidiary note in previous motives – to 

become the anacrusis to the next measure. Measure 38 then includes a more elaborate drive back 
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to the tonic scale degree of the passage (Ab5), this time via an arpeggio outlining the lowered 

submediant (Fb). Then in m. 39 we see the familiar descent from scale degree 1 to 5 that was 

expected in m. 37. By extending the motive, Debussy creates two goal points marked by arrivals 

at the tonic scale degree. The first falls expectedly on the first beat of the second measure of 

motive Type 1A (m. 37), but this turns out to be a temporary goal. Debussy then extends the 

melody through an additional measure to arrive at the tonic in m. 39 – an octave higher than 

expected – to complete the extended motive. 

Fitting for the climax of the song, Debussy does more than extend his melody; he 

combines it with a shift in harmonic color and some text painting. Harmonically, in m. 38 

Debussy shifts temporarily to the minor mode, briefly touching on iv but focusing primarily on 

bVI. This shift to and from a chromatic mediant is rather lush and draws the listener’s attention 

to the melodic extension. The text – “Et lorsque nos deux cœurs, S’en iront aux spheres 

heureuses” [And when our two hearts, Shall go away to happy realms] – speaks of the final 

destination of the lovers in the poem; they go away – presumably up171 – to happy realms. 

Debussy mimics the ascent of the lovers in the poem by soaring up to the highest pitch172 of the 

song over the text “Shall go away to happy realms.” The passage in mm. 36–39 is brief, but in it 

Debussy brings together several compositional strands. The melody begins with an active motive 

and is then extended beyond what is expected, the harmony makes a quick and unexpected shift 

in mode to catch the listener’s attention, and the text and melody work together to emphasize the 

 
171 The next line of text, “Where celestial lilies shall bloom beneath our tears,” confirms that the lovers are 
ascending. 
172 The highest note of the song in the voice is a G#5/Ab5. Debussy writes G#5 several times, but the Ab5 only once 
in m. 39. Although the pitches are enharmonic, there is something symbolic about the Ab occurring visually higher 
on the staff that emphasizes the note in this climactic passage. 
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lover’s ascent to “happy realms.” The result is an effective climax to the song.173 

Perhaps two of the most unique sections of this song are the ends of the first and third 

stanzas where Debussy uses a Type 2 neighbor motive to stall forward motion and create a more 

contemplative atmosphere. Example 5.43 shows the first and third stanzas of text.  

Example 5.43: Debussy, “Aimons-nous et dormons,” First and Third Stanzas of Text. 

Stanza 1 Stanza 3 

 
 

In Example 5.43, the last four lines of each stanza are bolded; a Type 2 neighbor motive begins 

the fourth line in both passages. The ends of both stanzas share an interesting textual connection: 

they both mention death, more particularly love being more powerful than or overcoming death. 

In St. 1, the message seems to be that natural forces (be it nature or death), or even God, are no 

match for the love shared by the couple in the poem.174 In St. 3 the couple takes action, seeking 

to overcome (extinguish) death with a kiss. Debussy likely chose to focus on these two passages 

precisely because their message is strong and daring; aside from the allusions to nature, the “love 

over death” idea is the most consistent theme in the poem. Furthermore, the text in each of these 

passages tends to be, like the motives that begin them, very contemplative. The text (and 

reflective motives) in other passages is more active; themes of nature (the sea, the storm, the 

 
173 It is interesting to note that the beginning of this passage very nearly coincides with the golden ratio. Since the 
song is fifty-three measures, the golden mean would occur around m. 33, which is slightly before this passage begins 
in m 36. Although not exact, I think it noteworthy that the beginning of the climactic phrase and the golden point of 
the song are in such close proximity. 
174 The poetic phrase is a little peculiar when examining the last four lines because the fifth line is a response to the 
third line. So, the last four lines of St. 1 are partially dependent on the third line. This slight disjuncture is likely due 
to Debussy’s effort to make the musical phrasing consistent at eight bars each. 
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wind, the forest, the sun) abound and seem determined to undermine the couple’s love. 

Debussy’s use of motive Type 2 (neighbor motive), and indeed his motivic design throughout 

“Aimons-nous et dormons,” is a subtle but effective way to align musical gestures with 

important parts of the poem. These small two-measure figures set the tone for each phrase and 

create a motivic map of sorts that guides the listener through the song. This perhaps straddles the 

line between conventional approaches and those that are more distinctly Debussyian. The young 

composer used text painting and motivic unity throughout the song, but went a little deeper than 

many of his predecessors would have gone by integrating his motivic design with the direction of 

the piece and his interpretation of the poetry. As the 1880s progressed, Debussy used this type of 

compositional approach (that is, integrating musical and poetic interpretive elements on a deeper, 

even structural, level) more and more, ultimately contributing much to the evolution of the genre 

of the mélodie. 

Debussy’s approach to melody in his early songs, at times, very much aligns with the 

approaches used by his colleagues and predecessors. Some common techniques are necessarily 

unavoidable. To attempt to do so would be to actively resist the rich tradition of art-song 

composition forged by major and minor composers alike not only from France, but from many 

countries. A staunch avoidance of parameters such as modal mixture, text painting, and motivic 

design would suggest a profound disconnection from the culture of the art and would almost 

certainly reflect poorly on a composer of any age, in any stage of their career, from any country. 

This is doubly true for a young composer such as Debussy was in the early 1880s. There are 

surely other melodic features that I did not address, but many are difficult – and less informative 

– to categorize in a concise way. An example would be the similarity in melodic profile of “Fleur 

des blès,” “Rondeau,” and “Aimons-nous et dormons,” all of which feature overly triadic 
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melodies. Triads are ubiquitous throughout tonal music, so much so that to say that melodies 

include triads has little significance, especially when examining a larger repertoire. Melody will, 

of course, be a parameter that receives further attention in the next chapter when I discuss more 

distinctly Debussyian characteristics of the early song repertoire. However, it would be 

ineffective and less meaningful to examine Debussyian characteristics in the early songs without 

first addressing the less distinctly Debussyian features that I have addressed in this chapter.  

Conclusion 

Despite his burgeoning rebellious spirit that was moving ever closer to the fore of his 

personality during his time at the conservatoire in the early 1880s, Debussy participated quite 

peacefully in the tradition of the mélodie in many of his earliest songs. We can see many 

similarities between the approaches taken by the young Debussy and many other composers – 

both young and old – of the time. Text, piano accompaniment, and melody are three especially 

prevalent areas but I believe such a statement applies equally well to other parameters, harmony 

perhaps most notable among them. I have avoided harmony as a separate category for discussion 

because it remained fairly consistent throughout and beyond Debussy’s early song repertoire and 

plays less of a part in defining the repertoire or Debussy’s compositional style during this period. 

Furthermore, many have used harmonic structure (or a lack thereof) as the basis for their 

discussions of Debussy’s music. In addition to the larger goals of this project, I also hope to 

emphasize that Debussy’s charm as a composer and the sound he cultivates are driven by much 

more than harmony.  

By the 1880s the mélodie had become a fully developed genre. It was, however, still 

growing and maturing as composers continued to push boundaries and develop their 

compositional languages in an effort to cultivate a distinctly French style of art song on par with 
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the German Lied. Considering Debussy’s music within this already vibrant and growing tradition 

is essential for interpreting his development as a composer in an appropriate way, apart from the 

anachronistic comparisons made by some that cast a somewhat pejorative light on the young 

composer. When examined anachronistically under the looming shadow of the twentieth-century 

Debussy, many features of the early songs amount to little more than stepping stones on the path 

to maturity. When viewed within a proper chronological narrative, however, we are able to see 

how he grew out of and built upon the style and conventions of the time. In this respect, many 

features of Debussy’s music and his compositional approach become more noteworthy and his 

early song repertoire earns significance not dependent on comparisons with his more mature 

compositional style. I hope that this chapter has laid suitable groundwork for appreciating 

Debussy’s early songs as significant in their own right, and has established a basis for 

interpreting the truly novel Debussyian characteristics to be discussed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6 

PUSHING THE GENRE FORWARD – DEFINING A REPERTOIRE 

“Il n’ya pas de théorie! Suffit d’entendre. Le plaisir est la règle” [There is no theory! Just 

listen. Pleasure is the law] (Branger et al. 2012, 284). I opened the second chapter of this 

document with these very words (Debussy’s own), but I find them to be an apt way of beginning 

this chapter in my study. The more one studies Debussy and the more time one spends with his 

music, the more the meaning of this statement changes. This declaration – made to Ernest 

Guiraud in the late 1880s – is a popular Debussyism and is often quoted, mostly for the initial 

shock value of the statement. Initially it seems to explain much. Debussy’s music, after all, has a 

reputation for defying many of the rules we were taught to hold sacred as young musicians. 

Taken at face value, Debussy’s words pose a real problem for analysts everywhere, myself 

included. Thankfully the statement is more a testament to Debussy’s personality than an 

indisputable fact. Of course there is a theory (or theories); without a somewhat unified approach 

to composition Debussy’s music wouldn’t sound like Debussy. 

A deeper layer of understanding relates to the second half of the statement – “Just listen. 

Pleasure is the law.” This gets us closer to the truth. Regardless of the extent to which there is or 

is not a theory, a greater understanding of Debussy’s music inevitably arises from listening 

without specific expectations (resolutions, thematic development and organization, harmonic 

function, etc). When we loosen our expectations, we begin to appreciate the sounds themselves 

and tend to be drawn to the most compelling and consistent ones. Furthermore, we begin to view 

the oddities in a more positive light; they may be difficult to explain, but they are what make the 

music exciting and beautiful. They also make us wonder why he chose the sounds he did and 

how he achieved them, which inevitably leads us to consider other, potentially non-musical, 
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contributing factors. Poetry; painting; Debussy’s life and career; and the political, economical, 

and artistic culture of the time are just some areas that one is drawn to when seeking to 

understand and explain Debussy’s music. Because so much of Debussy’s music goes against the 

grain of theoretical principles, fully appreciating Debussy’s music requires a more holistic 

approach, one that blends Debussy’s life and the culture he lived in with theory and analysis. 

An additional way to interpret the statement is more abstract than the first two. When 

Debussy said there is no theory, I believe he was saying there is no one unified, strictly musical 

path for understanding and appreciating his music. After spending a great deal of time examining 

Debussy the man and studying his music, it has become quite clear that there is always more at 

work in his music than can be explained by musical procedures alone; we almost always have to 

look to other arts, Debussy’s biography, or current trends for his time to fully appreciate his 

music, particularly the seemingly bizarre or difficult to explain passages. However Debussy 

intended his statement from above to be taken, it has become more valuable as an indication to 

look beyond the music for understanding than a statement to be taken verbatim. Debussy’s early 

songs are much more receptive to theoretical explanation via common analytical parameters 

(functional harmony, melody, voice leading, etc.) than some of his later work; nonetheless, 

looking beyond the immediate musical environment has provided fruitful guidance for 

determining the factors that allow the early songs to be considered a unified repertoire, for 

discovering characteristics that give the songs significance beyond the origin of his mature 

compositional style, and for uncovering some distinctly Debussyian approaches to art song 

composition. 

The songs Debussy composed prior to his departure for Rome after winning the coveted 

Prix de Rome form a unique repertoire within his larger compositional output but are also highly 
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varied. Debussy rarely uses the same compositional technique in exactly the same way in more 

than one song; nevertheless, there are consistencies in his compositional approach. In previous 

chapters I have organized my discussion of music by compositional parameter with a heavy 

focus on the text, piano accompaniment, and melody, addressing several songs within each 

category. In this chapter, rather than discussing the same feature or parameter across several 

songs, I put a greater emphasis on addressing larger sections or entire songs. Examining the 

songs more holistically helps illustrate the collective features of each song that contribute to their 

classification as a repertoire and also allows me to situate the different features of a song within a 

larger context, thus giving a fuller account of the musical events; it is often the case that the sum 

of different compositional features within a song is greater than the individual worth of each 

parameter. Although I address the songs in a more comprehensive manner, not all songs receive 

the same amount of discussion and certain features may receive more discussion in some songs 

than in others. 

Presenting a fuller analysis of each song makes some parameters that have received less 

attention thus far more viable for illustrating consistencies among the songs. Schenkerian 

structures are notable among such features. Debussy’s songs often have background structures 

that do not align with traditional Ursatzen. Rather, other figures – such as neighbor motions, turn 

figures, and arpeggios – function as the deepest structural paradigms. Alternate background 

structures are not uncommon in much of Debussy’s music but are nonetheless relevant in the 

early songs, especially because they point the way to more significant middle- and foreground 

features. Textual anomalies are perhaps among the most important characteristics that are 

highlighted by structural features, which, in turn, generally tie directly into Debussy’s biography 

or some other non-musical factor. Deep middleground and background structures can reveal a 
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web of interconnected features that contributes much to understanding the songs and relates them 

to each other in the repertoire. In addition to creating consistencies between songs, this particular 

feature (or string of connected features) gives each song a depth of significance, demonstrating 

compositional prowess worthy of much more than a starting point for comparing later works. 

Another way that addressing whole songs helps contribute a sense of cohesiveness to the 

early song repertory is that characteristics that have been previously addressed in an effort to 

situate Debussy within the culture and tradition of the mélodie can be addressed in terms of their 

distinctly Debussyian qualities. Melody and accompaniment both fall into this category and are 

dependent upon Debussy’s personal relationships and interest in other art forms. One especially 

clear example is Debussy’s relationship with Marie Vasnier and the effect she had on his writing. 

Debussy’s relationship with Mme. Vasnier is a tangled web of personal and professional 

interactions, documented evidence, and circumstantial assumptions, but from a strictly musical 

standpoint Vasnier’s influence on Debussy’s mélodies is clear. Songs in which Mme. Vasnier is 

the dedicatee make up the bulk of Debussy’s songs composed between 1880 and 1885; the 

poetry he selected, the way he designed his vocal melodies, and the subtext imbedded in the 

intended performance medium – Vasnier singing and Debussy playing the piano – contributes 

much to establishing a set of consistent features across many different songs. 

This chapter is dedicated to the dual purpose of showing how Debussy contributed to the 

growing sophistication of the mélodie in the 1880s and to identifying characteristics that group 

the songs into Debussy’s first clearly definable repertoire. I address both goals simultaneously 

for two primary reasons. The first reason is that many of my observations contribute to both 

goals; many features evident across the repertory are also distinctly Debussyian and contribute to 

the evolution of the genre. The second reason is that both goals contribute to the larger and 
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perhaps more significant endeavor of establishing a foundation for regarding the songs as 

significant compositions in their own right. In addition to contributing to the growth of the genre 

of the mélodie and to establishing a consistency in design and sound, the characteristics of 

Debussy’s complex yet subtle and intelligent compositional aesthetic, examined within the 

context of the genre of the mélodie, make a convincing argument for the inherent worth of each 

song. In order to establish an order for discussion that does not directly or indirectly privilege 

any one mélodie over another, the following discussion of Debussy’s early songs is organized 

chronologically.  

“Nuit d’etoiles”175 

“Nuit d’etoiles” (L. 4) is based on a poem by Théodore de Banville and is Debussy’s first 

published song; it is, however, likely not his earliest composed song.176 Banville’s original poem 

has four stanzas and is very melancholy (Example 6.1). The first stanza sets the mood for the 

poem; it includes the title of the poem (Starry Night) and sets up a dark, sad, and longing 

atmosphere. The second stanza reflects on the first, emphasizing the gloomy and despondent 

character of the poem, and ends by introducing the primary subject of the poem: the narrator’s 

lost love. The third stanza returns briefly to focus on the narrator but ends with a physical 

description of his lost love as an awakened soul and ghostly apparition. The fourth stanza 

elaborates more fully on his love, offering a picturesque description of her features, and moves 

away from the grim scene set up in the previous stanza.177  

 
175 See Appendix for music. 
176 It is preceded in his thematic catalogue by “Ballade a La Lune” (L.1), “Madrid” (L.2), and a Piano Trio in G 
major (L.3). “Ballade a La Lune” was composed ca. 1879 on a text by Alfred Musset; it is unpublished and the 
manuscript has not been found. The song is known only via the recollection of Paul Vidal from May 1926 (Briscoe 
1990, 49). “Madrid” was also based on text by Musset; it is unpublished and the manuscript is housed in the Morgan 
Library (57). The piano trio was published posthumously in 1986. 
177 See Ch. 5 for more on Banville’s text. 
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Example 6.1: Banville, “Nuit d’étoiles,” Text and Translation178 

 
 

Debussy set the first, second, and fourth stanzas in his mélodie, omitting the third stanza 

entirely. The question as to why he chose to omit the third stanza is a curious one. Three stanzas 

would fit more easily into a three-part form; most of his early songs are rounded binary or 

ternary in design. But such is not the case with this song (to be discussed shortly). To find an 

answer we have to deconstruct Debussy’s interpretive process, keeping in mind that he had a 

deeper – certainly a more opinionated and somewhat obstinate – process than others. Where 

other composers might have sought to express the poet’s intention, Debussy quite unashamedly 

sought to express his own, regardless whether it matched the poet’s interpretation or not. The 

third stanza in Banville’s original poem greatly affects the tenor of the poem. When present, it 

casts a grim, almost macabre, light on the narrator’s lost love. We discover that she is lost 

because she has died; her reappearance shrouded in white confirms her death and opens the door 

for thought as to the manner of her death (sudden? tragic? why has she returned in ghoulish 

 
178 Translation by Briscoe (Debussy 1993, 1:7). 
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form?). The stanza at once encourages one to rethink the previous stanzas and sets up 

expectation for the final stanza.  

When the third stanza is omitted, the entire poem becomes a little less defined, a little 

lighter in mood, and more impressionistic. This is clearly the route that spoke to Debussy. In this 

interpretation of the poem the first stanza sets up a pleasant, if a little sad and reflective, 

environment. The narrator’s demeanor darkens in St. 2 as he begins to conjure an image of his 

lost love. In the absence of the third stanza, the fourth continues directly from the second and the 

narrator quite beautifully recounts (via simile) the features of his love. This rendition of the poem 

keeps focus more directly on the lost love; it becomes a poem of melancholic reflection without 

the grim tinge of the third stanza. Debussy’s interpretation could perhaps have been influenced 

by his intended dedicatee. The song is dedicated to Mme. Moreau-Sainti, a singer and vocal 

coach of some renown that ran a moderately robust studio in Paris in which Debussy (and Paul 

Vidal before him) served as an accompanist. Considering Mme. Moreau-Sainti as a dedicatee, it 

makes sense why Debussy would have chose to omit the specific references to death. Doing so 

emphasizes the pleasant atmosphere defined in the first stanza and the lovely descriptive features 

in the fourth; it keeps the primary focus on the main character (love interest) of the poem; and it 

promotes a lighter, more appropriate, positive dedication.  

In addition to omitting the entire third stanza, Debussy makes an additional, and perhaps 

more substantial, change to the original poetry by using the first stanza as a refrain (Example 

6.2). The resulting form of the song is a five-part rondo: ABACA. This arrangement puts much 

emphasis on the first stanza by initially establishing the character of the poem, maintaining a 

consistent mood, and providing a suitably reflective ending to the song. Debussy adds further 
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weight to the first stanza by lengthening the original quatrain with a repetition of the last line of 

the stanza – “Je rêve aux amors défunts” [I dream of past loves] – each time it occurs. 

Example 6.2: Debussy, “Nuit d’étoiles,” Form 

 
 

This particular change emphasizes the primary action of the poem but also has a more 

analytically significant feature that I will discuss shortly. Debussy clearly found the first stanza 

to be the most compelling part of the poem; it not only includes the titular line, but also has the 

expressive and indefinable qualities to which Debussy was frequently drawn. Debussy’s own 

words shed some insight on the composer’s textual preferences: “J’aimerai toujours mieux une 

chose où, en quelque sorte, l’action sera sacrifiée à l’expression longuement poursuivie des 

sentiments de l’âme” [I would always prefer a subject where, in some way, the action would be 

sacrificed to the long-pursued expression of the feelings of the soul] (Debussy 1980, 10). These 

words are not a precise declaration, but they are very Debussyian. The first stanza of “Nuit 

d’étoiles” fits the description. Each line is ripe with expressive potential and, although the stanza 

does much to establish a mood or character, is noncommittal about the direction is must go; the 

stanza works decently well as a stand-alone statement. The expressive possibilities combined 

with the independent nature of the stanza are likely why Debussy elevated the prominence of this 

stanza by using it as a refrain in his mélodie. 

From an analytical viewpoint, the first stanza is the primary driving force of the song, 

supplying both direction and closure. Example 6.3 is the music for the first stanza (A) and a 

reduction that begins in m. 4 (B).  
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Example 6.3: Debussy, “Nuit d’étoiles,” Stanza 1 Music and Graph 
A 
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B 
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The Kopfton of the song occurs in the piano in m. 1 but Debussy transfers it into the voice in m. 

