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piano recitals were performed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Achille Claude Debussy was born on August 22, 1862 in 

the town of Saint-Germaine-en-laye near Paris. His piano 

studies began in 1870 when he met Mmme. Maute de Fleurville, 

a former pupil of Chopin. He studied with her until entering 

the Paris Conservatoire at age eleven. 

Debussy proved to be extremely gifted at a young age. 

In 1877, he won second prize in a piano competition at the 

Conservatoire by performing the first movement of the 

Schumann Sonata in G Minor. His unique composition style 

also revealed itself early to his teachers. Albert Lavignac, 

theory and solfege teacher, remarked on Debussy's taste for 

unusual and unexpected progressions. Ernest Guiraud, 

composition teacher, commented on Debussy's fondness for 

incomplete chords as well as a conviction to "replace 

learning with instinct as a guide".1 

During the early 1800's, Debussy became acquainted with 

the poetry of Mallarme and Verlaine. These poets were very 

influential, and with Prelude a 1'apres-midi d'un faune. 

composed 1892-1894, Debussy fully established his connection 

with the Symbolist movement. Symbolism, represented by works 

1Edward Lockspeiser, Debussv; His Life and Mind. Volume 
1 (London: Cassell, 1962), 207. 
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of Mallarm6, Verlaine, Rimbaud, Maeterlinck, and Edgar Allan 

Poe rejected realism and aimed to express ideas, emotions 

and attitudes by using symbolic words or objects. 

The Impressionistic movement began with a group of 

French painters who had similar methods of expression. This 

movement is most associated with Monet, Renoir, Pissarro, 

Sisley, and Degas. French Impressionism was at its height 

during the years of 1874 - 1886. In painting, Impressionism 

has to do with the effects of light and color on a 

particular object. In music, Impressionism establishes a 

mood, with the help of suggestive titles. It does not 

attempt to tell a story or express feelings. The music 

relies on allusion and understatement for its expression. 

Debussy never attempted to imitate nature. It is not the 

picture itself that interested him, but the perception: "not 

the flower itself, but the blossoming".2 

Symbolist poets and Impressionist painters had in 

common the desire to abandon certain inherited concepts. 

Both movements emphasized the importance of an individual's 

own unique and emotional experience. Debussy disliked the 

term "Impressionism" for his music and felt much closer to 

Symbolism. Paul Dukas remarked, "it is the writers of his 

2Stefan Jarocinski, Debussy; Impressionism and Symbolism 
trans. Rollo Myers (London: Eulenburg Books, 1976), 153. 
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day, not the musicians, that were the strongest influence on 

Debussy".3 

3 Ibid.. 93. 



CHAPTER ONE 

DEBUSSY'S COMPOSITIONAL STYLE IN THE PRELUDES 

Debussy's two books of Preludes were published in 1910 

and 1913 respectively, and represented Debussy's last 

compositions in the genre of descriptive writing.1 They are 

more poetic than picturesque. The titles indicate the source 

of inspiration and "conceal rather than express real 

intentions".2 Debussy put the title of each prelude at the 

end to suggest that it never tells a story, but simply gives 

an impression. With the passage of time, however, the titles 

and the music have become inseparable. "The characteristic 

elements hinted in the titles are contained in the musical 

materials and the way these materials are treated".3 

As far as can be determined, there were many sources 

for inspiration. Several of the Preludes were inspired by 

people, some real and some fictitious. Minstrels captures 

the atmosphere of minstrel shows performed by the negro 

servants on southern plantations. General Lavine: 

eccentric is a tribute to Edward La Vine, an American 

comedian. La Danse de Puck refers to Robin Goodfellow, the 

Earlier descriptive piano works include Estampes and 
Images. Books I and II. After Preludes. Debussy composed the Etudes 
for piano and then turned to more Classical forms for works such 
as Sonata for Violin and Piano. 

2 Jarocinski, op.cit., 153-154. 

3 Claude Debussy, Preludes, Book II, ed. Maurice Hinson 
(Van Nuys, California: Alfred Publications), 3. 

4 
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puck in Shakespeare's. Midsummer Night's Dream. 

Evidence of exoticism can be traced in several of the 

Preludes. La Puerto del vino and La Serenade interromoue 

represent sounds of Spain. La Fille aux cheveux de lin 

received its inspiration from Scotland.4 

Works of art inspired some of the Preludes. A 

sculptured frieze of Greek dancers provided inspiration for 

Danseuses de Delphes. La Puerto del vino was partly inspired 

by a picture postcard of Spain sent from Manuel de Falla. 

Many landscapes are represented in the Preludes. La 

Terrasse des audiences du clair de lune is a masterpiece of 

symbolist expression with its "shimmering harmonies, extreme 

keyboard registers, and chromatic counterpoint over fixed 

pedal points".5 Bruveres is reminiscent of "a hillside 

covered with beautiful evergreen leaves and richly-colored 

flowers agitated by a gentle breeze".6 Les Collines 

d1Anacapri expresses the atmosphere of the "small city on 

the island of Capri which is famous for its joyous dancing 

and beautiful fragrant flowers".7 

Legends, stories and poems were inspiration for certain 

This prelude was inspired by the poem of the same name 
in the collection Poemes Antiques: Chansons Ecossaises by Leconte 
de Lisle. 