4; the Bb Kopfton remains present as a cover tone in the higher register (Bb5 in the piano) for 

much of the stanza (see Example 6.3-A). The song begins with an introductory passage (before 

the entrance of the voice) that rolls block tonic and submediant chords in both left and right 

hands. This figure in the piano persists through the first eight measures of the song and Debussy 

doesn’t find a root position tonic harmony until the end of the first couplet of text in m. 11. In 

subsequent returns of the first stanza, this is not the case. The pattern in the piano is different in 

each time St. 1 returns as a refrain, but Debussy initiates all but the first with a root position tonic 

harmony. Thus, each statement of St. 1 is a little different. The stanza concludes with a five-line 

linear descent from Bb in mm. 21–23 (see Example 6.3-B). In the first two statements of the first 

stanza, this line is a lower-level event that happens beneath a prolonged scale degree 5; in the 

final stanza, and end of the mélodie, this descent represents the structural close of the song.  

The first stanza has two significant analytical features, one on a more local level within 

the stanza itself, and one on a larger scale within the song; both relate to the issue of textual 

alteration and repetition. The first involves the line that Debussy repeats at the end of St. 1: “Je 

rêve aux amours défunts” [I dream of past loves]. In Example 6.4, the top system is the music 

and the bottom system is a graph. The first statement of the text begins in m. 16 with a melodic 

leap up to G5 in m.17. Harmonically the movement from m. 16 to m. 17 at the beginning of the 

line tonicizes a supertonic (ii9) chord; Debussy then prolongs the harmony through m. 20. 

Musically, the passage containing the first statement of “Je rêve…” is stagnant because in mm. 

16–17, the melody simply descends to eventually settle on a Cb in m. 19, and the harmony is 

solely focused on a prolonged supertonic chord.179  

 
179 Debussy does, however, pass through several different shades of supertonic. The modal mixture contributes some 
interest and breaks the potential monotony of prolonging a diatonic ii chord. 
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Example 6.4: Debussy, “Nuit d’étoiles,” Textual Repetition in Stanza 1 
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On the foreground this passage is indispensable: the leap up to G5 (the highest note thus far) is 

exciting, there is an appealing tension created by the leap and following relaxation via the 

descending melody, and it helps draw focus to the text.On deeper levels, however, the passage 

merely serves as a preamble to the second statement of text and accompanying middle ground 

gesture. 

The second statement of the line “Je rêve aux amors défunts” in mm. 20–23 has a deeper 

function than the initial statement and, despite being only slightly longer than three measures, 

has several important features. The first is that the passage continues to diffuse the tension 

created by the first statement. After the voice leaps to the G5 in m. 17, the melody descends 

consistently and primarily by step through both statements of “Je réve…”; the second statement 

of the line relaxes into a cadence in m. 23. It is notable that, although Debussy sets the first 

statement of text over a prolonged predominant, the second statement occurs over a cadential 

dominant to tonic gesture. Thus, the second statement is less harmonically stagnant than the first 

and, as a cadential figure, exemplifies the basic paradigm of motion and direction in tonal music. 

One of the most significant features of the second statement of the line in mm. 20–23 is 

that it includes a stepwise descent to scale-degree 1 (refer to Example 6.4). This gesture serves a 

structural purpose, both on surface and deeper levels. On a local level the figure – combined with 

cadential harmonies – closes St. 1; it is, of course, ultimately downgraded as a surface level 

event. When the stanza returns the third and final time to close the song, however, this 

foreground event gains a much deeper significance as the structural close of the song. In mm. 

88–90, the Bb Kopfton that has been prolonged through the entire song finally descends to end 

the mélodie.180 

 
180 In the last statement of the refrain, Debussy resolves the final dominant (mm. 88–89) to an Eb augmented chord 
(m. 90) before quickly correcting it to Eb major (m. 91). This is clearly different from other statements of the refrain 
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The second statement of “Je rêve…” in all appearances of St.1 includes a linear descent; 

however, the voice never gets the final scale degree 1 (refer back to Example 6.4). In mm. 22–

23, the voice descends from the prolonged Bb Kopfton – Ab-G-F – but then steps back up to G 

rather than descending to Eb. To close the descent, we have to look at the piano. The piano 

provides the final Eb needed to close the line; it is articulated on beat 1 of the measure and in the 

exact range as would be expected from the voice if it were to finish the linear descent. This 

partnership points out two important facts. The first is the intimate connection between the voice 

and piano. True to spirit of the mélodie as a genre, voice and piano are inextricably linked. 

Without looking to the piano, the linear descent never makes it to the tonic. It is interesting to 

note that, in the two measures before the close of the line (mm. 21–22 in Example 6.4), the piano 

does not double the voice. So, the two parts are serving completely separate and unique functions 

in the passage – the voice primarily melodic and the piano primarily harmonic – culminating in 

one brief but shining moment in which they blend together to complete the cadence, resolve the 

linear descent, and close the stanza. 

The second feature of the blended relationship between voice and piano at the close of 

the linear descent is not a precise or technical feature, but rather one related to atmosphere and 

aesthetics. As mentioned earlier, the first stanza is pivotal for defining the dark and expressive 

atmosphere of the poem. The final line of the stanza is fairly inconclusive; the narrator dreams of 

past loves, but we do not yet know anything about those lost loves, or even how many there are. 

These details are, of course, addressed in subsequent sections of the poem; but Banville’s words 

at the end of the first stanza leave us temporarily wondering. I believe that particular undefined 

quality is part of what drew Debussy to the poem in general, and the last line of the first stanza in 

 
and is a subtle but effect way of signaling the end of the song.  
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particular. And he imbued his music with the same undefined character. By resolving the melody 

in m. 22 up to scale degree three (G) rather than allowing it to descend to Eb to complete the 

linear motion, Debussy frustrates expectation for the voice. Leaving the voice hanging on scale 

degree 3 helps convey the undefined qualities of the line and creates a need for continuation. At 

the end of the stanza, the narrator continues to dream; his situation is not resolved. In the music, 

Debussy reflects the same sentiment, leaving the melody in the voice open for continuation and 

allowing the piano to provide a convincing, though weakened, sense of closure. Both the story 

line and the music are thus crafted to avoid the firmest sense of closure. 

Although the second statement of “Je rêve…” is arguably more important than the first, 

such a distinction is only practical in certain situations. It is, for example, relevant for examining 

the changes Debussy made to Banville’s text, for situating them in the music, and for revealing 

their musical and interpretive significance. But a larger view of the stanza reveals how the two 

statements work together. The most obvious way the two statements of “Je rêve…” work 

together is that they emphasize the text; two statements provide more emphasis than a single 

statement. Musically they are both needed to complete a larger phrase-model progression that 

begins at m. 11 (refer to Example 6.3). As previously mentioned, the first root position tonic 

chord in the song occurs in m. 11.181 The first statement of “Je rêve…” in mm. 16–17 tonicizes 

and then prolongs the supertonic, providing the predominant function of the phrase model; the 

second statement of “Je rêve…” begins with a motion to the dominant and ultimately tonic in 

mm. 21–23. Thus, the first stanza – each time it appears, but more clearly in its second and third 

statements due to the placement of the first tonic chord – is at once a prolonged and expanded 

version of a very basic and ubiquitous harmonic paradigm (phrase model) and a miniature 

 
181 Subsequent returns of the first stanza begin with a tonic chord. 
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representation of the basic structure of the entire song. This aligns with Schenker’s own ideas 

regarding the fundamental structure of music and the way it echoes through the structural levels 

to materialize closer to the foreground. 

The features of the first stanza are made all the more prominent when examined within 

the larger context of the song. The first stanza (each time it appears) offers much to the 

development of the song: it has a complete phrase model progression, it includes a linear descent 

(that in its third statement functions as the structural close to the song), and it has some 

significant and interpretive textual repetition. The second and fourth stanzas, however, have 

fewer significant features (Example 6.5). On levels below the foreground there is not much 

harmonic direction.182 Whereas the first stanza has a complete progression, the second and fourth 

stanzas lack tonic chords, amounting to auxiliary half cadences. Additionally, there is no 

structural motion or motivic replication in the middle stanzas; they merely prolong the Kopfton 

and tonic harmony. Stanzas 2 and 4 lack significant middleground features; however, I don’t 

mean to suggest that they are dispensable. The text they contain didn’t seem to resonate as 

profoundly with Debussy, but it keeps the storyline moving, and their presence between 

statements of the more significant first stanza are necessary to emphasize the return of St. 1 as a 

refrain (further marking it as especially prominent), thus further promoting the atmosphere it 

creates and the text it conveys. The first stanza and all that Debussy did to imbue it with 

significance is made all the more effective because of the relaxed and relatively uneventful 

middle stanzas. 

 
182 For the purpose of my discussion, deeper levels are closer to the background. Thus, levels below the foreground 
are closer to the background of the music. 
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Example 6.5: Debussy, “Nuit d’étoiles,” Deep Middleground Graph 
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In “Nuit d’étoiles” we see a depth of compositional prowess and musical and poetic 

insight that is a credit to the young Debussy. This song (Debussy’s first to be published) shows a 

kinship with the genre of the mélodie but also exhibits features that are more varied and complex 

than many of the songs written by previous or contemporaneous composers. Retracing 

Debussy’s interpretation of Banville’s poem helps justify the unique characteristics of the song. 

It begins with the text, particularly the irregularities in Debussy’s song that are not part of the 

original poem. Textual irregularities quickly point to the first stanza as something significant 

within the song. This significance turns out to be multitiered. On the surface level, Debussy’s 

repetition of the last line of the stanza and use of the entire stanza as a refrain stand out. On a 

deeper level we discover how Debussy supported the textual irregularities musically, both in 

terms of the harmonic and melodic features of the music over the text “Je rêve aux amours 

défunts,” and the prominence of these features as they return throughout the song, eventually 

providing structural closure. This is all, of course, on top of features (like the interconnectedness 

of voice and piano) that place the song firmly within the tradition of the mélodie, resulting in a 

work that fits within the canon of French art song, but also begins to stretch the boundaries of 

that tradition. 

“Beau soir” 

Debussy’s mélodie “Beau soir,” from the 1880s,183 is based on Paul Borget’s poem by the 

same name. Both are highly expressive and quite contemplative. The poem is fairly short – only 

eight lines in two stanzas – and addresses several aspects of human emotion. It is a brief 

meditation on the human condition in which Bourget skillfully crafts an atmosphere of a 

 
183 As mentioned in Ch. 5, the date of composition for this song is debated. 
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“beautiful evening” (Example 6.6). Debussy seems to have been satisfied with the text; he made 

no changes. 

Example 6.6: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Text and Translation184 

 
 

In order to demonstrate how Debussy interpreted the poem and how he set the text in a 

musically and poetically sensitive way, I’d like to examine several different possibilities for the 

musical structure of the song. The different readings fall on a spectrum from more to less 

conventional and all have something to offer; however, certain readings (the less conventional 

ones) tend to be more apt, showing a greater sensitivity to the poetry and making more abundant 

musical connections. The first option is a fairly standard Schenkerian 3-line (Example 6.7). This 

reading is perhaps the most convincing conventional option. Debussy begins the song with a 

short introduction (mm. 1–4) that establishes the tonic harmony and, in m. 1, combines a low E2 

in the bass with a G#4 Kopfton in the treble to mark the opening of the fundamental structure. 

The same two tones are again present in m. 5 when the voice enters for the first time. The high B 

natural in m. 1 is a cover tone that is present, either literally or implied, throughout much the 

piece; Debussy emphasizes the B5 in the introduction and conclusion of the piece as well as in 

lower registers throughout the intervening measures.185 

 

 
184 Text taken from Cobb 1982, 96. 
185 This provides a tempting option for an additional reading, which I discuss in due course. 
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Example 6.7: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Option 1: 3-line Urlinie  
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After establishing the Kopfton and tonic harmony, Debussy prolongs them through m. 18. The 

first eighteen measures include the first stanza of poetry and create a tidy first section of the 

song. 

The next structural musical event coincides with the next structural poetic event in mm. 

19–21. Example 6.8 is an annotated version of the music in mm. 19–21.  

Example 6.8: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Structural Predominant and Second Stanza of Text  

 
 

In m. 19 the bass moves to an F#2 as a part of a major supertonic (II) harmony; this represents a 

chromaticized version of the structural predominant of the song and signals the end of the first 

stanza of text. The voice and piano right hand supply an A# to go along with the low F#, filling 

out the harmony. In m. 20, Debussy corrects the supertonic harmony to its diatonic version by 

introducing an A natural in the right hand of the piano. The voice then enters with pickups to m. 

21, initiating the second stanza of text and confirming the A natural established by the piano in 

the measure before. 

The musical and poetic events are slightly displaced. At m. 19 Debussy achieves the 

necessary tone for the structural predominant in the bass, but the chord is chromaticized. It is, in 

fact, the goal of a temporary focus on the key area of F# major that begins in m. 13 and ends in 

m. 19, resulting in an auxiliary cadence on F# (refer back to Example 6.7). In m. 20, Debussy 
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corrects the predominant to a diatonic minor harmony and continues with the second stanza of 

text. At this point in the music, the predominant harmony and low F# are operative members of 

the fundamental structure, but the A natural in the treble is not the Urlinie tone. The A natural in 

the voice in mm. 21–22 serves as partner to the structural bass F# and persists well into the deep 

middleground, but does not carry structural weight on the deepest levels. The G# Kopfton 

remains operative until m. 33 when it steps down to scale-degree 2 (F#). In an idealized 

Schenkerian structure the structural predominant and scale-degree 2 would happen 

simultaneously, but the disjuncture here is not without its charm. In a way, this displacement of 

structural tones reflects on a larger scale the displacement of the musical and poetic events 

represented in Example 6.8 above. This is perhaps one of the most damning marks against a 3-

line interpretation. Despite the appeal of a consistency in displacement, the reading feels a bit 

forced. 

The next important large-scale event happens in mm. 32–33, which is then quickly 

followed by the close of the structure (Example 6.9). 

Example 6.9: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Close of Structure 
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In m. 32 – a brief transitional measure between the last two lines of text (the seventh and eighth) 

– Debussy moves to a V9 that serves as the structural dominant of the song. The dominant is then 

prolonged through mm. 33–34, supporting the first half of the final line of text (“Elle à la mer,”). 

In m. 33, after being delayed well past the advent of the structural predominant, the structural top 

line descends to scale degree 2. This passage resembles the arrival of the structural predominant 

in mm. 19–20 (Example 6.8) where the most significant surface level pitch in the treble is 

delayed a measure past the arrival of the harmony.186 Both V9 and scale-degree 2 quickly 

resolved to I and scale-degree 1 in m. 35, completing the structure. The music continues for 

another seven measures after the close of the Ursatz. This short passage resembles the 

introduction of the song and seems like a pretty standard coda; however, it has one peculiarity: 

there is still half a line of text to be sung in the “coda.” Not only is there text left, the text is 

especially important – the punch line of the entire poem! This feature of a 3-line reading of the 

song feels unnecessarily forced, even more than the disjuncture between the structural 

predominant and scale degree 2. To simply ignore text, especially text that bears the weight of 

closure for the poem, is very un-Debussyian. 

To summarize, the 3-line interpretation of “Beau soir” has some obvious and notable pros 

and cons. In the pro column we begin with the fact that this interpretation is a very conventional 

Schenkerian paradigm. Thus, it is substantiated by Schenkerian tradition and is supported by the 

reputation and success of countless other pieces that have a similar structure. Another item in the 

pros column is the relationship between structural tones and the poetic structure. Debussy 

initiates the opening of the structure early in the song and then prolongs the Kopfton and 
 

186 The passage in mm. 32–33 is a stronger passage because there is less fluctuation in harmony (no chromaticism as 
there was in mm. 19–20 – see Example 6.8), the operative Urlinie pitch occurs in the voice over the structural 
dominant harmony (there is more of a displacement of upper-voice tones and harmony in mm. 19–20), and both V9 
and scale degree 2 are structural (the A natural above the structural predominant in m. 20 is not a member of the 
Urlinie). 
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structural I through the entire first stanza of text before moving to the structural predominant (ii - 

F#) in the bass at the beginning of the second stanza. He then introduces the structural dominant 

at the beginning of the last line of text and quickly closes the structure with a reprise of the 

introductory material. Each of the important musical events happens at a significant point in the 

poetry, creating strong connections between the music and the poetry. This last point is, of 

course, softened by my earlier observation that the musical structure closes before the poetic 

structure. 

The list of cons is more formidable. The structural tones are often displaced, the most far-

reaching example being focused around structural bass F# in m. 19 (Example 6.7). When the F# 

enters, the operative upper tone is still the Kopfton (G#); the primary tone doesn’t move until it 

descends to F# in m. 33, near the end of the song. It would be more comfortable for the structural 

F# in the bass to have a more consonant counterpart in the Urlinie, but such is not the case.187 A 

more egregious con is that this reading does not account for all of the text. Debussy uses the 

second half of the last line – “nous au tombeau” [we to the tomb] – as a tag at the very end of the 

song; it occurs during the reprise of the introduction material, presumably after the close of the 

structure. Lastly, in this song the three-line reading implies a clear sense of direction that is at 

odds with the contemplative nature of the poetry. The character of the text is a meditation on the 

human condition; there is a clear goal to the poetry but the primary purpose of the text is to 

encourage reflection in the reader. (I discuss an alternative reading below that does account for 

the aesthetic of the poem). The list of cons, particularly those related to the text, is enough 

evidence to seek out alternative readings. 

An alternative reading to the 3-line interpretation detailed above that would still fit 

 
187 One could perhaps make a case for the structural predominant being a ii9, which would account for the upper G#. 
This reading would be a little less orthodox in the Schenkerian canon, but much more Debussyian. 
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comfortably within the Schenkerian canon is one that posits a 5-line descent in the Urlinie. 

Example 6.10 is a deep middleground reading of the song that features the 5-line Urlinie. This 

interpretation clears up some of the issues from the 3-line reading, but also creates new ones. In 

the 3-line reading, the structural predominant (ii – F#, m. 19) did not have a matching Urlinie 

tone. In the 5-line, however, the F# in the bass in m. 19 pairs with scale degree 4 in the Urlinie in 

m. 20. There is still a slight disjuncture between the tones, but the preceding chromaticism (A# 

over II) accounts for and smooths over the short distance between the arrival of lower F# and the 

upper A natural. Although the F#/A188 pairing of tones is resolved in the 5-line reading, scale 

degree 3 (G# - m. 27) must now go without structural support. This is, however, less of an issue 

in the five-line reading; it is more commonly acceptable for an Urlinie tone to go without 

structural harmonic support in a 5-line reading than in a 3-line reading. Additionally, a 5-line 

interpretation places more emphasis on B as the Kopfton. B5 is prominent in the piano in the 

introduction and continues in the piano well after the voice has entered, making it a tempting 

choice as the primary tone of the song. But elevating B to the primary tone places a greater 

emphasis on the piano and deemphasizes the voice, which tends to focus more on scale degree 3 

(G#). In music with text, downplaying the text (and thus the voice part) is a dangerous 

procedure. Misplaced focus away from the text can perhaps yield relevant musical observations, 

but it can also disguise deeper, more meaningful connections between the music and the text.  

Aside from the obvious differences between 3-line and 5-line readings, many features 

listed above during my discussion of a 3-line reading hold true for the 5-line reading. 

 
188 In this and future instances when two pitches are separated by a slash, it refers to a harmonic paring. The left side 
corresponds to the note on bottom and the right side corresponds to the note on top: bottom/top. 
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Example 6.10: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Deep Middleground 5-Line Reading 
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The 5-line has the same connections with the poetic form – with the obvious addition of scale 

degrees 5 (B) and 4 (A), which neither contribute nor detract from the musical and poetic 

connections – and still closes the musical structure before the text is finished. Neither reading 

accounts for all of the text. Additionally, the sense of direction in the 3-line reading that is at 

odds with the contemplative nature of the poetry is still very much present in the 5-line reading. 

Thus, while both of the above-mentioned interpretations are certainly defendable and do 

contribute a deeper understanding to the song, they are ultimately less nuanced and less revealing 

than less traditional models. 

After spending some time with the song I developed my preferred reading that solves 

many of the issues present in the more conventional readings mentioned above. Example 6.11 is 

a middleground graph of “Beau soir” that conveys a large-scale neighbor motion as its 

fundamental framework. The neighbor motion is in both upper and lower voices, moving 

between scale-degrees 3 and 4 over the harmonies I-ii-I. Debussy begins the piece right way with 

the structural tones – E and G#, both in the piano – but more clearly emphasizes the upper G# 

when the voice enters in m. 6. The official opening of the structure is in m. 5 because of the entry 

of the voice and more pronounced emphasis on G#. Both E in the lower voice and G# in the 

upper voice move up to the neighbor note of the figure in m. 20, coinciding with the beginning of 

the second stanza of text. This point in the music is important in this reading as well as in the 

more traditional readings described above. Debussy closes the structure in m. 37 and then 

prolongs the music another four measures. Choosing m. 37 as the point of closure is perhaps a 

little unintuitive at first blush. Two measures before (m. 35) Debussy reprises the material from 

the introduction to create a coda; however, since there is still text to be sung, it makes sense to 

delay the resolution of the structural upper neighbor (A) until the voice resolves it in m. 37. 
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Example 6.11: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Neighbor Motive Structure 
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There are many precedents for neighbor motions in Debussyian literature. Richard Parks 

(1989) notes that neighbor motions often control small and large scale events in Debussy’s music 

and Felix Salzer (1982) in his text Structural Hearing: Tonal Coherence in Music – which is not 

Schenker’s theory but is heavily indebted to it – makes an observation regarding Debussy’s 

“Bruyères” that is very similar to my own in “Beau soir.” In his analysis of “Bruyères” 

(Préludes, Book 2), Salzer suggests a neighbor motion in perfects fifths as the deepest structural 

artifact (252–55). Others have also noted the prominence of neighbor motions in Debussy’s 

music; their opinions range from purely surface level diminutions and prolongations to more 

structural, fundamental figures. Thus, while the neighbor figure does not have a reputation as a 

background figure in orthodox Schenkerian analysis, the less canonical Schenkerian 

methodology that has been applied to Debussy’s music is perfectly comfortable giving the 

neighbor figure more weight as a fundamental element of the music.189 

The placement of the three members of the neighbor motion emphasize important parts of 

the text to a greater degree than either the 3-line or 5-line readings. This is due largely to how the 

neighbor motion is able to account for the last half line of text at the end of the song. Much like 

the more traditional readings, the neighbor motion starts at the beginning of the song and moves 

to the second part of the figure at the beginning of the second stanza of text. Then, rather than 

closing the structure before the text is complete (in m. 35, as in the 3-line and 5-line readings 

mentioned above), this reading extends the resolution of the figure until m. 37 (Example 6.12). 

This interpretation does necessitate downgrading some seemingly important musical events 

centered around the final measures of the piece. 

 
 

189 Structural neighbor motions are, of course, not limited to Debussy’s music; they are prominent in French music 
from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. See “Jacques Ibert: An Analytical Study of Three Movements 
from Histoires” (Waldroup 2012). 
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Example 6.12: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Resolution of Neighbor Motive 

 
 

The first event is the very obvious and conclusive sounding authentic cadence in mm. 34–35. 

This is one of very few authentic resolutions in the song and the most high profile one in the 

tonic key area. Although the entrance of the voice in m. 37 does help to emphasize that point in 

the music, it is hard to discount the clear cadence just a few measures before. The second event is 

the beginning of the coda and the reprise of material from the beginning of the song. The 

cadence in mm. 34–35 ushers in a reprise of material used in the introduction of the piece, 

creating a not unexpected coda. Placing the structural resolution of the neighbor motive two bars 

into the coda seems to be at odds with the emphasis Debussy puts in m. 35. Despite these issues, 

I believe the neighbor note motive is a better alternative to traditional linear descents. There is no 

doubt that Debussy would have privileged the voice, perhaps even imbued it with some yet-to-

be-seen significance. Discounting the final entrance of the voice thus seems more detrimental to 

the piece as a whole than downgrading an authentic cadence and the beginning of the coda. 

The neighbor figure has two additional relevant features; one is more technical and 

precise, and the other is more an issue of aesthetics. The first is the correlation between neighbor 

motives towards the background and those projected toward the surface level. This type of 
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parallelism is a prominent musical feature that is highlighted by traditional Schenkerian analysis; 

for instance, generally we see subsidiary linear descents on levels closer to the surface that 

mirror larger motions in the middleground.190 In “Beau soir,” surface-level linear descents are 

less prominent than neighbor motions. This can be seen clearly in the introduction (Example 

6.13). 

Example 6.13: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Surface Neighbors in Introduction 

A 

 
B 

 
 

Example 6.13-A is the music and 6.13-B is a chordal reduction. Some of the voice-leading 

motions shown in Example 6.13-B occur in the register as shown, but others are displaced.191 

Notice that this passages is replete with neighbor motions. One could potentially tease out 
 

190 Motivic replication is, of course, not limited to background echoes. All kinds of motives can be replicated across 
structural levels. 
191 The most notably change in register involves moving the piano left hand G#-A-G# motion that occurs in the C3 
register in Level A to the C4 register in Level B. This change draws a clearer connection between the G#-A-G# 
portion of the motive in mm. 1–3 with the G natural-G# portion that occurs in the C4 register in mm. 4–5. 
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additional relationships, but there is little doubt that the neighbor motion figures prominently in 

the passage. A similar presentation of neighbor motions can also be seen in the final measures of 

the song in which Debussy reprises the introductory material. 

Example 6.13 demonstrates a technical aspect of the song that emphasizes neighbor 

motions. There is another, more aesthetic, feature of the neighbor motions that relates to the 

atmosphere of the poem. In his analysis and brief commentary on the song, Charles Burkhart 

(2016) reflects on a discussion with Saul Novack in which Novack remarks that the prevalence 

of the neighbor tone in Debussy’s music accounts for a certain sense of immobility. Burkhart 

interprets this static immobility as an invitation for contemplation (131). Their discussion is, of 

course, almost tailor-made for “Beau soir.” The original poem is quite contemplative; Debussy’s 

use of neighbor motions throughout – both on surface and in deeper levels – promotes the 

meditative nature of the original poem. As previously mentioned, a linear descent (such as the 3-

line and 5-line interpretations offered above) implies more direction than seems comfortable in 

this song. A fundamental structure based on neighbor figures, however, is much more 

appropriate for the poetry. The neighbor motive interpretation better fits the atmosphere 

conveyed by the poetry, makes more abundant musical connections across structural levels, and 

creates a more intimate relationship between music and text. Thus, this reading allows for a more 

robust and comprehensive understanding of the song and is preferable to other – more 

traditional, but less revealing – models.  

The goal of any analysis, Schenkerian or otherwise, is to provide a greater understanding 

of the music than can be discerned through a casual interaction with the music. The above 

readings all do this to a degree, but some are more sensitive to the character of the song and the 

poetry than others. One final reading that is perhaps the most sensitive to the poetry, and that 
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synthesizes many of the central features of earlier readings is – unfortunately – not my own 

analysis. As mentioned above, Charles Burkhart spent some time with “Beau soir” and produced 

a very subtle and nuanced analysis that I believe suits the character of the text and music and 

promotes many distinctly Debussyian characteristics. Burkhart (136) posits a turn figure in the 

treble as the most essential structural feature of the song.192 Example 6.14 (A) shows the turn 

figure motive and a background graph (B) of the song that situates the motive within the song. In 

Example 6.14-A, the turn figure – comprised of the pitches G#-A-G#-G natural (FX)-G# – 

appears at the beginning, the end, and is composed out through the song. In Example 6.14-B we 

see that important parts of the background structure occur at important points in the song. 

Example 6.14: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Burkhart’s Turn Figure 

A 

 
B 

 

 
192 A turn figure is similar to a double neighbor. Thus, Burkhart’s reading is not too dissimilar from my own; both 
privilege a type of neighbor motion as the fundamental structure of the song. 
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The structure begins in m. 1 and moves (in both treble and bass) to the next part of the motive in 

mm. 19–20, which coincides with the second stanza of poetry. Measures 32–35 mark the third 

note in the turn in the treble as well as an authentic cadence represented by scale-degrees 5-1 in 

the bass. Measures 35–40, the purported coda of the piece, complete the turn figure over an 

additional bass arpeggiation. The bass outlines a I-ii-V-I-V-I harmonic structure (not shown in 

the example), and the treble is the turn figure; both voices supply structural tones in support of 

the other.193 I address this reading in more detail below in a comparison with other readings. 

The placement of the motive is reminiscent of Edward Laufer’s concept of a Prime 

Sonority. In “An Approach to Linear Analysis of Some Early Twentieth-Century Compositions,” 

Laufer (2003) describes the prime sonority as an alternative referential sonority that replaces the 

triad and governs the work. He offers the following criteria for defining prime sonority: it will 

consist of three or more notes (but not too many) emphasized in characteristic ways, it will occur 

at the end of the piece, it will contribute to the motivic coherence of the music, it will be 

subjected to some form of composing out, and it must be identifiable via musical intuition (133–

34). Burkhart’s idea is similar to Laufer’s, but is notably different. As evident in Example 6.14 

above, Burkhart’s turn figure satisfies Laufer’s conditions: it has an appropriate number of notes, 

it occurs at the end of the piece (as well as the beginning and throughout the song), it creates a 

web of motivic connections, it is composed out through the song, and it is identifiable via 

musical intuition. The last condition is perhaps the hardest to satisfy because it is less precise 

than the others; nonetheless, a focused ear can discern the turn figure, thus satisfying Laufer’s 

condition. The main difference between the ideas of Burkhart and Laufer is, of course, that 

Laufer’s Prime Sonority is a harmonic figure whereas Burkhart’s turn is a melodic figure. In his 
 

193 Burkhart is following Schenker’s less-known model of a two-part bass arpeggiation. In Free Composition, 
Schenker (1979) provides an explanation and examples for a two-pronged bass arpeggiation (1:34, 2:Figures 19 A-
B). Carl Schachter  (1999, 121–33) also addresses this concept in “Either Or.”  
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article, Laufer defines the Prime Sonority as just that – a sonority. So, it seems that he conceived 

of the concept as a harmonic entity. The turn figure in “Beau soir” is not a harmonic construct, 

but rather a linear motive. Despite the obvious difference, I believe that the turn figure bears 

conceptual similarities to Laufer’s Prime Sonority and satisfies the necessary conditions to 

qualify as a Prime Motive. 

Burkhart’s reading focuses on many of the points in the music that were prominent in the 

3-line and 5-line readings as well as in my own neighbor motive reading. Refer to Example 6.15, 

which is Burkhart’s foreground reading. The Ursatz begins in m. 1 with an opening tonic 

harmony and scale-degree 3 in the treble. Much like the 3-line and neighbor motive readings, 

Burkhart privileges G# as more significant than B; he regards the B as a cover tone that occurs 

above the structural turn figure. The next musical event occurs in mm. 19–20 and coincides with 

the second stanza of text. This point in the music is important in all of the readings I have 

presented. In the 3-line and 5-line readings, mm.19–20 signal a move to the structural 

predominant; in the neighbor motive reading mm. 19–20 represent the upper neighboring tones 

of the figure. For Burkhart, mm. 19–20 represent a predominant F# (ii) in what is at this point a 

very traditional looking Bassbrechung and the upper neighbor portion of the turn figure (A) in 

the treble. Burkhart synthesizes the prominent features from traditional and neighbor readings; 

the bass reflects traditional readings and the treble resembles the neighbor reading.  

In mm. 32–35 Debussy writes a very clear and convincing authentic cadence that 

seemingly ends the song prior to a brief coda. Much like the more traditional readings, Burkhart 

privileges this motion in the bass. The bass is paired with a treble motion to G# from a prolonged 

A, thus completing the first half of the turn motive. Where Burkhart’s turn reading really sets 

itself apart from other readings is in the final measures of the song. 



209 

Example 6.15: Debussy, “Beau soir,” Burkhart’s Foreground Reading 
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The traditional readings regard the final measures as a coda, and the neighbor motion analysis 

extends closure into the “coda” a few measures to account for the beginning of the last bit of 

text. But the turn figure reading continues the fundamental structure to the very end of the song, 

accounting for all of the text. Much happens during the final five measures. Most importantly, 

the treble completes the turn with the lower neighbor portion of the figure; it is accompanied by 

an additional V-I motion (the second part of the two-pronged bass arpeggiation) in the bass. 

These final measures are a relatively small portion of the song, but they are significant, and 

Burkhart’s reading provides an analytical reason for elevating their prominence.  

The turn figure reading solves a lot of issues present in other interpretations; it 

synthesizes the important features of the other readings and provides a unique perspective on the 

final measures of the song that is noticeably absent in other analyses. The turn reading features a 

less common (but still acceptable in orthodox Schenkerian theory) two-part Bassbrechung that 

highlights the final cadence in mm. 32–36. An orthodox bass arpeggiation is also part of the 

traditional readings but is necessarily downgraded in the neighbor motion reading.194 The turn 

reading also makes use of the motivic connections from the neighbor reading; the motivic 

connections are an important aspect of the neighbor motion reading, but also validate the turn 

motive. Burkhart’s reading also makes better use of the introduction and coda of the song. The 

turn motive begins in the first measure (on the surface level, even though the Kopfton of the turn 

is delayed until the entrance of the voice in m. 5) and extends through the coda. The outer 

portions of the form are no longer analytically annexed from the body of the song. Most 

importantly, Burkhart’s reading is more sensitive to the character of the poem and the text. The 

most significant mark against the neighbor reading or either of the traditional readings is that 

 
194 The neighbor motion reading is admittedly unconventional and would not serve as a background structure in 
traditional Schenkerian analysis. 
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they, to varying degrees, fail to account for an important line of text at the end of the song in the 

way that Burkhart’s reading does. Given Debussy’s known sensitivity to poetry, readings that 

account for more of the text are more comfortable than those that account for less of the text. 

Burkhart’s reading not only accounts for all of the text, it does so in a musically defensive way. 

“Beau soir” is a member of Debussy’s early song repertoire. Although it is among the 

most popular songs from the repertoire today, many of the truly novel features of the song go 

largely unnoticed (or at least they receive little commentary). Examining the song within the 

tradition from which it emerged shows how Debussy was pushing the genre of the mélodie 

forward. Debussy’s treatment of Bourget’s text is among the most significant features that point 

towards growth in the genre. Debussy made no changes to the original text – which is, in itself, 

significant – but situated the text in a novel way. He clearly found the last line of the poem 

(“nous au tombeau,” [we to the tomb]) to be the punch line of the poem. He could have included 

the text in the main body of his song in a clearer, more conventional manner – making the final 

measures a true coda – but he didn’t. Instead he extended the text into the final measures, 

elevating them to a more prominent position within the form of the song and blurring traditional 

formal boundaries. Thus we can see that Debussy was beginning to challenge and move beyond 

predictable formal conventions that had become very commonplace in the music of his 

predecessors.  

We see a burgeoning prominence of neighbor motions in Debussy’s early songs that, 

although they are not unique to Debussy, find elevated significance in his music. I believe that 

the prominence of neighbor motions in Debussy’s music is merely the tip of an interpretive 

iceberg. Yes, neighbor figures as large-scale structural paradigms are prevalent in Debussy’s 

music. But more importantly, they are a tool Debussy used unlike any before him to convey his 
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interpretation of the poem. Identifying a neighbor figure in Debussy’s early songs is a fairly 

unremarkable observation, but linking the motive to the poetry and design of the song helps 

reveal Debussy’s interpretive process and creates a pathway for examining recurring features 

across the repertoire. Neighbor motions, as well as other non-traditional background figures that 

promote textual sensitivity, are common throughout the early songs. There is some consistency 

in the kind of background structures one can expect to find, but more important than the specific 

type of background figure are the facts that they are common, and that they are intimately related 

to the text. We, therefore, can uncover a hidden unity among the early songs by examining their 

alternate fundamental structures. 

“Fantoches” 

  “Fantoches” was written by Paul Verlaine. The original poem is in four stanzas, each 

with three lines, and features characters from the Commedia dell’arte: Scaramouche, Pulcinella, 

“the doctor from Bologna” (potentially Columbine’s father, Pantomime), the doctor’s daughter 

(possibly Columbine), and a Spanish pirate (possibly the Captain).195 The first two stanzas 

convey a dark, almost sinister, clandestine scene and stanzas three and four present the primary 

action and main characters of the poem (Example 6.16). Debussy repeats three lines of poetry: 

Stanza 1, line 3 – “Gesticulent, noirs sous la lune,” [Gesticulate, dark beneath the moon]; Stanza 

3, line 3 – “Se glisse demi-nue, enguête” [Glides half-nude, in search]; and Stanza 4, line 1 – “De 

son beau pirate espagnol” [Of her handsome Spanish pirate] (Example 6.17). The repetitions are 

italicized in Example 6.17. In each instance Debussy states and then immediately repeats the 

text, converting the stanzas from tercets to quatrains. 

 
195 Briscoe suggests that the doctor from Bologna might be Pantalone, Columbine’s father (Debussy 1993, 1:17). 
Kimball (2006, 195) surmises that the Spanish pirate and the doctor’s daughter could be the Captain and Columbine. 
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Example 6.16: Verlaine, “Fantoches,” Text and Translation196 

 
 

Example 6.17: Debussy, “Fantoches,” Text with Debussy’s Alterations  

 
 

In the first and third stanzas Debussy repeats the last line of text, and in the fourth stanza he 

repeats the first line of text. The first repetition helps set the atmosphere from the poem and the 

subsequent instances relate to the two main characters: the doctor’s daughter, who is gliding half 

 
196 The term “saucy looker” comes from James Briscoe’s translation of the poem. See Debussy 1993, 1:17. 
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naked, and the Spanish pirate. The textual repetitions in the third and fourth stanzas are 

especially important. The repeated lines are in different stanzas, but are otherwise adjacent to 

each other. Together these lines expand sections of the poem and song that are focused around 

the end of the third and beginning of the fourth stanza. Furthermore, combined with a particular 

element of Debussy’s biography, the alterations take on a decidedly interpretive function.197  

Debussy may not have written “Fantoches,” but he certainly found the poetry meaningful 

and appropriated the text to convey something that he was unable to openly express. The text 

aptly represents the young composer’s interest and feelings for Marie Vasnier, the song’s 

dedicatee. Many of the features of Debussy’s early songs that helped pave new paths for the 

genre of the mélodie, and certainly many of the characteristics of the early songs that contribute 

to their identity as a unified repertoire, are related to or inspired by Debussy’s infatuation with 

the young Parisian socialite with the light agile voice. Vasnier-inspired compositional techniques 

are not present in all of the early songs; however, Marie Vasnier was the dedicatee of twenty-

seven (approximately sixty-eight percent) of Debussy’s songs between 1880–1885. Thus, her 

influence on the young composer, if not complete, was certainly predominant. 

Before examining “Fantoches” in greater detail I would like to speak a little more 

generally about Vansier’s musical influence on the young Debussy, particularly in regards to his 

melodic lines. Certainly some of Vasnier’s influence on Debussy was more personal than 

musical; however, Marie was known to be a talented singer and Debussy responded to her talent 

by writing very specific and identifiable melodies to suit her voice. Paul Vidal confirms Marie’s 

influence on the young Debussy: 

 
197 It is also interesting to note that middle of the third stanza coincides with the golden ratio. If, counting Debussy 
repetitions, the poem is fifteen lines long, the golden point would be in approximately in Line 9. This point is just 
before Debussy made the most prominent textual alterations. 
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His succubus is battening on to all his little weaknesses. She’s pretty and much pursued 
by admirers, which pleases her jealous vanity; it appears she’s a talented singer (I haven’t 
heard her) and sings his songs extremely well; everything he writes is for her and owes its 
existence to her. How can one expect him in the circumstances to exile himself for two 
years in Rome…? (Nichols 1998, 22) 
 

Vidal’s words confirm Marie’s reputation for being a talented singer and help explain why 

Debussy was so hesitant about accepting the Prix and leaving Paris. Vasnier’s voice was light, 

and agile with a clear upper range (Pruniéres 1926, 24). When writing a Vasnier-inspired song, 

Debussy, clearly intending for the work to be sung by Marie (with him at the piano), the young 

composer played to the strengths of his muse. Vasnier melodies make use of the upper range, 

often reaching above A5; they frequently contain large leaps, sometimes more than an octave; 

and there are many instances of vocal coloratura. Furthermore, in many songs Debussy wrote 

extended passages designed to showcase Vasnier’s strengths as a singer. These passages – what I 

call the “Vasnier Vocalise” – almost always fall at the end of song and have four identifiable 

characteristics: 1. true to Marie’s vocal style, the vocalizes require a light and agile voice; 2. they 

are sung on a neutral syllable; 3. they are quite technical, tending toward virtuosic or 

improvisatory; and 4. they explore the vocalist’s upper range. The Vasnier Vocalise is present in 

many of Debussy’s early songs and is one of the clearest defining features of his early song 

repertoire. 

The Vasnier Vocalise and Debussy’s melodic construction in Vasnier songs illustrates in 

miniature the main points of my study: they link him to the tradition of the mélodie as defined by 

his predecessors and show how he was pushing the genre of the mélodie forward, thus creating a 

framework for regarding the compositions as significant in their own right; and they provide a 

very tangible compositional feature that contributes to a coherent and identifiable repertoire 

within his larger œuvre. I briefly outline the reasoning for each of these conditions. Debussy was 
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not the first composer to be enamored with a woman to the point that his music took on definable 

features related to a specific performer or love interest. Gabriel Fauré did the same thing. At a 

certain point in Fauré’s compositional career, all of his songs were inspired by and written for 

Pauline Viardot. Viardot influenced Fauré’s choice of poetry and approach for writing for voice. 

Furthermore, Fauré was remarkably consistent in his melodies, to the point that a particular idea 

has come to be known as the “Viardot Motive.” This motive is defined by a rising sixth or octave 

that is followed by a conjunct stepwise descent (Nectoux 1991, 70) and can be seen in many of 

Fauré’s songs.198 

Debussy’s approach to melody and his approach to the Vasnier melodies in particular 

show how he was pushing the boundaries of French art song. The range of Debussy’s melodies 

often reaches well above the staff, which was not especially common in the songs of many of his 

predecessors and contemporaries. Fauré, for example, would sometimes experiment with wide 

tessituras199 but avoided higher notes. Nectoux (1991, 70) surmises the following reasons for 

Fauré’s avoidance of the upper range: 1. There were no singers specializing in the mélodie at the 

time – most were amateurs with limited technique; 2. High notes tended to become the focus of 

singers and audiences to the detriment of the performance and song as a whole; and 3. High 

notes made the words harder to understand.200 Debussy pushed ahead of mélodie standards 

because he had a performer at his disposal that had the technique and ability to sing the higher 

notes well and without disrupting the fabric of the musical composition. Furthermore, by writing 

his “Vasnier Vocalizes” (he was most adventurous with range during these passages) on a neutral 

syllable, he avoids the issue of understanding the text. 
 