5 Debussy, op.cit.. II, 5. 

6 Bela Siki, Piano Repertoire (New York: Schirmer Books, 
1981), 304. 

7 Debussy, ojj^cit. ,1,6. 



preludes. Qndine refers to the legend of Undines, the water 

nymphs who attracted themselves to nearby fishermen. Les 

Sons et les parfums tournent dans 1'air du soir was inspired 

by Baudelaire's poem, "Harmonie du soir". This piece was 

originally set as a song by Debussy in 1888. 

Although the harmony is often veiled with blending 

sounds of various figurations, the music is always strongly 

tied to tonality. Frequently, the tonality is maintained 

with pedal points. The music contains frequent returns to 

the primary chords of the key. Chords of the seventh, ninth, 

and eleventh, as well as irregular chord-types built on 

seconds or fourths are employed without preparation or 

resolution. Unresolved harmonies are characteristic of 

Debussy's piano music. An example is the final b-diminished 

chord in Brouillards. This piece contains many other 

unresolved cadences. Feuilles mortes contains seventh and 

ninth chords as well as chords with added tones. Chord 

streams and successions of chords with parallel movement in 

all voices are characteristic to Debussy's style. Canope 

opens with a chain of triads in root position. 

Debussy creates a certain static feeling by using long 

pedal points. Voiles maintains the same pedal point for over 

twenty-five measures (measures 15-42). Qndine contains an 

augmented-fifth pedal point in the middle section. Debussy 

achieves an evasive effect by omitting the thirds of chords. 

He was especially fond of open fourths and fifths, a 



medieval notion. La Cathedrale enaloutie begins with open 

fourths and fifths. Just by blurring the tonalities, Debussy 

creates the desired atmosphere without destroying the sense 

of tonality. Bruveres consists of mostly diatonic harmony, 

with pentatonic harmony employed in the opening and closing 

materials. Bitonality can be traced in Brouillards: the left 

hand has simple C major harmony while the right hand plays 

almost entirely on black keys. 

Pentatonic and whole-tone harmony pervade the music of 

Debussy. Pentatonic harmony is utilized in Ce ou'a vu le 

vent d'ouest and Danseuses de Delohes. Voiles alternates 

between pentatonic and wholetone harmony. Whole-tone 

harmonies are also evident in Feux d1artifice. Le Vent dans 

la plaine (the middle section), and Voiles. 

It is significant that the harmony in Debussy's 

Preludes is related to timbres. Many of the harmonic devices 

greatly affect the timbre. Debussy's resulting harmonic 

schemes create an evasive effect rather than setting up 

tension and resolution. 

The melodies in the preludes are modal, often 

pentatonic, and frequently consist of short, fragmented 

ideas in a narrow range. Seldom does a melodic line progress 

as an unbroken line. Examples of fragmented melodic ideas 

can be cited in Voiles. Les Sons et les parfums tournent 

dans 1'air du soir and Pes Pas sur la neiae. 

Rhythms are characteristically subdued and somewhat 
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restrained. Rhythmic patterns change frequently due to the 

abundance of figuration and irregular phrase lengths. 

Imaginative percussive effects can be heard in Minstrels. 

for instance. The fourth section of this piece is marked 

"quasi tambouro", meaning "like a drum." The Spanish 

habanera rhythm is heard in La Puerto del vino. 

Embellishments, which also affect the rhythm, are often 

found in the preludes. With the exception of the trill, 

these embellishments are written out in small notes and 

serve to enliven the rhythms. Many of the preludes contain 

embellishments, including Minstrels, La Danse de Puck. Les 

Collines d'Anacapri. and Ce cru'a vu le vent d'ouest. 

Textures in Debussy's preludes are quite complex and 

made more difficult because he often requires very soft 

dynamics. The touches and articulations that are required 

with various grades of soft dynamics make Debussy's music 

uniquely challenging. For example, Ondine illustrates two 

types of articulations simultaneously (measure 16). 

Lisztian techniques are evident throughout Debussy's 

two bravura-style preludes, Feux d'artifice and Ce cm'a vu 

le vent d'ouest. Feux d'artifice consists of many sudden 

leaps, rapid compound trills, octaves, and black and white-

key glissandos. Ce au'a vu le vent d'ouest consists of 

sonorous chords, broken octaves, and fast tremolos. 

It is important to realize that Debussy's piano music 

represents a different approach to the instrument; he 
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explored timbres which were different from either a vocal-

singing quality or an orchestral quality. Debussy's 

Impressionism requires a new softer, less-defined treatment 

of the piano. Timbre is extremely important to Debussy's 

style. 

Alfred Casella described Debussy's playing: "...one had 

the impression that he was actually playing on the strings 

of the instrument, without the mechanical aid of the keys 

• 8 

and hammers. He used the pedals as no one else ever did." 