198 See Chapter 4 for an illustration of the “Viardot Motive” in “Barcarolle.” 
199 See “Apres un Reve,” which has a range of a perfect eleventh from C4-F6. 
200 Additionally, well-supported, resonant high notes were not conducive to common (small) performance spaces 
like salons and drawing rooms. 
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The final condition of Debussy’s melodies – that the features, particularly the vocalizes – 

contribute to a unified repertoire – is fairly straightforward. Debussy’s frequent use of a 

technique that stands out as unique in many songs creates a noticeable consistency. Debussy’s 

approach to melody summarizes the main points of my study by situating him within the 

tradition of the mélodie and showing how he was advancing French art song in the late 

nineteenth century; by showing how he was, at a young age, defining an identifiable 

compositional approach that validates his early songs as significant compositions in their own 

right, apart from anachronistic comparisons with his mature compositional style; and by 

establishing criteria that make it possible to regard his early songs as a unified and identifiable 

sub-repertoire. 

To return to “Fantoches,” we see Vasnier’s influence in Debussy’s choice, interpretation, 

and alteration of the text (as illustrated above) as well as in the melodic profile of the song 

(discussed below). The third and fourth stanzas unfold the drama of the poem and, given his 

attention and alteration, are a focal point for Debussy. In the final two stanzas, the daughter – 

scantily clad – searches for the pirate, and a nightingale sings out the distress of the pirate in full 

voice. Arthur Wenk (1976, 28–29) suggests that there is more to the pirate’s distress than is 

immediately obvious; he argues that the distress represents sexual desire. Give the nature of the 

last two stanzas of poetry, Debussy’s interest in the poem is clear: it represents his own secret 

desire for Marie Vasnier. Debussy himself is the Spanish pirate and Marie Vasnier is the doctor’s 

daughter. Debussy mirrors the poetry and reflects his own infatuation by imbuing the melodic 

material with special significance; see Example 6.18. The melody associated with the doctor’s 

daughter is evocative of her behavior and is characteristic of Vasnier melodies: the passage 

includes large leaps (G4-A5 – see bracket in mm. 37–38), it has a wide tessitura (D4-A5), and it 
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necessitates an agile voice. Additionally, when the poem reads “Se glisse demi-nue, en quête” 

[glides half-nude, in search] in mm. 42–46, Debussy mimics the gliding motion with triplets and 

a wave-like motion in the melody that finally settles on E4 on to close the third stanza in m. 

46.201  

Example 6.18: Debussy, “Fantoches,” Evocative Melody 

 
 

The cry of the nightingale follows after the close of the poem and is quite technical; it 

satisfies all the conditions for a “Vasnier Vocalise” (Example 6.19). It requires a light and agile 

voice and is quite technical, evidenced by the trill elaborations and very quick arpeggios in mm. 

74–75; it is sung on a neutral syllable (La); and it explores the upper register by being primarily 

focused around A5 but occasionally going as high as Bb5. The trills and arpeggios accurately 

represent the tension in the distressed cry of the pirate.  

 
201 Carol Kimball (2006) makes a similar point. She suggests that the doctor’s daughter is “etched in evocative vocal 
shapes that match her demeanor, mood, and actions…” (195). 
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Example 6.19: Debussy, “Fantoches,” Nightingale Vocalise 

 

 

 
 

Following Wenk’s views regarding the association of the Pirate’s cry with sexual desire, the 

passage also seems to suggest the feelings of eagerness and anxiety that Debussy would have felt 

toward Mme. Vasnier. The musical features are completely justified by the poetic content; 

however, Debussy’s emotional investment adds an extra dimension of interest to the song. 

Although Debussy interacted with Marie Vasnier and the whole Vasnier family on regular basis, 

he was only able to express his romantic desire through limited channels; the most obvious and 

accessible method was through his songs. The time spent in Mme. Moreau-Sainti’s studio with 

Debussy at the piano and Vasnier singing the songs crafted especially for her was meaningful for 
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the young composer and likely the most intimate interaction he would have with his fée 

mélodieuse.202 

The trope of the nightingale representing sexual desire is not unique to “Fantoches.” We 

see something similar in “En Sourdine” (Example 6.20).  

Example 6.20: Debussy, “En Sourdine,” Nightingale Reference 

 

 
“En Sourdine” is similar to “Fantoches” in many ways: both songs are from 1882, are dedicated 

to Mme. Vasnier, and are based on texts by the same author (Paul Verlaine). “En Sourdine” is 

tender, delicate, and more directly intimate than “Fantoches.” Thus, there is little doubt that the 

 
202 Debussy likened Vasnier to a “melodious fairy” in his dedication found on the title page of the Vasnier 
Songbook: “à Madame Vasnier, Ces chansons n’ont jamais vécus que pare ell, et qui perdront leur grâce 
charmeresse, si jamias plus ells ne passent par sab ouch de fée mélodieuse.” (“For Madam Vasnier, these songs only 
lived through you, and will lose their enchanting grace if ever they cease to pass through you melodious fairy lips”).  
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cry of the nightingale in the last stanza represents intimacy. Debussy clearly found the 

nightingale reference meaningful and conveyed his interpretation by repeating the last couplet of 

text. Each of the five stanzas of “En Sourdine” is a quatrain; Debussy extends St. 5 by an 

additional two lines to emphasize not only the nightingale references, but also (and perhaps more 

aptly) the feelings of despair and frustration he must have felt not being able to pursue Marie 

openly. The textual similarities between “Fantoches” and “En Sourdine” is, of course, not 

Debussy’s doing; but the use of both combined with clear references to extra-musical features of 

Debussy’s biography helps unify the early songs. 

The form of “Fantoches” is A-A’-B and is revealed primarily through cadence points, 

notable melodic reprises, and a consistency in motives throughout the sections. There are four 

main motives, all of which occur in the piano and occasionally the voice (Example 6.21).  

Example 6.21: Debussy, “Fantoches,” Four Main Motives203 

 
 

203 See Appendix for full song. 
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Section A begins with a short intro that presents three (A-C) of the four main motives. In m. 8 

Debussy introduces Motive D in the piano, which then persists through the section ultimately 

leading to a half cadence in m. 16. Section A’ begins in m. 18 with a reprise of the introductory 

material (Motives A and B) before settling back in to the accompaniment Motive D in m. 26. 

Debussy then recycles motives C (mm. 30–33), B (mm. 34–35 and 38–39), and A (mm. 34–35 

and 38–39). It is worth noting that the motives occur both at the same pitch level as the original 

statements and as transpositions throughout the song. In m. 42 Debussy brings back Motive D 

and brings Section A’ to a close with a half cadence in m. 46. Once introduced in the first eight 

measures of the piece, at least one of the four main motives is operative throughout Section A 

and A’ (mm. 1–48). Although the voice melody rarely has one of the main motives (except for 

mm. 22–25 – Motive B), there is a certain coherence that Debussy creates with the pervasively 

recurring motives in the piano. Both sections not only recycle the same motives, they both end 

on half cadences and support similar parts of the fundamental structure (discussed below). 

Section B begins in m. 48 and for the first time in the song, none of the four main 

motives are present (Example 6.22). The absence of any of the ubiquitous motives (A-D) 

instantly marks this passage (mm. 48–56) in the music as something different. The passage also 

coincides with the text that originally occurs at the end of the third (“Se glisse demi-nue, en 

quête”) and beginning of the fourth (“De son beau pirate espangnol”) stanzas of the poem. As 

noted above, the lines had special significance for Debussy, which he emphasized by repeating 

each. To further draw attention to the text (and subsequently his interpretation of the text), 

Debussy creates a musical marker by introducing a new pattern in the piano; or perhaps more 

aptly, he creates a musical marker by withdrawing all previously established, and thus expected, 

patterns. 

 



224 

Example 6.22: Debussy, “Fantoches,” Beginning of Section B 

 
 

There are two additional points of interest regarding this passage. The first is that 

Debussy focuses on the second half of his repeated text: “en quête, De son pirate espangnol.” 

There is perhaps a connection between the text “in search…” in a passage where we are suddenly 

without the piano accompaniments to which Debussy has accustomed us. The second is that 

Debussy severs the last line of the third stanza; Section B begins before the St. 3 text is finished. 

Debussy could have begun Section B with the first line of St. 4 – “De son beau pirate espangnol” 

– but instead he began it with the last two words of St. 3 – “en quête.” In doing so, he created a 

stronger connection between the third and fourth stanzas. Moreover, he strengthened the 

connections between the two characters – the Doctor’s daughter in St. 3 and the Spanish Pirate in 

St. 4 – and further promoted biographical connections with his musical and interpretive 

decisions. Debussy likely regarded Marie Vasnier as the Doctor’s daughter and himself as the 

Spanish pirate. He emphasized the text by repeating the lines that directly reference the Doctor’s 
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daughter and the Spanish pirate and he linked the stanzas of poetry featuring those characters 

(the end of St. 3 and beginning of St. 4) together musically via the overlap of text within the 

musical form. In m. 56, coinciding with the end of the line “De son beau pirate espangnol,” 

Debussy returns to the expected motives from Sections A and A’; Motive D returns in m. 56 and 

leads to a focus on Motive B in mm. 62–78. Motive B in mm. 62–78 occurs in both right (m. 62) 

and left (mm. 66 and 70) hands of the piano and in the voice (m. 76); it is combined with a 

pattern that, although not exactly like, is reminiscent of Motive A. The extended focus on Motive 

B in mm. 62–78 supports and is ultimately subordinate to the Nightingale Vocalise that brings 

the song to a close. 

Key points in the structure of the song emphasize Debussy’s motivic arrangement and 

formal construction. Example 6.23 is a deep middleground graph of the song that shows each of 

the larger formal sections and the placement of structural tones throughout the song. Sections A 

and A’ both start with tonic harmonies and scale-degree 5 in the treble (preceded by an Ansteig 

in Section A). Furthermore, each concludes with a half cadence.204 The tonic harmony and 

Kopfton of the piece are therefore prolonged through the first two sections of the form. At the 

beginning of Section B in mm. 48–56, the ubiquitous motives seen up to this point are 

conspicuously absent; as previously mentioned, this absence draws focus to Debussy’s textual 

alterations and a place in the poetry that he found especially relevant or compelling. The 

placement of structural tones also helps to emphasize this point in the music. Section A’ ends 

with a clear focus on scale-degree 5 in the treble. Section B starts with a new motive and a focus 

on the subdominant harmony, which then resolves to the dominant in m. 52.  

 
204 Section A’ ends with a minor dominant, which is not generally used in a half cadence. Given the similarities with 
the previous section and larger formal structure of the song, I think it is still fair to call it a half cadence. 
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Example 6.23: Debussy, “Fantoches,” Middleground Graph 
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Ultimately, however, both IV and V prolong the minor dominant from the end of the previous 

section to m. 56. In m. 56, the motivic drought ends with the entrance of Motive D and the 

reemergence of scale degree 5. This return initiates a quick, though incomplete, Urlinie descent  

(scale-degrees 5–4-3) in mm. 56–58, and the arrival of the structural predominant harmony (IV) 

in m. 57. Although scale-degree 5 is still operative in mm. 48–56, it is not literally present; this 

makes the literal return of the Kopfton both noticeable and significant, especially since it is 

combined with the return of Motive D. Measures 48–56 thus stand out not only due to the focus 

Debussy places on the text, but also due the absence of other musical features (motives and 

literal structural tones). 

Another important, although slightly peculiar, feature of Section B is the close of the 

song and its structure, especially the final cadence. One would perhaps expect the Schenkerian 

structure of a song to end with a V-I authentic cadence with scale-degrees 2 or 7 resolving to 

scale-degree 1. Debussy does something different (Example 6.24). As previously mentioned, m. 

56 signals the return of Motive D and the Kopfton – scale-degree 5 – of the piece. We then get a 

quick stepwise Urlinie descent in mm. 57–58 as well as the structural predominant in the bass in 

m. 57. These are all likely, even expected, features of a Schenkerian 5-line. The likely conclusion 

of the song and the background structure – an authentic cadence with scale degrees 2 or 7 

resolving to scale degree 1 – is, however, not to be found. Instead, Debussy substitutes the 

dominant harmony in the final cadence with a Bb major-minor seventh chord in third inversion.  

This harmony does not include a diatonic scale degree 2 (B); thus, Debussy uses a flattened scale 

degree 2 in the soprano.  

In “Fantoches” the background structure is very close to an orthodox five-line descent 

with tonic, predominant, and dominant harmonies. Debussy’s structural substitutions for the 
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dominant harmony and scale degree 2 are notably different than what would be expected in 

traditional Schenkerian repertoire, but the harmonic situation is, in itself, more common and 

better known by the term “tritone substitution.”205 

Example 6.24: Debussy, “Fantoches,” Final Cadence 

 

 
205 The tritone substitution is described in classical analysis as a secondary or alternately resolving German 
augmented sixth chord. 
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The tritone substitution is based around the idea that the interval of a tritone in any dominant 

chord (between scale-degrees 7 and 4) is enharmonically shared with another dominant chord 

whose root lays a tritone away (Example 6.25). 

Example 6.25: Debussy, “Fantoches,” Tritone Substitution 

 
 

Because the Bb dominant chord – above in Example 6.25 and in mm. 74–75 in the music 

(Example 6.24) – shares a tritone with the primary dominant (E7), it can resolve similarly, thus 

exploiting the diminished fifth/augmented fourth enharmonic relationship of the tritone interval. 
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An added detail from the song is that Debussy does not write the substituted dominant in root 

position (Bb-D-F-Ab), but rather in third inversion (Ab-Bb-D-F). The resolution of Ab to A 

natural in the bass in mm. 75–76 further illustrates the enharmonic relationship. In a traditional 

dominant seventh chord, the seventh (in this case Ab) would generally resolve down (in this 

case, to G). In this instance, however, Debussy resolves the seventh up (to A natural) because he 

is preserving the tendencies of the tritone in the primary dominant (E7); Ab is behaving like a 

G#. 

The tritone substitution and the close of the structure further highlight the vocalise and 

emphasize a passage that carries interpretive as well as musical significance. The vocalise stands 

out as significant because it is a notably Debussyian feature that expands certain compositional 

parameters beyond what would have been common for the mélodie at that time (see my 

discussion of the “Vasnier Vocalise” above). That the young composer clearly wrote the passage 

with Marie Vasnier in mind creates a distinguishable biographical connection. Additionally, 

following the work of other analysts who have made connections between the characters in the 

poem (the Doctor’s Daughter and the Spanish Pirate) and Debussy (and all his frustrations and 

desires) and Vasnier, and those that find amorous significance in the distressed cry of the Pirate, 

we find a deeper interpretive significance to the passage. The aforementioned substitutions in the 

structural framework of the song thus serve to emphasize the vocalise passage and, perhaps more 

importantly, the interpretive features embedded within it. 

In addition to showing how Debussy was challenging the conventions of the mélodie – 

creating justification for the significance of his early songs independent from comparisons with 

his more mature style – the vocalise in “Fantoches” also helps create connections with other 

songs from the same period, thus establishing a criteria for regarding the early songs as a unified 
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sub-repertoire within Debussy’s larger œuvre. The formal expectations created in “Fantoches” 

resemble those in “Beau soir.” Recalling my earlier discussion of “Beau soir,” one of the most 

interesting features of the piece is that Debussy places the last line of the poem in a passage that 

seems to be a coda (refer to Examples 6.12 and 6.14). Whether or not the end of “Beau soir” is 

actually a coda depends on how you read the piece, where you read the structural closure of the 

song, and how much significance you place on the text. As noted above, more orthodox 

Schenkerian readings would likely close their structure before the text is finished, thus 

legitimizing the reprise of the opening material as a coda. If, however, one prefers a less 

orthodox approach that promotes a neighbor or turn figure as the deepest structural feature, then 

the reprise is not a coda; it is, rather, part of the main body of the song. My preferred reading of 

“Beau soir” does not include a coda, relying instead on an alternate background structure that 

better fits the character of the poetry and places proper emphasis on the text. 

The end of “Fantoches” presents a problem similar to that of “Beau soir.” The text 

finishes in m. 66, but the song continues for another fourteen measures. The text concludes on a 

tonic harmony and is accompanied by motives from the beginning of the song (Example 6.26). 

Notice in Example 6.26 that m. 66 arrives on a convincing tonic harmony and is accompanied by 

a variation of Motive A in the piano right hand and Motive B in the left hand. These are the same 

motives that began the song, but are presented slightly differently here.206 The tonic arrival, 

completion of text, and reprise of introductory motives set the stage for considering the rest of 

the song as a coda or some other annexed part of the form; however, each of these conditions is 

negated with a closer examination of the music and the context of the passages in which they 

occur. 
 

206 Here, Motive A is more elaborate and includes harmonic as well as melodic intervals. Additionally, the primary 
leap in the sixteenth-note passages is a sixth rather than the third presented in early statements. Motive B is set an 
octave lower than in earlier statements and is accompanied by a low A pedal. 
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Example 6.26: Debussy, “Fantoches,” Close of Text 

 
 

The close of the text happens in m. 66, but the effects of the text continue to echo through 

the end of the song. The poem ends with the text “Of her handsome Spanish Pirate, Whose 

distress a languorous nightingale, Proclaims at the top of its voice.” Then, although there is no 

text left to sing, Debussy continues to emphasize the text by composing out the cry of the 

nightingale over the neutral syllable “La.” The vocalise is not set over text from the original 

poem, but it does continue to represent the text by extending the final stanza of the poem in a 

purely musical way. The tonic arrival may initially seem like a conclusive harmonic gesture, but 

it is not part of a cadence. Notice in Example 6.26 that the tonic chord in m. 66 is not preceded 

by a dominant or other harmony that would provide a convincing cadential gesture. Furthermore, 

the tonic is an A major chord in a predominantly minor song (this A major tonic harmony turns 

out to be a secondary dominant that tonicizes IV on the second beat of m. 68). Finally, the 

reprise of introductory motives is hardly a novel feature of this song. As noted above, the four 

main motives – including those that began the song – are stated and restated many times 
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throughout the piece. Their presence in combination with the end of the text is perhaps 

noteworthy, but given Debussy’s motivic organization of the song as a whole, the event is not 

substantial enough to merit labeling the remainder of the song a coda. 

An additional, and quite substantial, reason for not considering the last fourteen measures 

of “Fantoches” as a coda is that the fundamental structure of the song is not closed until m. 76. 

The Schenkerian structure of the song is a fairly convincing 5-line with some notable alterations, 

but no matter how you choose to read the piece, you are hard-pressed to find a way to close the 

structure before the final measures of the song. Thus, while it may be tempting to discount the 

vocalise, the passage is absolutely indispensable: it continues to emphasize the text after the 

poem is closed, it provides closure to the fundamental structure of the song, and perhaps most 

importantly it helps to convey the interpretive elements that link the song to Debussy’s 

biography.207  

In “Fantoches” – like in “Beau soir” – what initially seems like an elaboration or 

ultimately dispensable section or gesture at the end of the song turns out to be one of the most 

important and defining features of the mélodie. In addition to the effect that each has in its 

individual song, the passages also forge a link between songs that helps define a consistency in 

Debussy’s compositional approach that legitimizes the early songs as a unified repertoire.208 

Additionally, Debussy’s approach in these works (and indeed in many of the early songs) shows 

that the early songs are important contributions to the genre of the mélodie and are significant in 

their own right. 

 
207 I know of at least one commercial recording that alters the ending of “Fantoches” to omit the vocalise, perhaps 
due to the complexity of the passage. Whatever the case, it is very detrimental to the song. 
208 Consistencies between songs in Debussy’s early song repertoire are often most easily discerned by comparing 
Vasnier songs. The connection between “Fantoches” – a Vasnier song – and “Beau Soir” – not a Vasnier song – 
especially helps unify and strengthen the repertoire. 
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“Pantomime” 

Echoing my introductory discussion of the poem in Chapter 5, Verlaine’s 

“Pantomime”209 features characters from the Commedia dell’arte and includes several instances 

of textual repetition. Example 6.27 is the text as it appears in Debussy’s song. The italicized lines 

are repetitions added by Debussy; they did not occur in Verlaine’s original poem. 

Example 6.27: Debussy, “Pantomime,” Text and Translation210 

 
 

Each stanza features a different character and a different mood: Pierrot casually eats and drinks, 

Cassandre laments the fate of his nephew, Harlequin plots to kidnap Columbine and jokingly 

twirls about, and Columbine dreams and seems forlorn. The only stanza that does not include 

any textual alteration is the second. The most extensive change is in the first stanza where 

Debussy repeats the first two lines at the end of the original tercet, extending the stanza and 

underscoring the casual behavior of Pierrot, and emphasizing the fact that Pierrot and Clitandre 

 
209 See Appendix for music to the full song. 
210 Translation by Briscoe (Debussy 1993, 1:13–14). Translation of St. 1, Line 3 is my own. 
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are nothing alike. The repetitions in the third and fourth stanzas merely echo the last lines of each 

stanza, extending the poetry and allowing the final line to resonate more fully with the listener. 

Debussy’s “Pantomime” (1882) features the range and melodic agility that is both 

common in the early songs and a notable way in which Debussy was advancing the genre. 

Throughout the song, Debussy frequently writes triadic or disjunct passages and several leaps of 

an octave (Example 6.28).  

Example 6.28: Debussy, “Pantomime,” Complex Passages in Voice 
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Example 6.28 includes three examples (A-C) of the vocal melody in the song. Example 6.28-A 

shows two examples of octaves leaps in a modest range; both happen in fairly quick rhythmic 

values. Example 6.28-B shows an example of the type of disjunct line that characterizes 

“Pantomime” as well as many others in the early song repertoire. Notice that in mm. 32–33 the 

melody quickly descends a minor ninth from E5 to D#4 via a mix of triadic leaps and chromatic 

stepwise motion. Example 6.28-C – mm. 53–56 – includes a rather complex passage, replete 

with chromaticism and rhythmic activity. Furthermore, the passage is almost entirely leaps and 

briefly touches on the highest note in the song, B5. In these three examples we see the type of 

melodic writing typical of Debussy’s early songs. This style of writing for the voice is certainly 

more complex than is evident in the songs of other French composers of the mélodie. 

The most substantial and virtuosic melodic passage in “Pantomime” begins in m. 57 

(Example 6.29).  
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Example 6.29: Debussy, “Pantomime,” Vasnier Vocalise 
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This passage is fourteen measures long, occurs after the poetic text is finished, and satisfies all 

the conditions for the “Vasnier Vocalise:” it requires a light and agile voice, it is sung on a 

neutral syllable, it is quite technical and virtuosic, and it explores the upper range. Some 

additional notable features of the passage are an extended focus on the highest note of the piece 

(B5) and greater rhythmic variety. Debussy only touches on the highest pitch once very briefly 

(m. 55) leading up to m. 57, but does so several times during the vocalise (circled in red). He 

also begins the vocalise with an octave leaps from B4 to B5, further highlighting the highest note 

of the song. Additionally, for the first time in the song, Debussy expands his rhythmic focus to 

include sixteenth-note triplets in mm. 61 and 63. The vocalise is generally more conjunct than 

many other passages in the song, which, combined with the other features of the passage, further 

conveys the improvisatory nature of the vocalise.211 

 
211 Generally, “improvisatory” melodies are more scaled-based than leap-based. 
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The form of the song, background structure, and textual repetitions interact in interesting 

ways. The musical form is A-A’-B. Section A includes the first stanza of poetry, Section A’ 

includes the second and third stanzas, and Section B includes the fourth stanza. The song closes 

with the above-mentioned vocalise that lasts fourteen measures.212 A deep middleground reading 

of the song presents not only the fundamental structure, but also some deep musical markers that 

reflect the repeated text (Example 6.30).  

Example 6.30: “Pantomime,” Deep Middleground 

 
 

As shown in Ex. 6.30, the background structure of “Pantomime” is a larger-scale neighbor 

motion in both treble and bass. The fundamental structure opens in m. 10 after an introduction; 

Debussy then prolongs the E/B pair through Sections A and A’. At the beginning of Section B in 

m. 47, both voices move to the neighbor note over a viio6
5 harmony.213 In m. 57, both voices step 

back to complete the neighbor figure. The completion of the neighbor figure is dependent upon 

the vocalise. The text of the poem (including repetitions) ends in m. 56; without the vocalise, the 

neighbor structure would remain unfinished. 

 
212 The vocalise is followed by a short, four-measure, closing figure in the piano. 
213 Section B and the structural neighbor note closely coincide with the golden ratio. Section B begins in m. 47 and 
the golden ratio for this piece would be at approximately m. 46. 



240 

The passages of repeated text (as shown in Example 6.27) are marked by a double 

asterisk in Example 6.30. Although they don’t contribute directly to the deepest, most abstract 

levels, they do act as important middleground markers. Sections A and A’ are linked together in 

that they both convey the structural tones (the E/B perfect fifth) that open the fundamental 

neighbor figure. Harmonically, they also work together to progress from the opening tonic 

harmony in m. 10 to a dominant harmony in m. 46, thus ending Section A’ on a half cadence. 

The first passage with repeated text is in m. 22 and initiates an important focus on the supertonic 

harmony; this harmony not only ends Section A, but also supplies a middleground predominant 

harmony that comes between the opening I and the V that concludes Section A’. Additionally, 

the ii in m. 22 also begins (or perhaps more appropriately, continues) an ascending linear motion 

to the next passage with repeated text in m. 43. The repeated text in m. 43 emphasizes the 

submediant harmony and is a deceptive resolution to the dominant that occurs in m. 37. 

Ultimately the vi is less important than the preceding V, but its presence initiates a circle of fifths 

progression (vi-ii-V) that prolongs the dominant harmony and brings Section A’ to a close on a 

half cadence. Thus, the first two instances of textual repetition create the outer boundaries of a 

middleground stepwise harmonic progression (ii7-iii-IV-V-vi).  

The third instance of repeated text occurs in m. 55 over a G major harmony. This passage 

has less significance than the first two, acting as a middleground predominant harmony leading 

to V4
3 in m. 56. The first passage of repeated text (over ii) has the most significant function as 

the predominant in a I-ii-V progression that occurs over Sections A and A’; it continues to be 

prominent into all but the deepest levels of abstraction. The second passage (over vi) would be 

reduced sooner than the first textual repetition, but still persists into the deep middleground as a 

means for prolonging an important dominant harmony. The third instance of textual repetition in 
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m. 55 is, like the second instance, a way of elaborating V, but perhaps a little less prominent. 

Although the passages with repeated text do not persist into the deepest levels, they do provide 

significant middleground markers. 

The neighbor background structure and the role of the vocalise in “Pantomiome” have 

some notable similarities to others songs in the repertoire. First, we see in this song an alternate, 

less orthodox, background structure, the likes of which is quite common in Debussy’s early 

songs. Recall that “Beau soir” is best suited to a less orthodox reading; although the song can be 

read as a more traditional 3-line or 5-line, the most appropriate reading – and the one most 

sensitive to the poetry – is a turn or neighbor motive. The second feature that links “Pantomime” 

to other mélodies in the early repertoire is the role of the vocalise. Although the text ends well 

before the vocalise begins, the structure of the song is not yet complete; thus, the vocalise takes 

on a decidedly formal role and is necessary to complete the structure of the song.214 This is quite 

similar to Debussy’s approach in “Fantoches.” Recall that in “Fantoches,” Debussy relies on the 

vocalise to supply the last two scale degrees in the treble (b2-1) and the structural dominant 

harmony in the bass (an alternate, tritone substitution, dominant harmony). Without the vocalise, 

both “Pantomime” and “Fantoches” would be incomplete.  

The type of structure that each respective vocalise completes is, of course, different; but 

the fact that they are necessary features of the composition beyond the surface level remains the 

same. Thus, in the vocalizes we see two types of unifying features; one that is recognizable on 

the foreground – the vocalise itself, with all its unifying, consistent characteristics – and one that 

is only recognizable on the middleground – the structural and formal significance of the 

passages. The surface-level significance of the vocalizes is substantial and easily discernable, but 

 
214 At the beginning of the vocalise in m. 57, the accompaniment recalls the beginning of the song. This could 
encourage reading the vocalise as an additional large section of the form.  
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the deeper, more structural, impact of the passages is only evident by examining many songs in 

detail with attention to Debussy’s biography as a clue to the importance of the passages. Such a 

deeper examination provides analytically based evidence for regarding the early songs as a 

unified repertoire and substantiates my endeavor to illustrate (in an analytically driven way) that 

Debussy’s early songs are significant compositions in their own right. 

“Fête galante” 

Debussy composed “Fete galante”215 on a poem by Théodore de Banville in 1882. The 

song is dedicated to Marie Vasnier and was premiered by Debussy and Vasnier on May 12, 1882 

at the Salons Flaxland (Briscoe 1990, 54). This song bears a strong resemblance to the Menuet 

movement of the Petite Suite from 1889216 and is an example of how Debussy would sometimes 

revive a compositional idea, poem, or title to create a new composition. We see a similar 

approach in “La fille aux Cheveaux de lin,” which exists as a song and a piano prelude, and in 

“Clair de Lune,” which exists as two separate songs and the more famous third movement from 

Suit Bergamasque. Additionally, the mélodies “Fantoches” and “En Sourdine” have at least two 

versions each, the first from the 1880s and the second from the 1890s.  

The extent to which paired compositions share material varies from one instance to 

another. The song and prelude “La fille aux Cheveux de lin” share some compositional 

similarities, the key (Gb major) being the most conspicuous; the three compositions entitled 

“Clair de lune” are related in title, poem, and aesthetic inspiration, but are mostly unrelated 

musically; the later version of “Fantoches” has few changes from the earlier version; and “En 

Sourdine” “occupies an intriguing middleground between revision and recomposition” (Yates 

 
215 See Appendix for music to the full song. 
216 The Petite Suite is a piano duet. 
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2002, 183). Regarding the mélodies “Clair de lune,” “Fantoches,” and “En Sourdine,” Arthur 

Wenk (1976, 222) asserts that each of the songs were “revised” in the 1890s and amount to new 

compositions; however, Paul Yates (2002, 179–91) demonstrates that “Clair de lune” and “En 

Sourdine” are rightly described as recomposed, but “Fantoches” remains remarkably similar in 

both versions and is thus better described as a revision. Debussy recycled much of the material 

from “Fête galante” in the Menuet. The introductions of the song and the minuet are very similar 

but differences arise as the compositions progress. James Briscoe (1981) has examined the 

differences between “Fête galante” and the Menuet as well as between the song and prelude “La 

fille aux Cheveux de lin” in greater detail in “Debussy d’après Debussy: The Further Resonance 

of Two Early Mélodies.”217  

True to its name and the style of painting with which it shares its name, the original poem 

of “Fête galante” features an idealistic courtly outing. Example 6.31 is both Banville’s and 

Debussy’s versions of the poem.  

Example 6.31: “Fête galante,” Text and Translation218 

Banville 

 
 
 
 

 
217 Among other things, in this article Briscoe seeks to refute Léon Vallas’s claims that little of Debussy’s mature 
style is evident in his more youthful composition. 
218 This translation is mostly by James Briscoe. In instances – lines 2, 3, 4, 7 – where Debussy’s text differs from 
Banville’s, the translation is my own. 
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Debussy 

 
Debussy makes a few small changes to Banville’s original poem: in Line 2, Debussy changes the 

text to “Car c’est ce soir…” [this evening….] rather than “Cest aujourd’hui…” [today…]; in 

Line 3, he replaces the word “Enchantant” [charming] with “Partout dans” [all about], thus 

creating a smoother line; in Line 4, Debussy changes the scene from “Au clair de lune” [in the 

moonlight] to “Dans le grand parc” [in the park]; and in Line 7, he alters the poem to say “en 

mille endroit charmants” [in a thousand charming places] instead of “et les abris charmants” [and 

the charming places]. Generally, the meaning doesn’t change between Banville’s and Debussy’s 

versions; however, Debussy’s changes arguably improve the poem: in the second line, the 

change of the time of the party to the evening more appropriately matches the shadows 

mentioned later in the poem (Line 7); Debussy’s Line 3 is a more delicate and expressive; 

although moonlight is a favored subject for poets and composers alike in this era, changing Line 

4 to “Dans le grand parc” offers a potential biographical connections (to be discussed below); 

and Debussy’s change to a thousand charming places in Line 7 gives the poem more expressive 

weight.219 

 
219 Briscoe (1981, 111) notes that the changes are more the result of “youthful flourishes of independent poetizing” 
rather than carelessness. Although Briscoe means well in defending the young Debussy, I find justifying Debussy’s 
alterations as an instance of youthful immaturity to be yet another example of discounting the early songs in favor of 
the composer’s more mature style. 
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There is a possible biographical connection associated with Debussy’s textual alteration 

in Line 7 (“Dans le parc” for “Au clair de lune”). Jean-Antoine Watteau is commonly associated 

with Fête Galante in regards to painting; he created the style and it was for him that the French 

Academy created the category in the eighteenth century. It is possible that Banville in his 

original poem was trying to convey a similar atmosphere as Watteau in his sketch “Assemblée 

dans un parc,” which is sometimes also known as “Fête galante.” It is not out of the question to 

surmise that Debussy changed the text to “Dans le parc” to more closely reflect Watteau’s sketch 

(Briscoe 1981, 111). The biographical connection to the altered text lies in whether Debussy 

would have known Watteau’s work when composing the song. We know that Debussy 

encountered a large collection of Watteau’s work while studying in Rome after winning the Prix 

(Lockspeiser 1978, I:81), but given that “Assemblée dans un parc” was on display in the Musée 

du Louvre in the nineteenth century, it is quite possible that Debussy would have known of 

Watteau and his work in the early 1880s (Briscoe 1981, 111). 

“Fête galante” has a number of features that make it unique within the early song 

repertoire – perhaps most notably a focus on the Dorian mode – but one characteristic firmly 

connects the mélodie with others in early song repertoire: the “Vasnier Vocalise” (Example 

6.32). The vocalise begins in m. 42 and lasts until the end of the song in m. 47. The passage, 

though shorter than many vocalizes in songs previously discussed, satisfies all the conditions for 

a “Vasnier Vocalise.” The passage occurs after the close of the poem and is thus set to the 

neutral syllable “Ah;” the passage is quite florid and rhythmically robust, which necessitates an 

agile voice; the vocalise also features a wide tessitura (an eleventh from E4 to A5) with frequent 

arpeggios in a wave-like oscillation, which satisfies the technical requirement of the “Vasnier 

Vocalise;” and the passage explores the upper range of the song. The last note of the passage 
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(and the song) is A5, which is just shy of the highest note of the piece (in m. 24, the voice 

touches very briefly on A#). In regards to range, the song ascends to A5 several times, but only 

for short periods (lasting a sixteenth note in rhythm). The last note of the passage holds the A5 

for two whole beats; thus, while the passage isn’t unique in the range it covers, it does place a 

greater emphasis on the upper range by sustaining one of the highest notes for a longer duration 

than anywhere else in the song.220 

Example 6.32: Debussy, “Fête galante,” Vasnier Vocalise 

 
 

220 The Vasnier Vocalise in “Fête galante” links the song to others in the repertoire, but it should be noted that it 
serves a much less structural function. In this song, the vocalise occurs after the close of the structure of the song 
and, of course, after the text has finished. In other songs, Debussy emphasizes the vocalise as a more important part 
of the song by extending the fundamental structure into the passage, often relying on the vocalise for structural 
closure. In “Fête galante,” the Schenkerian structures is a more orthodox 5-line (possibly interpreted to include an 
interruption) that closes in m. 42, just before the beginning of the vocalise. 
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The “Vasnier Vocalise,” found in “Fête galante” and in others as evidenced above, is a 

prominent feature in many songs that I have not addressed in detail. And at times the passages 

stretch the boundaries of the vocalise as I have defined it. Example 6.33 (A-D) includes four 

additional examples of the “Vasnier Vocalise” from the early song repertoire. Example 6.33-A is 

the vocalise from “La Romance d’Ariel” and aligns with my previously established conditions 

for a “Vasnier Vocalise: it is quite improvisatory, it requires no small amount of vocal agility, 

and it explores the upper range. There is not, however, an indication for the passage to be sung 

on a neutral syllable. But, given that the passage must be sung on something, it is safe to assume 

that Debussy intended for the vocalist to use a neutral vowel. The complexity of the rhythm and 

the leap of a major ninth between C6 and Bb4 are especially novel features of this vocalise. 

Example 6.33-B is an excerpt from “Pierrot” and is a common “Vasnier Vocalise:” the range is 

high – up to C6, the passage is sung on a neutral “Ah,” there is a certain improvisatory nature to 

it, and the vocalist would need a light and agile voice. The last two conditions are especially 

evidenced by the last line, which traverses the range of a perfect eleventh over the span of six 

beats, has a rather disjunct final climb to the last note (B5), and includes a series of trills. 

Example 6.33-C is from “Mandoline.” Despite being intended for Marie (the song is 

dedicated to her), it is among the tamer examples of a “Vasnier Vocalise.” It is sung on a neutral 

syllable but does not explore the upper range. Additionally, it is not especially virtuosic or 

improvisatory. It does, however, have some notable features. The first is that the vocalise 

passage begins after the text finishes (m. 48), but before the last phrase that includes text is 

finished (m. 50). The final texted phrase ends in m. 50, but the text ends in m. 48; Debussy thus 

melds the vocalise with the rest of the song, giving it an ancillary function.  
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Example 6.33: Debussy, Additional “Vasnier Vocalizes.” 

A – “La Romance d’Ariel” 

 
 

B – “Pierrot”  

 



249 

C – “Mandoline” 
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D – “Serenede” 

 
 

This, of course, completely aligns with other songs that I have addressed in more detail in which 

the vocalise is an indispensible part of the form. Another unique characteristic of the vocalise 

from “Mandoline” is that, rather than exploring the upper range, it explores the lower range. The 

range of this mélodie does not extend as high as most from this repertoire; the highest note is a 

G5 and the overall tessitura is from C4-G6. Thus, the C4 in mm. 56–58 and mm. 60–62 is the 

lowest note of the entire song. Furthermore, it only occurs in the vocalise passage. The passage 

still qualifies as a “Vasnier Vocalise,” but is a notable exception to the norm. 

The final portion of Example 6.33 (D) is from “Serenade” and is a quintessential Vasnier-

style passage and one of the more extreme versions of the “Vasnier Vocalise.” The overall 
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tessitura of the passage is a staggering two octaves plus a whole step and the highest note is a D6 

in m. 55. The passage requires an agile voice and is quite virtuosic. In fact, this song includes an 

alternate, optional second ending that is marked “ad lib.” The optional ending does not go as 

high, but allows the singer to be quite improvisatory if she decides to be so. Regardless of the 

ending the singer choses, the passage is quite impressive and very Vasnier-esque. Each of the 

vocalise passages in Example 6.33 have features that not only allow them to be considered 

“Vasnier Vocalises,” but also connect them in a very musical way to other early songs and lend 

credence to my endeavor to justify the early songs as a unified repertoire within Debussy’s larger 

catalogue. 

“Clair de lune” 

Debussy composed his first version of “Clair de lune” in 1882 and dedicated the song to 

Marie Vasnier. As noted above, this is not the only version of “Clair de lune” that Debussy 

composed; there is an additional song from the 1890s and a work for piano that carry the same 

title. Of the many mélodies that comprise Debussy’s early song repertoire, “Clair de lune” was 

the first that I found especially beautiful; in many ways my entire study on the early songs was 

inspired and initiated by this work. This song is often compared to later version from the 1890s. 

The comparison almost always involves making a value judgment as to which version of the 

song is “better;” and many contend that the later version is the superior song.221 I don’t entirely 

agree, and it is from this perspective that I endeavored to legitimize Debussy’s early songs as 

substantial compositions whose value is not dependent on anachronistic comparisons with later 

works or Debussy’s more mature compositional style. 

Both Charles Koechlin (1926) and Roger Nichols (1967) have assessed the early version 

 
221 Evidence almost always bears some sort of comparison based on compositional maturity. 
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of “Clair de lune” and found it wanting in comparison to the later version. Furthermore, both 

authors have used the two versions of the song as a means for showing Debussy’s compositional 

development. Koechlin (1926, 126) admits that the early version of the song has an undeniable 

charm, but finds the 1890s version to be more beautiful. Nichols (1967) is more precise in his 

criticism. One fault of the 1882 song is Debussy’s inability to properly capture the atmosphere 

with the piano accompaniment, something that, according to Nichols, Debussy does much better 

in the later version of the song (230). Additionally, Nichols argues that Debussy’s approach in 

the earlier version is insensitive to the poetry and strays too far from the form of the poem. 

Debussy altered the original poem by repeating two lines of text; Nichols attributes the 

alterations to a lack of compositional ability suggesting that, by repeating the text, Debussy was 

trying to establish a mood that he was otherwise unable to convey in his music. The 1890s song, 

however, amounts to a “more responsible and sensitive attitude to the poetry” and “an increase in 

the composer’s ability to recreate the form of the poem in musical terms” (231). Additional 

criticisms by Nichols include the meter, which he finds to be more leisurely in the later song than 

in the earlier song; and the text setting, which in the early version he finds to be too melismatic 

with dull instances of word painting (231–234). 

Paul Yates (2002) addresses the criticisms of the early version of “Clair de lune” in in his 

study of the Recueil Vasnier and defends Debussy’s compositional decisions. Indeed, Yates 

contends that much about the song is missed or obscured when it is discounted as an instance of 

juvenilia. He refutes Nichols’s criticisms of the atmosphere of the song, claiming that Debussy 

creates a more appropriate and serene atmosphere by avoiding cliché instances of word painting 

in order to better portray the general atmosphere of the poem (203). Yates further notes some 

compelling features related to phrase rhythm and a conspicuous G natural that manifests both 
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melodically and harmonically throughout the song; he even goes as far as surmising that a G# vs. 

G natural opposition is prominent in other early songs (“En Sourdine”) as well (203–08). 

The poem “Clair de lune”222 was written by Paul Verlaine and is based on a juxtaposition 

of two simultaneous but contrasting feelings: an outward, admitted happiness; and an inward, 

unacknowledged sadness. This contrast can be seen in each of the three stanzas (Example 6.34).  

Example 6.34: Verlaine, “Clair de lune,” Text and Translation223 

 
 

The first stanza focuses on the masqueraders and bergamaskers who happily dance and play the 

lute; but on the inside, behind their whimsical masks, they are sad. On the surface they are happy 

but below the surface lays an unacknowledged sadness. The first two lines of St. 2 set up a 

somber and conflicting scene that more directly addresses the juxtaposition from the first stanza. 

The characters are singing about love and the good life – both presumably happy themes – but 

they are singing in the minor mode. The themes of their song are at odds with their delivery. The 

third line of that stanza elaborates on the first two lines. They don’t believe in their own 

 
222 Much of the following discussion of Verlaine’s poem and Debussy’s repetitions is reproduced from my brief 
discussion of textual repetition in Ch. 5. I have reproduced it here both as a reminder and as a means of quickly 
getting reacquainted with the song. 
223 Translation is mostly by Briscoe (Debussy 1993, 1:15). The translation of St. 2, line 1 is my own. 



254 

happiness; despite claiming to be happy on the outside, their inner, unacknowledged emotions 

suggest a latent sadness. 

The main focus of the poem comes at the end of the second stanza and beginning of the 

third. The last line of St. 2 first introduces the primary theme of the poem – moonlight – and 

absorbs the ambivalent feelings conveyed in the poem thus far: like smoke escaping a chimney 

the song of the characters – both outwardly happy and inwardly sad – blends and is lost in the 

moonlight. We discover in the first line of St. 3 that moonlight is perfectly representative – 

perhaps even the progenitor – of the character’s conflicting feelings. It is both sad and beautiful 

and creates a perfect atmosphere for dreaming birds and sobbing fountains. Although Verlaine 

opens the poem by focusing on the masqueraders and bergamasquers, towards the end of the 

poem we realize that the actions of the characters are merely a preamble to the main subject: 

moonlight. Furthermore, we realize that the ambivalent feelings of the characters exposed in the 

beginning of the poem are a result of the somber influence of the pervading moonlight that 

encourages distant, almost lonely, happiness. 

In “Clair de lune,” Debussy alters the original poem by repeating two lines of text in two 

separate parts of the song. Debussy’s repetitions are italicized in Example 6.35. Debussy 

immediately repeats the last line of St. 2 – “Et leur chanson se mêle au clair de lune” [And their 

song is mixed and lost in the moonlight] – and then brings back the first line of St. 3 – “Au calme 

clair de lune triste et beau” [In the calm moonlight, sad and beautiful] – at the end of the song. 

The two repeated lines originally occur in separate stanzas but are otherwise consecutive (the last 

line of St. 2 is followed by the first line of St. 3). Furthermore, they are two of the most 

important lines in the entire poem; together they convey the mood of the poem and help establish 

the atmosphere in which all the characters exist and in which all the events take place. 
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Example 6.35: Debussy, “Clair de lune,” Text and Translation 

 
By immediately repeating the last line of St. 2, Debussy expands the section of the poem that 

directly references moonlight (the primary subject of the poem) and lingers on Verlaine’s 

compelling and vivid reference to song mixing with moonlight. Debussy’s reprise of the first line 

of St. 3 at the end of the song leaves the listener (or reader) with a palpable feeling of the 

character of the work. 

The titular subject of the poem, moonlight, represents both the moods and the ambivalent 

feelings of the characters. Debussy’s alterations further articulate the “sad and beautiful” nature 

of the poem. The subject of moonlight, especially as it is portrayed in Verlaine’s poem, is rich in 

its potential for expression and clearly appealed to Debussy. Furthermore, the ambivalent 

feelings of happiness and sadness associated with moonlight and reflected in the actions of the 

characters align with Debussy’s feelings for Marie Vasnier. His intense, secret desire to be with 

Vasnier plagued him with an inner sadness. Thus, he had to appear to be outwardly happy while 

being inwardly forlorn; much like the characters in the poem, he could not (or would not) believe 

in his own happiness. His music provided the only external means of expressing the feelings 

towards Vasnier that he necessarily kept secret. Realizing how and in what ways Debussy 
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identified with the concept of moonlight in the poem is important for appreciating and fully 

understanding the musical idiosyncrasies in his mélodie. 

Marie Vasnier’s influence can be seen in this song in many ways. Besides the facts that 

Debussy dedicated the song to her and that the poetry is reflective of the young composer’s 

feelings and attitudes towards her, we see her influence in the music itself. Debussy’s melodic 

construction is very characteristic of Vasnier specifically and the early songs more generally 

(Example 6.36).224 

Example 6.36: Debussy, “Clair de lune,” Characteristic Melodies 

(A) 

 
(B) 

 
 
 
 

 
224 See Appendix for full song. 
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(C) 

 
(D) 

 
 

These melodies are all fairly similar: they all have a tessitura of at least a major ninth; they are 

all quite disjunct, requiring a certain agility; and they all have a wave-like contour. Example 

6.36-A is the opening phrase in the voice and spans the range of a minor tenth. Furthermore, the 

passage briefly seems to focus on the key area of G# in mm. 17–18 despite never leaving the 

home key of F# major.225 Paul Yates (2002, 205) points out a similarity between mm. 19–20 and 

two passages from “En Sourdine” (mm. 9–10 and 17–18). Example 6.36-B has a slightly smaller 

tessitura, but reaches into the upper range, touching on the highest note of the song (A#5). 

Example 6.36-C combines the unique features of the previous melodies (A and B) to expand the 

overall range to a major tenth and again reach up to the highest note of the piece, and Example 

6.36-D further broadens the tessitura to a perfect eleventh. These passages of melody, taken from 

 
225 The melody in mm. 18–19 is over a V11-I cadential progression (not shown). 



258 

all parts of the song, create a consistency with the song as well as between “Clair de lune” and 

other early songs. 

Although “Clair de lune” does not include a “Vasnier Vocalise,” it does include a brief 

glimpse of one in the final bars (Example 6.37).  

Example 6.37: Debussy, “Clair de lune,” Vocalise-esque Passage 

 
 

The text of the original poem ends in m. 74 and the repetition of the last line of St. 3 begins in m. 

77 (not shown in Example 6.37). In the intervening measures (75–76) Debussy writes a brief 

passage over the text “Ah.” This of course resembles the text one would expect from a more 

developed “Vasnier Vocalise,” but none of the other identifying features are there. Thus, while 

this passage does not qualify as a full-fledged vocalise, it is certainly reminiscent of passages 

from other songs in the repertoire. Curiously, the brief melody over “Ah” is not retained in all 

modern editions and very well may not have been written by Debussy. James Briscoe does not 

include the passage in his 1993 critical edition (Debussy 1993). This is because the “Ah” passage 

does not appear in the autographed manuscript presented to Mme.Vasnier prior to Debussy’s 

departure for Rome (Recueil Vasnier) or the manuscript held by the Newberry Library in 

Chicago.226 The “Ah” passage does conspicuously appear in the 1926 special edition of the 

 
226 In editions where the “Ah” is not present, the voice part rests in mm. 75–76. 
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Révue musicale, which is the first posthumous edition of the song. That the passage may not 

have been composed by Debussy perhaps explains why it provides only a truncated 

approximation of what would be expected from a vocalise in a Vasnier-dedicated song. 

The form of the song is A-B-A’ and initially follows that of the poem, but direct formal 

connections between the two deteriorate as the song progresses (Example 6.38).  

Example 6.38: Debussy, “Clair de lune,” Form and Text 

 
 

The main body of the song includes one stanza of poetry for each large section of the form; it is 

preceded by an introduction and followed with a brief cadential extension. The first stanza can be 

further divided into two phrases, each comprised of a couplet of text that ends with an authentic 

cadence. The second stanza is divided similarly but the phrases end on half cadences: the first in 

the dominant key area and the second in the tonic key area.227 Debussy treats the third stanza 

differently from the first two. There is no clear break in the first four lines of text; the only 

cadences are placed very late and prompt some curious questions (to be discussed below). 

Three of the cadences (marked with asterisk in Example 6.38) feature a substitute 

dominant harmony. This happens at the end of Section A, the end of Section A’, and at the very 

end of the piece. Example 6.39 shows each of these passages as well as a reduction below the 

music (third system).  
 

227 Nearly all cadences in this song include dominant harmonies with chordal extensions, most notably ninths and 
flat ninths.  
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Example 6.39: Debussy, “Clair de lune,” Substitute Dominant Harmonies 

Section A 

 
Section A’ 

 
Cadential Extension  

 
 

Section A ends in m. 30; the closing cadence includes not only a dominant ninth, but also an 

additional G7 harmony (mm. 27–28) that comes between the dominant and ultimate resolution to 
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tonic in m. 29.228 This interpolated harmony in mm. 27–28 is an example of the tritone 

substitution and is a common dominant substitution.229 A tritone substitution is, however, less 

commonly seen combined with the dominant, making its occurrence in this mélodie especially 

notable. In this instance, the G7 dominant substitution acts as a dominant prolongation. Although 

the chord changes from mm. 26–27, the tritone shared by each chord  (E#/F – B) does not. Thus, 

we get a change of color, but the overall effect of a dominant to tonic progression is preserved.230  

The end of Section A’ includes a similar event. The cadential dominant occurs in mm. 

71–72, but does not resolve to tonic until m. 77. In mm. 73–76 Debussy reprises material from 

the introduction over a tonic harmony, but this is not the true resolution of the dominant from the 

prior two bars; rather, the dominant in mm. 71–72 connects with a G7 in m. 76 before resolving 

to I in m. 77. It is, of course, tempting to resolve mm. 71–72 directly to I in m. 73: the dominant 

to tonic progression is evident, the pedal point in mm. 73–76 emphasizes the tonic, and the 

reprise of the introductory material in the piano right hand seems to signal a convincing cadence 

and the beginning of a coda. However, the text is not yet finished; both in terms of the poem 

proper and in terms of the text that Debussy adds to the end of the song in m. 77. As I have 

pointed out in other songs, it is truer to the spirit of Debussy’s compositional style to privilege 

the text whenever possible. Furthermore, there are many instances throughout the song in which 

Debussy connects a V with a tritone substitution to create a more substantial dominant; doing so 

at the end of Section A’ promotes consistency throughout the mélodie. I discuss this section more 

below via discussion of the Schenkerian structure of this mélodie. 

 
228 The example only shows through m. 29. Measure 30 is omitted because it is an extension of the previous 
measure. 
229 Review my discussion of “Fantoches,” Examples 6.24–25, for a deeper explanation of the tritone substitution. 
230 There is perhaps a similarity between the text “Sad beneath their whimsical disguises” and the “disguised” 
dominant. 
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The final portion of Example 6.39 is from the very end of the song. Following the final 

cadential figure in mm. 71–77, Debussy extends the song an additional eight measures. This last 

phrase finishes out the added text and is primarily an extension of the previous cadence; the 

passage is focused on the tonic harmony with scarcely any other harmonic activity. As a final 

reference to the ends of Sections A and A’, Debussy concludes the song with an additional 

tritone substitution; we see two brief flashes of the G7 harmony (mm. 82–83), the second of 

which provides the final resolution of the song. This example of the tritone substitution is notable 

for two reasons. First, it is not preceded by a dominant as in the previous examples from the ends 

of Sections A and A; this makes the cadences a little less significant, which, given that it occurs 

in a passage designed to extend the final cadence, it appropriate for the passage. Second, 

Debussy respells the seventh (F) of the G7 as an E#.231 This enharmonic spelling exploits the 

enharmonicism of the interval of the tritone and makes the resolution to F# a little clearer. It is 

common and expected for an augmented fourth to resolve out to a sixth; thus, if the interval is 

spelled as F-B, we expect a resolution to a minor sixth (E to C). This is at odds with the key of 

F# major. If, however, the tritone is spelled as a diminished fifth, it is more common for it to 

resolve in to a third. Therefore, if the tritone is spelled E#-B (as Debussy did here), it quite 

expectedly resolves to a major third from F#-A#, confirming the home key of the song and 

providing a satisfactory final resolution that references prior points in the song.  

The tritone substitution harmony in “Clair de lune” is reminiscent of the final measures of 

“Fantoches.” Recall that “Fantoches” ends with a very prominent tritone substitution that acts as 

the main dominant of the structure and supports an altered scale-degree 2 in the top line.232 The 

 
231 Making it resemble a German augmented sixth chord in the key of B. This interpretation still works since the 
resolution of the chord is to F#, which in addition to being the tonic of F# major is also the dominant of B. 
232 Refer back to Examples 6.24 and 6.26. 



263 

final resolution of the song has a Bb dominant in third inversion (Ab-Bb-D-F) resolving to an A 

minor chord (A-C-E); the final bass notes are spelled as Ab-A, but they function as G#-A. 

Debussy is again exploiting the enharmonicism of the tritone, but not respelling the chord. In 

“Clair de lune,” Debussy follows a similar procedure but is more direct in the appearance of the 

resolution. 

The tritone substitutions as shown in Example 6.38 are the most high profile occurrences 

of the chord, but the G7 harmony occurs at other points in the mélodie. Example 6.40 shows two 

additional points in the music in which Debussy uses the tritone substitution. 

Example 6.40: Debussy, “Clair de lune,” Additional Occurrences of the Tritone Substitution. 

(A) 

 
 

(B) 
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Example 6.40-A is the very beginning of the piece. Debussy opens the song with a short piano 

introduction that cycles between a dominant ninth chord and a G major dominant substitution. 

This example is unique in the song because the harmony in question is only a triad (in second 

inversion), not a major-minor seventh. Technically, since the G harmony does not include a 

seventh, it does not have a tritone to share with the primary dominant. For this reason, and 

considering that the introduction is a ten-measure dominant prolongation, it is tempting to label 

the G harmony as a Neapolitan, thus giving it a predominant function rather than a dominant 

substitute function. In either case, the purpose of the chord is clear – to prolong the dominant; 

but regarding the G harmony as a tritone substitution makes for more fruitful connections 

throughout the song. 

Example 6.40-B is from mm. 47–49. This passage comes near the conclusion of Section 

B and follows a harmonically robust area of the song that passes through several different key 

areas, starting with the dominant (C#) in m. 31, then to F major in m. 43, and finally to E major 

in m. 47. (Soon afterwards, Debussy returns to the home key (F#) to conclude Section B). 

Example 6.40-B occurs during the E major passage and features a figure similar to that from the 

beginning in the piano right hand (Example 6.39-A). Aside from the operative key area, this 
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passage has two notable differences from the passage in Example 6.40-A. First, the dominant 

substitution in this passage is prolonging the tonic, not the dominant. Second, the substitute 

harmony is a major-minor seventh rather than a triad, making it a more satisfying dominant 

substitution. Additionally, note that Debussy spells the chord with a D# rather than an Eb; using 

a D# instead of an Eb to resolve to E is more visually direct. Debussy’s spelling of the chord here 

makes a clear connection with the end of the song. 

As evidenced in Examples 6.39 and 6.40, a tritone substitution occurs at five separate 

points in the music. Three of these passages – at mm. 1–6, 47–49, and 73–76 – have a similar 

figure in the piano right hand: the cascading chords from the introduction. This is the figure that 

Nichols (1967) finds to be ineffective for creating a sense of unity; he argues that Debussy is 

unable to integrate the figure into the composition and that it disturbs the atmosphere (230.) I 

believe, however, that the figure quite effectively promotes a sense of unity throughout the song 

and also helps establish the atmosphere. Aside from the fact that the pattern and harmonies occur 

at several points in the music, the dissonance the substituted dominant provides against the 

surrounding harmonies and the subsequent relaxation provided by its resolution conveys the 

relationship between the calm sadness and the reluctant happiness from the poem.233 This 

reflects Yates’s (2002, 203) position regarding the atmosphere of the song: Debussy’s “refusal to 

take up the more tangible extra-musical gambits offered by the poem” (that is, he often avoids 

direct instances of word painting) promotes a more general focus on the atmosphere of the song. 

I believe the cascading figure from the introduction and accompanying harmonic events aptly 

convey the atmosphere suggested by the poem and promote unity throughout the song.  

 
233 Yates (2002, 204–08) mentions each of the instances of the tritone substitution but situates the passages within 
his larger discussion of an “intruding” G natural. He posits that a recurring G natural is at odds with G#, creating a 
“intricate tonal argument.” He supports his discussion with the examples of the tritone substitution mentioned in my 
discussion as well as with a few other isolated occurrences of G natural that he finds compelling. 
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The fundamental structure of “Clair de lune” is a 5-line Urlinie, with an interruption, 

supported by tonic and dominant Stufen. Example 6.41 is a deep middleground graph that shows 

the structural lines, the form, and each of the previously mentioned tritone substitutions. The 

introduction begins with a dominant prolongation that leads to the opening of the structure in m. 

11. Over the course of Sections A and B, the structural top line descends to scale-degree 2 over a 

dominant flat ninth harmony. Note also that Section B travels through some rather tumultuous 

key areas (C#-F-E). The structure resets in m. 54 and, over the course of Section A’, descends 

again to land on scale-degree 1 in m. 77; the structural bass supports the top line with a large-

scale I-V-I progression.  

There are two especially compelling passages shown in Example 6.41; both are related to 

Debussy textual repetitions. The first is clearly evident in the graph: a curious but conspicuous 

lowered scale-degree 3 (A natural in m. 43) in the Urlinie that occurs amidst a turbulent 

harmonic environment. This structural anomaly occurs in conjunction with the first line of text 

that Debussy repeats: “Et leur chanson se mêle au clair de lune” [And their song is mixed and 

lost in the moonlight]. The poetic and aesthetic significance of repeating the line is apparent; it is 

the first time the title of the poem – “clair de lune” [moonlight] – is stated and it conveys a sense 

of the loss of something intangible (song). Debussy clearly found the line to be meaningful. To 

make a connection between the bergamasquers and their ambivalent feelings towards “love 

triumphant and the good life” one the one hand, and Debussy and his relationship with Marie 

Vasnier on the other hand is all too easy. The line “Et leur…” is the point in the poem in which 

the singing of the characters is lost and consumed by the moon; the sense of loss in this poem 

seems to have profoundly impacted Debussy. 
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Example 6.41: Debussy, “Clair de lune,” Middleground Graph 
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Debussy mirrors the poetic impact of the line with a similar musical impact. Section B 

begins in the dominant key area (C# major) in m. 31, progresses through the key area of F major 

(m. 43), and then to E major (m. 47). The E major section leads to a C# dominant ninth chord in 

m. 52 that recalibrates the key of the song back to the home key of F# major. The section ends on 

a half cadence shortly thereafter. The line “Et leur…” first occurs in m. 43; the repetition 

happens four measures later in m. 47. The first statement of the line corresponds to the passage 

in F major and the repetition corresponds to the following section in E major (Example 6.42).  

Example 6.42: Debussy, “Clair de lune,” Repeated Text in Context – Annotated Music 

 
 

At first blush, the musical settings for both statements seem very similar (aside from being in 

different key areas). A closer examination of the music, however, reveals some notable 

differences. First, Debussy sets the initial statement (m. 43) over the most unstable four measures 
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of the entire song. The key of F major is wildly distant from the home key (F# major) and the 

passage consists entirely of dominant harmonies (cadential six-fours resolving to dominant flat 

ninths). In addition, Debussy adds to the instability of the passage by adding a chromatically 

altered tone (A natural) in the top line.  

In contrast, the passage that includes the repetition of the line (m. 47) is much more 

stable. Although not a closely related key, E major is closer to F# major than F major and the 

passage prolongs the tonic of the key area via root position tonic chords with intervening 

dominant substitutes.234 Additionally, in m. 47 Debussy moves away from the chromatic 

inflection in the Urlinie by resolving it down to diatonic scale-degree 2 (G#). We thus discover 

that the first statement of “Et leur…” – with its extreme instability, distance from the home key, 

and chromatic Urlinie inflection – is an interpolation that would ultimately be omitted from the 

deepest levels of analysis. 

The passage of the song focused around the text “Et leur chanson se mêle au clair de 

lune” is especially effective when all features are considered collectively and in relation to 

Debussy’s biography. The young composer found the line to be especially significant and likely 

quite relevant to his life. He repeated the text for added effect and set it against a series of 

striking musical features. Musically, the effect is one of extreme tension blending into relaxation. 

The F major passage and chromic inflection in the top line create the initial tension, which is 

then partially relaxed in the E major section. The E major section stabilizes the music and 

eventually leads to a half cadence and ultimately a reprise of Section A; by m. 54 the anxiety and 

unrest of the previous eleven measures has completely abated. What initially seems like a 

 
234 Only the first measure of the passage in E is shown. Subsequent measures recycle the same figure. See the music 
in the appendix for the full passage. 
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peculiar passage in the music is given new meaning when examined analytically and measured 

against Debussy’s biography.235 

The second line of text that Debussy repeats is the first line of St. 3 – “Au calme clair de 

lune triste et beau” [In the calm moonlight, sad and beautiful]; the repetition occurs in m. 77, 

after the end of original poem. This point in the music is ripe with interpretive possibilities. The 

most obvious choice is represented in Example 6.43.  

Example 6.43: Debussy, “Clair de lune,” Final Cadence – Option 1 

 

 
235 Yates (2002) points out another compelling feature centered on the first line of repeated text. He argues that 
Debussy establishes a two-bar phrase rhythm emphasizing the odd numbered bars from the beginning of the song, 
which remains consistent until the final word of the repetition of “Et leur…”. At the start of the final word of the line 
in m. 50, Yates argues that an “elision” takes place creating a structural syncopation that shifts the focus of the 
phrase rhythm to the even numbered measures. An ambiguous stretch of music from mm. 60–68 washes out any 
sense hypermeter and adjusts the structural focus back to odd-numbered bars in m. 69 (203–4) 
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This interpretation closes the structure of the piece in m. 73, making the remaining measures a 

coda. It is a compelling and convenient option, but leaves a lot of loose threads.236 The cadential 

motion in mm. 71–73 and the reprise of the introductory material in m. 73 make this reading 

tempting, but it does not account for the text. If one were to accept this interpretation, not only is 

Debussy’s final line of (repeated) text relegated to a less important part of the form, the original 

poem is interrupted.237 This seems at odds with Debussy’s compositional style and is reminiscent 

of my discussion of “Beau soir.” Recall that “Beau soir” could be read as having or not having a 

coda, the latter of which necessitates downgrading the text (refer to Examples 6.7–6.15). I 

believe that here (as well as in “Beau soir”) the better approach involves more thoroughly 

accounting for the text, especially the repeated text. Debussy clearly saw fit to endow the text 

“Au calm…” with significance by repeating it. The musical and analytical interpretation should 

support that. 

Therefore, I prefer delaying the close of the structural framework of the song until the 

advent of the last line of text (Example 6.44). In this interpretation, the potential cadence in m. 

73 is subordinated in order to delay tonic confirmation until m. 77 with the entry of the final line 

of text. By downgrading the cadence, the text is given a more prominent focus: the final line of 

the poem (…marbres) in mm. 73–74 is not cut short, and the repeat of “Au calme…” in m. 77 is 

highlighted by the close of the structure. Following the close of the structure in m. 77, Debussy 

prolongs the tonic through the end of the repeated text in m. 80. This reading eliminates the need 

for a coda. The final measures of the piece become an extension that brings the song to a quick 

and efficient conclusion. 

 
236 Most who have examined this song prefer this reading. 
237 Yates (2002, 208) justifies this as follows: “the postlude starts in bar 73 with the final arrival in the tonic, 
although the voice carries on winding down for a few bars.” 
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Example 6.44: Debussy, “Clair de lune,” Final Cadence – Option 2 

 

 
 

As previously mentioned, whether or not mm. 75–76 include a short vocalise over “Ah” 

is a matter of conjecture. Early autographed manuscripts do not include the short melody, but the 

first posthumous edition of the song (from 1926) does. My preferred reading benefits from 

including the vocalise. The melody in mm. 73–77 is the one of the most convincing features that 

demotes the cadence in m. 73; because the melody continues, it is possible to downgrade the V9 

– I motion in mm. 71–73. If the text did not continue in mm. 73–77, it would be easier to 
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consider m. 73 as the most important cadential arrival. If, however, the “Ah” passage is present 

and the melody in the voice continues through mm. 75–76, our ears more readily dismiss the V9-

I motion. My preferred reading also makes a nice connection with Section A earlier in the song 

via the G7 tritone substitution. The end of Section A had a very prominent Vb9/TTSub pairing. 

Pushing the tonic resolution at the end of the piece to m. 77 allows for a similar harmonic 

construction. 

The pairing of V9 in mm. 71–72 with the G7 TTSub in m. 76 is necessary to signal a final 

resolution to I in m. 77.238 With the added “Ah” in mm. 75–76, the melody remains continuous 

until m. 80. This bypasses the potential cadence in m. 73, but also creates the need for an 

additional marker to signal closure. The TTSub on the last eighth of m. 76 (primarily in the 

upper voices) is the last potential dominant function chord until the final measures of the piece 

(after the text has finished).239 Measures 77–80 are similar to mm. 73–77 in the piano left hand, 

but the third eighth in mm. 77–80 spells an E minor seventh chord rather than a tritone 

substitution harmony (as in mm. 73–77). The E minor harmony is less effective as a dominant 

function but aptly prolongs the tonic harmony through the end of the text. Although the G7 in m. 

76 is short and obscured by a tonic pedal point, it is enough to rein in the momentum of the piece 

at the precise moment the repetition of “Au calme…” begins, thus closing the structure and 

further highlighting the repeated text. 

Like the first instance of repeated text (“Et leur…”), the line beginning “Au calme…” 

made an impression on Debussy. “In the calm moonlight, sad and beautiful” aptly summarizes 

 
238 The G natural in m. 76 of Example 6.44 is in parenthesis because it is not literally present in the music. Although 
the chord changes to a G7 on the third eighth of the measure, the lowest voice in the piano left hand continues 
playing the F#/C# pedal from the previous measures. The G natural has been added to highlight the tritone 
substitution, both in terms of its connection with the dominant in m. 71 and its resolution to tonic in m. 77. 
239 After m. 76, the next dominant function occurs in mm. 82. This is after the close of the text and serves to provide 
the closing resolution of the song. 
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the mood of the poem and the ambivalence of the characters, but more importantly is a response 

to the previous line of repeated text. Stanza 2, ending with two statements of “Et leur chanson se 

mêle au clair de lune” [And their song is mixed and lost in the moonlight] is somewhat of a 

climax in the poem; the characters sing, but don’t believe their own happiness, and then their 

song mingles and slips away. I have previously addressed the potential connection Debussy 

could have made with his own life concerning the ambivalent feelings of the characters and the 

slipping away of their song. At the start of St. 3 (“Au calme…”), the poetic stage is reset and is 

almost reflective. No longer does Verlaine address any specific characters; rather, he merely sets 

a peaceful, almost serene, restful scene. It feels very much like relaxation after a period of 

tension. By repeating the first line of the stanza at the end, Debussy emphasizes the calm beauty 

of the scene and leaves the listener (and perhaps himself) with an inner, peaceful calm. 

The two lines of text that Debussy repeats thus serve different purposes in the song and 

are dependent upon each other for balance. The first line of repeated text (“Et leur…”) heightens 

the tension of the poem; the second (“Au calme…”) dissipates that tension. If the first is 

repeated, the second must also be repeated. There is little option but to include the first repeated 

line in the main body of the song, but we have a choice with the second. To annex the last line of 

the song to a coda would be to discount the text and would leave the message of the song 

unbalanced. Eliminating the coda in favor of a brief cadential extension, however, includes the 

text in the main body of the song and gives it the proper emphasis – for the song, and for 

Debussy.240 

 
240 There is an interesting connection between the poem, Debussy’s repetitions, and the Golden Ratio. For the 
original, unaltered, poem. The Golden point would be just short of 7.5 lines, which would coincide with the text “Et 
leur…”. If we add the two lines that Debussy repeated, creating fourteen lines total, the Golden point would still 
coincide with the text “Et leur…”. In the mélodie, there are eighty-four bars of music, which would put the Golden 
point at approximately m. 52. This measure in the music perfectly coincides with the articulation of the last syllable 
(including the repeat) of the text “Et leur chanson se mêle au clair de lune.” Thus, Debussy maintains the Golden 
position of the original poetry despite his textual alterations, in both the poem and his music.  
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“Clair de lune” includes some peculiarities regarding text, form, and fundamental 

structure, but all the anomalous spots work together to convey Debussy’s interpretation of the 

poetry. I hope that my examination has shown that this song is a well-developed, thoughtful, and 

compelling piece of music that needs no undue comparisons with other works (the 1890s version 

of “Clair de lune” chief among them) to validate its worth. Furthermore, I hope to have at least 

partially dethroned the mostly negative reception of the song by Nichols, Kœchlin, and others. In 

addition to the features within the song itself, “Clair de lune” also has some notable similarities 

to others in the early song repertoire. Two of the most prominent are “Beau soir” and 

“Fantoches.” Recall that one of the most compelling features of “Fantoches” is how the “Vasnier 

Vocalise” that ends the song, and the substitute dominant and accompanying flat second scale 

degree in the top line, work together. Although “Clair de lune” does not feature a tritone 

substitution in its fundamental line, Debussy’s prominent use of the harmonic device creates an 

apparent connection between the two songs. “Beau soir” (a non-Vasnier song) presents a similar 

problem as “Clair de lune” in regards to the final line of the text and potential for a coda. In both 

songs it is better to privilege the text and eliminate the coda.  

“Clair de lune” includes a number of characteristics that are prominent in the early songs 

such as repeated text with strong musical and biographical connections, melodies that are more 

complex or technical than those in the songs of Debussy’s contemporaries, and alternative or 

anomalous fundamental structures. These features not only create unity within the repertoire, but 

also demonstrate how the early songs are creative and significant compositions in their own 

right. Little is to be gained with anachronistic comparisons. But when viewed through a proper 

historical lens, it is evident that Debussy’s early songs are valuable contributions to the mélodie 

that encouraged growth and drove the genre forward. They are not written in Debussy’s mature 
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style, but they don’t need to be; their value is greater than as a mere starting point for assessing 

an evolution of compositional style. 

“La fille aux cheveux de lin” 

“La fille aux cheveux de lin” is well known in Debussyian literature as a prelude for 

piano (Préludes, Book 1). But before it was a piano prelude, it was a mélodie.241 Debussy 

composed the song around 1881, situating it comfortably in the early song repertoire, but it has 

since received even less attention than other songs from the same period. The song has not been 

published and only exists in manuscript form, one of which is located in the Frederick R. Koch 

Collection in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library (Yale University).242 The 

manuscript is messy and inconsistent and includes the following dedication on the front page:  

a Mme Vanier  
qui a réalisé ce probleme  
que, ce n’est pas la musique qui fait le beatué du chant… 
mais le chant, qui fait la beauté de la musique. 
(surtout pour la mienne.) 
L’auteur humble et reconnaissant. 
Ach. Debussy 
 
to Mrs. Vasnier 
who realized the problem 
that, it is not the music that makes the song beautiful 
but the song, which is the beauty of music. 
(especially for me.) 
The humble and grateful author. 
Ach. Debussy. 
 

The dedication is organized similarly to how it appears above and is very poetic, both in 

aesthetic and in construction. The end of the manuscript includes two options for the ending of 

 
241 James Briscoe (1981) addresses some similarities between the song and the prelude in his article “Debussy 
d’après Debussy: The Further Resonance of Two Early Mélodies.”  
242 The manuscript has been digitized and is available to the public at https://brbl-
dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3540161.  

https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3540161
https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3540161
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the song, one that features an additional statement of a refrain, and one that has an extended and 

untexted  “Vasnier Vocalise.” Following the version with the vocalise, Debussy signs his name, 

but there isn’t a double bar or other clear indication of the end of the song. The ending with the 

refrain concludes with a double bar and the inscription: “Tout que je peux avoir de bon [illegible] 

est là-dedans. Voyez et jugez / Ach. Debussy” [Everything I have that is good [illegible] is in 

there. See and judge. Ach. Debussy].243 I address the alternate endings in some detail below. 

The text for the song is a poem by Leconte de Lisle consisting of four stanzas (Example 

6.45). 

Example 6.45: Leconte de Lisle, “La fille aux cheveux de lin,” Poem Text and Translation244 

 

 
243 In examining the song, Briscoe (1981, 112) referenced a photocopy of the manuscript from the Salem collection 
kept at the Centre de documentation Claude Debussy, Saint-Germain-en-Laye, France. He acknowledges this 
inscription as a dedication and notes the absence of the first dedication found on the Koch manuscript. 
244 Translation adapted from Cobb 1980, 32. 
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In Example 6.45, each of the four stanzas of poetry (a quatrain) is followed by a refrain. Debussy 

makes a few changes to the poem (Example 6.46).  

Example 6.46: Debussy, “La fille aux cheveux de lin,” Song Text and Translation. 
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Most are minimal. He changes “dés le” in Line 2 to “dans le,” “ta lèvre rose” in L. 16 to “ta 

bouche fine,” and “le lin” in L. 21 to “le blond.”245 Debussy makes two additional larger changes 

to the text. The first is that he omits the refrain after the third stanza. The second is that he 

repeats the last two and a half lines of text of the fourth stanza (italicized in Example 6.46). 

These larger alterations highlight the climax of the poem where the narrator, after having created 

a lovely image of a field and wildlife in the summer sun and describing the girl with the flaxen 

hair, confesses his amorous affection in lines 3–4 of St. 4. It takes little imagination to see why 

Debussy chose to repeat this section of the poem. In addition to its function as the poetic climax, 

“Je veux baiser le blond des tes cheveux, Presser la pourpre de tes lèvres” [I want to kiss the 

blond of your hair, Press the purple of your lips] conveys vivid imagery and a desire for intimacy 

that would have been very appealing to the young Debussy in a song dedicated to his muse. 

In terms of melody, “La fille aux cheveux de lin” is very characteristic of the early songs. 

Perhaps to a greater degree than any other song, this mélodie caters to Marie Vasnier’s voice. 

Example 6.47-A is the introduction to the song and Example 6.47-B is the end of the song 

following the last line of text.246 Aside from variations in piano accompaniment, the passages are 

the same and both satisfy the conditions for a “Vasnier Vocalise:” they require a light and agile 

voice; no syllable is indicated on the manuscript, but we can reasonably assume they would be 

sung on a neutral vowel; they are quite technical; and they explore the vocalist’s upper range. 

“Vasnier Vocalizes” generally occur at the ends of songs following the last line of text, but in 

this song Debussy includes one at the beginning as well. 

 
 

245 Briscoe (1981, 114) finds Debussy alteration of “lin” to “blonde” to be obtrusive. He comments: “It is quite 
uncharacteristic even in his youth, for Debussy to obliterate carelessly a primary image, such as “le lin de tes 
cheveux” of line 21.” 
246 Recall that the manuscript includes two different endings, both of which have Debussy’s signature. One version 
includes the vocalise seen in Example 6.47, the other ends directly with the close of the text. 
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Example 6.47: Debussy, “La fille aux cheveux de lin,” Beginning and Ending Vocalizes 

(A)  

 
(B) 
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In addition to the beginning and ending vocalizes, Debussy also writes an additional 

vocalise within the song. As shown in Example 6.48, the additional vocalise begins in m. 17 and 

includes the last few words of the first stanza of text. Following the text, Debussy writes an 

impressive eight-bar interlude that features a technical passage in the voice before introducing 

the first refrain. 

Example 6.48: Debussy, “La fille aux cheveux de lin,” Middle Vocalise 

 
 

One primary purpose of this passage is as a modulatory transition from G minor back to the 

home key of Gb major. Like the beginning and ending vocalizes, this passage is quite technical 

and presumably sung on a neutral syllable. The previous two examples show specific instances 

of vocalizes, but the character of the melody throughout the song is much the same, if only a 

little more subdued. Thus, we see in “La fille aux cheveux de lin” an approach to melody that is 

much more advanced than one would find in the songs of Fauré, Duparc, or other contemporary 

composers. 
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In terms of musical form, Debussy follows the structure of the poem. Example 6.49 

outlines the form of the mélodie.  

Example 6.49: Debussy, “La fille aux cheveux de lin,” Form 

 
 

The song begins with an introduction (in Gb major) that includes not only the piano, but also the 

vocalise mentioned above. The first stanza begins in m. 9 and is marked by a swift change to the 

key of G minor. Stanza 1 flows into a modulatory transition in mm. 20–28 (with vocalise, as 

mentioned in Example 6.48) before arriving at the first refrain in m. 28 in the key of Gb major. 

Stanza 2 begins in m. 32, now comfortably in the home key (Gb), and leads directly into the 

second refrain in m. 40.247 The third stanza begins in m. 44 and has a strong focus on IV (Cb).248 

Debussy follows Stanza 3 with a short transition that briefly suggests F# Dorian before moving 

to St. 4 in m. 55. The fourth stanza begins in the key of E major, but, beginning in m. 60, 

modulates back to Gb via texted transition.249 Depending on which ending Debussy intended (it 

 
247 Debussy sets each refrain to the same music in the voice each time; the piano part is slightly different with each 
presentation of the refrain. 
248 There is a penciled in Fb in m. 44 that would confirm the key area of Cb, but it does not seem to be in Debussy’s 
hand. 
249 The first two transitions (mm. 20 and 52) are instrumental. The transition in m. 60 is notable because it includes 
the voice and text. 
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is not clear from the manuscript), the song either ends with one final presentation of the refrain in 

m. 69 or the above-mentioned vocalise in m. 70. Both endings have something to offer. Ending 

with a refrain matches the poetic form and is perhaps more convincing given that the manuscript 

has a clear double bar, signature, and an additional inscription. The ending with the vocalise is 

less defined as an ending in the manuscript – there is a signature, but no clear double bar line – 

but more consistent with Debussy’s procedure in other Vasnier-dedicated early songs. 

The fundamental structure of “La fille aux cheveux de lin” is difficult to discern. 

Inconsistencies (omitted clefs, enharmonic relationships, etc.) and the cleanliness of the 

manuscript present difficulties that make certain musical features unclear. What is clear, 

however, is that Bb (scale-degree 3) plays an important role in the structural top line of the song. 

Debussy begins the song on Bb5 (in both piano and voice), thus establishing Bb as the Kopfton 

of the song. Debussy continues to highlight the Kopfton with each statement of the refrain, which 

builds to a Bb in each of its presentations (Example 6.50). 

Example 6.50: Debussy, “La fille aux cheveux de lin,” Introduction and Refrain 

A - Introduction 
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B - Refrain 

 
Notice in Example 6.50-A that Debussy establishes the Bb in the first measures of the song and, 

in Example 6.50-B, soars up to Bb5 at the end of the refrain. This is a consistent feature of all the 

refrains. Additionally, note how Debussy uses the piano in the refrain. He doubles the voices in 

the piano in m. 28 and then continues the line in the piano through m. 29 before passing focus 

back to the voice in m. 30. The piano then flows out of the Bb in the voice in m. 31, supplying a 

connective gesture that guides the refrain to the next section of music. This creates is a very 

symbiotic relationship between voice and piano and reflects trends in composition that 

distinguish the mélodie from the romance.250 

At the beginning of St. 4, Debussy makes an interesting connection between the 

structural top line – with its persistent Bb – and the repeated text. The text that Debussy chose to 

repeat is one of the most intimate lines of the song: “Je veux baiser le blond de tes cheveux, 

Presser la pourpre de tes lèvres [I want to kiss the blond of your hair, Press the purple of your 

lips]. Given that Debussy wrote the song for and dedicated it to Marie Vasnier, there is little 

question as to why Debussy chose this line of the poem to emphasize via repetition. Musically, 

the repeated text is set within a turbulent harmonic environment (refer back to Example 6.49).  

 
250 Piano accompaniments in the romance were generally simpler than in the mélodie. One of the most important 
features of the mélodie that distinguished it from the romance is a piano part that was not simply accompanimental. 



285 

Stanza 4 is the culmination of a complex succession of key areas: St. 3 focuses on Cb major; the 

transition to St. 4 briefly touches on F# Dorian; St. 4 is in E major; and the transition to the final 

refrain, which includes the repeated text, modulates back to Gb. 

At the beginning of St. 4 in m. 55, Debussy moves from prolonged scale degree 3 (Bb) to 

chromatically raised scale-degree 3 (B natural) in the top line (Example 6.51).  

Example 6.51: Debussy, “La fille aux cheveux de lin,” Raised Scale Degree 3 in Top Line 
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Debussy introduces the natural scale degree 3 (B) in association with a key change to E major 

and maintains it into the transition (m. 60). The first statement of “Je veux baiser…” begins with 

the pickup to the transition in m. 60 and supports the altered scale degree in the top line. The 

repetition of “Je veux baiser…” then begins with the pickup to m. 64. In m. 63, B is still being 

retained from m. 59, but with the repeat of the text in m. 64 Debussy reintroduces the diatonic 

scale degree 3 (Bb) in the piano. In m. 65 the voice once again soars up to Bb5 and the home key 

of Gb major snaps back into focus. The effect is similar to that in “Clair de lune.” Debussy 

repeats a significant line from the poem and accompanies the first statement with an altered scale 

degree in the structural top line. The repetition of the text then corresponds to a return to the 

diatonic scale degree of the upper line. Additionally, the first statement of text occurs in a 

turbulent or unstable harmonic environment and the repeat marks a move back to a less chaotic 

harmonic environment. In both songs the repetition of the text is more important than the first 

statement, which would ultimately be downgraded in deeper levels of analysis.251 

Although “La fille aux cheveux de lin” hasn’t been published and only exists in 

manuscript form (resulting in some challenging analytical decisions), the song nonetheless 

exhibits some compelling features, some of which situate it within the French art song tradition 

as established by Debussy’s predecessors and contemporaries. Chief among these characteristics 

are the textual alterations (which was a freedom taken by many composers when setting a text to 

music) and the role of the piano as more than just accompaniment (which is a hallmark trait of 

the mélodie). Additionally, some features of “La fille aux cheveux de lin” suggest significant 

steps forward for the genre and help establish a connection between this mélodie and other songs 

in the early repertoire. Debussy’s vocal melodies in this song are considerably more elaborate 

 
251 “Nuit d’étoiles also has an instance in which repeated text has a connection to the structural framework of the 
song. 
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than would normally be seen in the French mélodie (demonstrating how Debussy was advancing 

the genre). Furthermore, features such as the “Vasnier Vocalise” and the association of textual 

issues with significant features in the structural framework of the piece exemplify notable 

consistencies across the repertoire. The above-mentioned features of “La fille aux cheveux de 

lin” also provide justification for considering Debussy’s early songs as significant compositions 

in their own right. The connection between anomalous musical features and text reveals a hidden 

complexity and sophistication that transcends the reputation of the early songs as instances of 

juvenilia, valuable only as a starting point for interpreting an evolution of compositional style.  

“Regret” 

I’d like to wrap up my examination of Debussy’s early songs with a discussion of one 

final mélodie. “Regret” was composed in 1884 on a text by Paul Borget and is the last song in the 

Recueil Vasnier, which Debussy presented to Mme. Vasnier just before he left for Rome (Cobb 

1982, 79). The text is richly melancholic and clearly resonated with Debussy on a personal level 

(Example 6.52). The first stanza sets up a comfortable setting – the warm, calm summer sky – 

but shifts toward somber reflection towards the end of the quatrain. Stanza 2 delves deeper into 

reflection as the narrator likens the memory of his love to the unchanging and consistent features 

of nature and the sky. The third stanza is the climax of the poem; the narrator reveals that, 

although he has lost his love, he will never get over her. Debussy’s most conspicuous and 

important change to Bourget’s original is that he repeats the first couplet of the song at the end of 

the third stanza (italicized in Debussy’s version of the text in Example 6.52). The poem is 

appropriate for Debussy prior to leaving for Rome. He was happy about winning the Prix de 

Rome, but was not excited to leave Paris and the Vasniers. As mentioned in Chapter 3, Debussy 

even considered forfeiting the prize in order to stay in his beloved Paris (and with Marie). The 
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theme of loss and regret (a true cognate in French and English) is clear in the poem and almost 

palpable in Debussy’s life.  

Example 6.52: Debussy, “Regret,” Text and Translation252 

Bourget 

 
Debussy 

 
 

Reflecting the nature of the poetry and the biographical connections with Debussy’s 

personal life, the song is musically more subdued than many early songs; Debussy reflects the 

 
252 Translation adapted from Cobb 1982, 91. 
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forlorn aesthetic conveyed by the poem and the ambivalent feelings he had about assuming his 

Prix residency. The melody of the song includes the tessitura that would be expected of an early 

song, particularly one dedicated to Marie Vasnier, but is much less technical. Example 6.53-A is 

the first ten measures of the song; the melody occupies the space of an octave and is very 

reserved. Example 6.53-B is the climax of the song. The text reads “Car j’ai possede ta douce 

pensée, Et mon âme, trahie et délaissée, Est encor tout entire à toi” [For I possessed all of your 

thoughts, And my soul, betrayed and forsaken, Is still completely yours] and is a highly cathartic 

and emotionally charged part of the poem that clearly conveys Debussy’s intended message. In 

Example 6.53-B, Debussy reaches up to the highest pitch in the voice (Bb5), but does so 

gradually and via mostly stepwise motion; the vocal agility seen in many of his early songs is 

absent. 

Throughout the song, Debussy seems poised on the edge of two key areas: D major and B 

minor. Replete with extended harmonies, accidentals, and enharmonic spellings, the mélodie 

seems to suggest both key areas. This can be seen directly from the beginning (Example 6.54). 

The introduction is harmonically complex and it can be hard to discern the key of the song. I 

interpret the song in D major throughout, but there strong features of B minor as well. The first 

measure includes a dominant harmony extended to the thirteenth with a flat ninth; Debussy sets 

this measure and the next seven over a D/A pedal that seems to confirm the key of D major.253  

 

  

 
253 I read the song as beginning on a dominant chord over the D/Apedal. The richness of the harmonic environment 
promotes some ambiguity and the tones in the piano right hand in m. 1 seem to resolve convincingly as a dominant 
in m. 2; the C# resolves to D and the G resolves to F#. Additionally, each time Debussy repeats the two-measure 
pattern initially established in mm. 1–2, the dominant to tonic resolution becomes more apparent. 
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Example 6.53: Debussy, “Regret,” Examples of Vocal Melody 
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Example 6.54: Debussy, “Regret,” Ambivalent Key Areas 

 
 

The consistent D over A pedal roots the piece in D major, but if one were to discount the pedal, 

the remaining tones in m. 1 would spell a dominant flat ninth in B minor – F#-A#-C#-G. The A# 

is, of course, spelled as a Bb. The second measure is a tonic resolution of the previous dominant, 

but is it Iadd6 in D, or a tonic (i) seventh chord in B minor? The piano recycles this two-bar 

pattern two more times before the I9 in m. 7 tips the scales toward D major.254  

The voice part further mires the decision. The voice enters in m. 3 (blue box in Example 

6.54) and, if taken in isolation, fits well in the key of B minor. The A# in m. 3 is more at home in 

B minor than D major. The enharmonic spelling of A# and Bb is pervasive in the opening 

 
254 This chord wouldn’t function well as a minor-minor dominant in B minor. 
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measures. As noted by the thin red line, mm. 3 and 5 feature the opposition between A# and Bb. 

The enharmonic relationship is primarily between the voice and piano but also occurs between 

the left and right hands of the piano in m. 5. This sort of ambiguity is common throughout the 

song and, combined with the persistent triplet rhythm in the piano that is present in all but six 

measures of the song, contributes a sense of uncertainty.255 The harmonic ambivalence conveyed 

by the opening bars (and much of the remainder of the song) would seem to reflect Debussy’s 

own ambivalent attitude towards leaving Paris. He was excited to have finally won the prize, but 

accepting meant disrupting his life and his pursuit of relationships, something he resolutely did 

not want to do. The two key areas could be interpreted to represent his opposing feelings about 

leaving France. 

The form of the song is rounded binary (A | BA’). Section A is comprised of the first two 

stanzas of poetry and Section B is the third stanza of poetry. The return to the final A section is 

supplied by Debussy’s textual repetition (Example 6.55).  

Example 6.55: Debussy, “Regret,” Form and Text 

 
 

255 The passage is, however, very stable. This is due largely to the pedal point. 
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Section A is mm. 1–30, Section B is mm. 31–39, and Section A’ is mm. 40–50. Many of 

Debussy’s early songs, and indeed the songs of most composers of the time, use a three-part 

form (ternary, bar form, etc); it is especially true given a text with three stanzas. In “Regret” 

however, the second stanza is primarily transitional and sets up a modulation to E at the 

beginning of Section B in m. 31 (Example 6.56). Stanza 2 begins in m.19 on a D major tonic 

chord (with a ninth). Debussy alternates between a tonic ninth chord and a B major-minor 

seventh with an added sixth twice in mm. 19–22. In m. 23 Debussy begins a descending circle of 

fifths progression that lasts until m. 31 and the beginning of Section B: G# moves to C# in m. 25; 

C# yields to F# in m. 27; and F# moves to B in m. 28.256 Debussy repeats the F#-B progression 

in mm. 29–30, ultimately creating V9/V – V9
 motion in the key of E that resolves to I in m. 31. 

The arrival of Section B is further highlighted by a change in the piano left hand; Debussy 

changes the texture to double the voice melody in the left hand in m. 31. Debussy then prolongs 

the E harmony through m. 39, changing the quality and inversion of the chord several times to 

reinterpret it as a predominant (ii7) in D major that leads to a dominant (in m. 40) that initiates a 

return to introductory material and Section A’ (not shown). 

The fundamental structure of “Regret” is an upper neighbor motion in both voices. 

Example 6.57 shows the form, text placement by stanza, and fundamental structure. The Ursatz 

opens in the first measure of the piece; Debussy prolongs the D in bass and the F# in the treble 

through Section A and the first two stanzas of text. The bass then steps up to E in m. 31. The 

treble, however, moves to a G#. The G is chromaticized due to the modulation to E in section B.  

 

 
256 The B major-minor with an added sixth in mm. 20 and 22 could potentially be regarded as a G#m9 in first 
inversion. Doing so would extend the descending circle of fifths progression back to begin in m. 19. However, this 
would create the only chromatic root movement in the progression (D to G#) and would necessitate downgrading the 
B/F# pedal. 
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Example 6.56: Debussy, “Regret,” Transitional Second Stanza 
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Example 6.57: Debussy, “Regret,” Deep Middleground Graph. 

 
 

When Debussy reinterprets the II7 as a ii7 in m. 35, he corrects the structural treble tone to a 

diatonic scale degree 4 (G natural). Both treble and bass step down in m. 40 to complete the 

neighbor figure. There are two especially notable features of “Regret” that are highlighted in 

Example 6.57. The first is the presence of an anomalous chromatic tone in the structural top line. 

This is reminiscent of both “Clair de lune” and “La fille aux cheveux de lin,” both of which have 

a high-profile alteration in the structure treble line. Admittedly, “Clair de lune” and “La fill aux 

cheveux de lin” both connect the altered tone to a textual repetition. “Regret” includes both a 

chromatic tone in the top voice and an instance of textual repetition, but they do not coincide. 

The second notable characteristic of “Regret” emphasized by the graph in Example 6.57 

is the relationship between the repeated text and the structural framework. As previously 

mentioned, Debussy repeated the first couplet of text at the end of the song (beginning in m. 40). 

This puts the repeated text immediately after the climactic and cathartic couplet: “Et mon âme, 

trahie et délaissée, Est encore tout entire à toi” [And my soul, betrayed and forsaken, Is still 

completely yours]. Ending the song on these lines would give it a decidedly darker, lonely, and 

forlorn aesthetic. Given that much of the song is focused around Debussy’s ambivalent feelings, 
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and that one side of those feelings is excited and optimistic, it makes sense that he would choose 

to end the song on a lighter note. The repeated passage – “Devant le ciel d’été, tiède et calmé, Je 

me souviens de toi comme d’un songe” [Under the summer sky, warm and calm, I remember 

you, as in a dream] – shifts the focus of the end of the song from dark and desolate to calm and 

reflective, almost as if he is making a promise to never forget. Musically he highlights this 

passage by associating it directly with the fundamental structure of the song, marking the text not 

only by repeating it, but also by connecting it with the close of the structural neighbor motion.  

Debussy’s compositional approach in “Regret” is a familiar one. In addition to the 

previously mentioned connections between “Regret,” “Clair de lune,” and “La fill aux cheveux 

de lin,” this mélodie has some notable similarities to other works in the early song repertoire. 

Both “Regret” and “Pantomime” have neighbor motions as their fundamental structure; “Beau 

soir,” with its turn figure, is also quite similar in design. Furthermore, “Nuit d’étoiles,” “Clair de 

lune,” and “Regret” all rely on repeated text to close their structural framework. Finally, almost 

every song reviewed in this chapter relied on some anomalous feature to provide closure or guide 

a large stretch of middleground events. Thus, although “Regret” is in some ways much different 

from other songs in the repertoire,257 it nonetheless shares some prominent analytical and 

biographical features with other songs that not only help draw connections between songs, but 

also demonstrate that Debussy’s early mélodies are noteworthy, valuable contributions to 

nineteenth-century French art song. 

Conclusion 

My goals in this chapter were to show how Debussy contributed to burgeoning 

 
257 Although the range is consistent with other songs in the repertoire, the melody is much less technical, there isn’t a 
vocalise, and the harmonic environment is much more convoluted. 
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sophistication of the mélodie in the 1880s by writing subtle, complex, wonderfully thoughtful 

songs that are valuable as significant compositions in their own right, and to identify 

characteristics that allow the songs to be grouped into Debussy’s first clearly definable 

repertoire. Many features contribute to both goals, being both consistent across the repertory and 

distinctly Debussyian. Debussy’s compositional style, when examined within a proper historical 

narrative, is reasonably consistent in sound and design. In addition to demonstrating consistency, 

the collective features of the songs make a convincing argument for the inherent worth of each 

mélodie. 

The songs Debussy composed in the early 1880s are unified, but also highly varied. 

Debussy rarely used the exact same technique in more than one song, but certain identifiable 

features remain. Some of the more prominent consistencies include textual repetitions, altered 

tones in the structural treble, vocalise sections, and unorthodox background structures. Perhaps 

even more meaningful is how the different features work together on different levels to convey 

Debussy’s interpretation of the poetry. Although the means by which Debussy introduces and 

uses unexpected features on deeper levels differs from song to song, the fact that something 

anomalous is expected remains the same and simultaneously promotes consistency and variation.  

Appreciating the significance of the early songs is dependent on viewing them within the 

time and culture in which they were created. The early songs all bear similarities to songs 

composed by other notable composers of the genre. Noting these similarities not only situates 

Debussy firmly within the culture of the mélodie, it also highlights the more advanced qualities 

that make the early songs such lovely compositions. The assimilation of tried and true 

approaches fostered by prominent composers of the mélodie and more uniquely Debussyian 

techniques combined with the people and events from the young composer’s personal life make 
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the early songs a rich tapestry of musical design and distinguishes them as compositions worthy 

of note in their own right, apart from anachronistic (and unnecessary) comparisons with 

Debussy’s more mature compositional style. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

The years between 1880 and 1885, referred to by some as Debussy’s formative period, 

were a rather dynamic time in Debussy’s life. In 1880 he published “Nuit d’étoiles” (his first 

composition to be published) and in 1885 he embarked for Rome to assume his residency after 

winning the Prix de Rome (on his third attempt). It was during this time that Debussy was 

finding his place in the music composition world. He cultivated two personas, what Briscoe 

(1979) deems the “academic” Debussy and the “rebellious” Debussy. Debussy’s academic 

compositions were written primarily for the conservatoire. He had a notorious reputation at the 

conservatoire and many of his compositions (and his attitude and behavior) fell under the 

scrutiny of the professors. His rebellious compositions were composed outside of school where 

he was free to follow his instincts and imbue his personality into his work. It is in these 

compositions that we see the most compelling and nuanced compositional approaches. 

In the fall of 1880, Debussy assumed the post vacated by his friend and colleague Paul 

Vidal as the pianist in the studio of Mme. Moreau-Sainti. Here Debussy met Marie Vasnier for 

the first time. Vasnier was a thirty-two year old woman (married with children) with a notably 

light and agile voice. Debussy was smitten. For the next four years Debussy developed a 

relationship with Marie and the whole Vasnier family. He had a dedicated room at their home, 

often joined them on vacation, gave lessons to their daughter, and received a considerable 

amount of support – monetary or otherwise – from them. Eugène Vasnier became an important 

mentor for the young Debussy, but it is Marie that provided the most profound influence. The 

extent to which Debussy and Marie had a physical relationship is debated. What is clear is that 

he was enamored by her and much of his music from this time shows her influence.  
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The songs that Debussy composed in the early to mid-1880s are on a variety of texts – 

perhaps most notably Verlaine, Bourget, and Banville – and are dedicated to various people; 

Marie Vasnier is, of course, the most prominent dedicatee. These songs have developed a 

reputation as lesser compositions than those Debussy composed later in his career. The early 

songs, when discussed at any length in Debussyian literature, are almost always dismissed as 

instances of juvenilia. We find them frequently situated on one end of a continuum designed to 

show an evolution of compositional style. Furthermore, the early songs are often subjected to 

anachronistic comparisons with Debussy’s later compositional style, which removes the songs 

from the time, era, and culture in which they were created and largely devalues them. Debussy’s 

songs between 1880–1885 are not in his mature style, but they don’t need to be in order to justify 

their worth and significance. 

The early songs (ca. 1880–1885) represent the first clearly definable repertoire in 

Debussy’s career and, when examined in the context of the genre of the French mélodie that 

evolved over the middle to late nineteenth century, exhibit a subtle, intelligent, and sometimes 

complex compositional aesthetic. Many features of the early songs are not only noticeably 

consistent throughout the repertoire, but are also significant contributions to the genre of the 

mélodie. An analytical examination of many of the songs, placed within the proper historical 

narrative, emphasizes these features and further reveals the inherent worth of the songs without 

the need for comparisons with Debussy’s later style. 

Compositional parameters such as text and melody, combined with analytical insights 

related to deeper structural levels and a focus on Debussy’s biography and poetic preferences, 

are especially fruitful areas of study in the early songs. Debussy had a remarkable fondness for 

other art forms and developed profound poetic sensibilities. Deconstructing his interpretive 
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process in regards to the text often helps explain anomalous features of the music. It was 

common in the nineteenth century for composers to adapt or alter poetic texts. Usually the 

changes were minimal and amounted to small changes in wording or repetitions. At times 

composers would omit stanzas or otherwise adapt poetry to make it more suitable for their songs. 

Debussy participated quite willingly in this tradition, making small changes with little effect on 

the meaning or aesthetic of the poetry. But in some cases his textual alterations were more 

pronounced, conspicuously repeating whole stanzas, couplets or other large sections. This is, of 

course, not random. The text Debussy repeats is strongly dependent on his interpretation of the 

poem and his intended audience. For example, many songs dedicated to Vasnier emphasize text 

that is especially intimate or even suggestive. Thus, we see the effect of Debussy’s biography 

imbedded in his compositions; the choice of poem, the use of the text, and the design of the song 

almost always relate back to Debussy’s personal life in some way. In this way, he is certainly 

more the “rebellious” versus the “academic” Debussy. The idiosyncrasies of Debussy’s treatment 

of a text often help reveal the composer’s interpretation of the poetry, which in turn helps reveal 

deeper, more significant analytical insights and contributes to a greater understanding of the 

music. Although there is no completely consistent way in which Debussy alters text, there is a 

consistency in that he frequently does alter the text; the way and extent to which he changes a 

text is dependent upon his interpretation of the poetry. 

Melody is a compositional parameter that sees some development in Debussy’s early 

songs and helps creates consistencies through the repertoire. French art song in the early to mid-

1800s tended to be more subdued than we see in Debussy’s early songs. This was partially due to 

the amateur tradition of salon culture. Many singers didn’t have the technical ability to sing 

complex or overly disjunct melodies, and many weren’t able to sing pitches in the upper register. 
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Furthermore, in the case of range, high notes too often became the focus of performers and 

listeners alike, much to the detriment of the rest of the composition and the text on which it was 

based (Nectoux 1991, 70). Debussy’s songs, however, tended to be more technical, higher in 

range (frequently reaching above the staff, sometimes as high as D6), and much more virtuosic.  

Additionally, Debussy frequently made use of vocal coloratura by writing light, agile, and 

improvisatory vocalizes in his songs. Many of the characteristics related to Debussy’s melodic 

style are due to the singers Debussy had at his disposal.  

Debussy’s approaches to text and melody simultaneously place him within the tradition 

of the mélodie as it was defined in the mid-1800s and demonstrate how he was pushing the genre 

in new directions. They are foreground musical features that create consistencies within the 

repertoire and legitimize the early songs as significant compositions. Both parameters, however, 

gain an even deeper, more profound meaning when examined in terms of the deeper structure of 

the music. For this, Schenkerian analysis has been most illustrative. Schenker’s theory was not 

created with Debussy’s music in mind, and Schenker himself didn’t particularly care for 

Debussy. However, following the lead of other analysts who have made compelling use of the 

method with Debussy’s music, I have found that a necessarily adapted, less orthodox version of 

Schenker’s theory provides some important and otherwise easy to miss insights to Debussy’s 

early songs. 

One of the ways that Schenkerian analysis provides especially revealing insights when 

applied to Debussy’s early songs is by making connections between textual alterations, 

vocalizes, and the overall structure of the songs. Often these connections occur along with 

alternate or less orthodox background structures. Throughout the repertoire we see instances of 

textual repetition being connected or emphasized by chromaticized tones in the fundamental 
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structure of the song. This connection often strengthens the peculiar features of the songs, 

turning them into signposts for deconstructing Debussy’s poetic interpretation. The connection 

between chromatic structural tones and textual repetitions is especially prominent in “Nuit 

d’étoiles,” “Clair de lune,” and “La fille aux cheveux de lin.” Schenkerian theory also reveals 

connections between vocalise passages and the structure of the song. In many songs, the vocalise 

passage that ends the tune is considered to be a dispensable part of the composition, typically a 

coda. A deeper examination, however, reveals that the vocalizes are often essential for 

completing the structure of the song. This is especially prominent in “Fantoches” and 

“Pantomime.” “Beau Soir” and “Regret” have similar connections between text and structure. In 

“Regret” the repeated text at the end of the song supplies the final A’ section of the form and 

closes the fundamental structure, and in “Beau Soir” completing the turn figure that acts as 

deepest structural paradigm is dependent upon extending the structure to include the last line of 

text. These features are in addition to the countless connections across structural levels that 

Schenkerian analysis reveals so expertly. 

It is my hope that in this study I have provided a convincing case for considering 

Debussy’s early songs as significant compositions in their own right; that I’ve at least partially 

extinguished the need to compare the songs to later, more mature, compositions in order to 

establish their value; and that I have created a foundation for considering the early songs as 

belonging to a unified compositional aesthetic that creates a definable repertoire in Debussy’s 

larger œuvre. Finally, though I have tried to be extensive and detailed in my examination of the 

early song repertoire, there is still much to discover. Debussyian scholarship would be 

significantly enriched by a greater presence of the early songs as an œuvre in their own right, 

independent of anachronistic comparisons with Debussy’s mature compositional style.
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