He further remarked: "...no words can describe his playing 

of the Preludes. He did not have the virtuosity of the 

specialist, but his touch was extremely sensitive."9 

In Debussy's Preludes both harmony and timbre heavily 

depend on the pedal. A new approach to pedaling is required, 

which will be discussed in the next chapter. The necessary 

dynamics, tone colors, and blending of harmonies require 

extra consideration and application of both the damper and 

the una corda pedals. 

8 Harold C. Schonberg, Facing the Music (New York: Summit 
Books, 1981), 112. 

9 Harold 
(New York: W.W. Norton and Company, Inc., 1970), 452. 

9 Harold C. Schonberg, The Lives of the Great Composers 



CHAPTER TWO 

PEDALING THE PRELUDES 

The works of Debussy exploit to the fullest the two 

pedals found on French pianos in the late-19th and early 

20th-century, namely the damper pedal and the una corda 

pedal. One important contribution to contemporary pianism 

resulted from his refusal to acknowledge the mechanical 

limitations of the instrument. 

During the 19th-century, composers used to indicate 

more-or-less routine damper pedaling. Using the pedal to 

prolong notes, connect notes, or sustain harmony, is 

considered routine. The piano scores of Frederic Chopin and 

Robert Schumann belong to this category. Although an 

interesting pedal effect is occasionally introduced, their 

scores predominantly call for routine pedaling. 

Franz Liszt ignored the established limitations of 

piano technique in his day, and exploited new possibilities 

for the instrument. Liszt explored Impressionistic 

sonorities in his later works. He was an unusually famous 

composer and performer whose works and ideas influenced many 

other composers including Debussy. It is helpful to 

establish some of Liszt's contributions to pedaling in order 

to clarify the contrasts between Liszt and Debussy: 

1. Liszt's pedal indications may suggest a special 

10 



11 

effect rather than a "familiar use.1 

2. Long-held pedals are often suggested for extensive 
cadential work as well as works, such as the Dante 
Sonata which require a special blurring of sounds.i 

3. The indication "les deux pedales" can be found in 
Liszt's music occasionally. This means to utilize 
the right and left pedals simultaneously. 

4. Liszt uses the left pedal for quieter dynamics, but 
also for altering the tone quality. 

5. Liszt utilized the left pedal at times for 
extramusical effects, such as muffled bells in Die 
Trauer-Gondel No. 1. 

There are only three traditional pedal markings in the 

two books of Preludes. One example is in Book I and two 

examples are in Book II. These three indications can be 

found in Voiles (measure 62) and Brouillards (measure 14 and 

measure 41). 

The damper pedal fulfills three specific functions: 1) 

prolongation, either for a single note or for a harp-like 

sustaining of harmonies; 2) tone and sonority change; and 3) 

dynamic change and accent. It is a common misapprehension 

that when the damper pedal is not used, the piano is in its 

natural state. Actually when the damper pedal is depressed 

and all the strings are free to vibrate, it is in its 

1 Joseph Banowetz, The Pianist's Guide to Pedaling 
(Bloomington: Indiana Press, 1985), 207. 

2 Ibid.. 213. 

3 Ibid.. 215. 
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natural state.4 One must keep in mind that the pianoforte 

was derived from the harp and the dulcimer. When the damper 

pedal is down, any tone struck on the piano sings and all 

its overtones vibrate in sympathy with the note struck. 

The piano is well adapted to the Impressionistic style: 

shimmering arpeggios, range of expressive dynamics, tonal 

shading and blurring with the damper and una corda pedals. 

Piano and Impressionism fit well since both have harmonic 

color. 

The piano scores to Debussy's Preludes provide many 

directions for pedaling. Many pedal markings are indicated 

by words in the score. The direction "laissez vibrer" can be 

cited in Le Vent dans la olaine (last measure), Les Collines 

d'Anacapri (measure 2) and Feux d'artifice (measure 53). 

"Les deux pedales" is indicated in La Serenade interrompue 

(measure 24). 

Still more pedal markings are indicated by poetically-

descriptive words. "Doucement soutenu" is marked in La Danse 

de Puck (measure 32) and Bruveres (measure 46). Debussy 

wrote "dans un brume doucement sonore" in La Cathedrale 

enaloutie (measure 72). 

Slur markings reaching out to rests is another 

indication to let the strings vibrate by holding the damper 

pedal. It is interesting that he occasionally marked music 

* Heinrich Gebhard, The Art of Pedaling; A Manual for the 
Use of Piano Pedals (New York; Franco Colombo, Inc., 1963), ix. 
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"sec," which means no damper pedal. Examples of "no pedal" 

markings can be cited in Minstrels (last measures), General 

Lavine-eccentric (opening measures), and Ce cm'a vu le vent 

d'ouest (last measure). 

One can find an abundance of damper pedal markings 

indicated by the notation. There are many examples of long 

pedal points which necessitate the damper pedal. In Example 

1, the Bb pedal point in bass must be held for at least two 

measures without any damper pedal change. 

Example 1. Voiles, measures 33-35. 

i 

In Example 2, La Cathedrale enaloutie provides another 

example of a long bass pedal point. 

Example 2. La Cathedrale enaloutie. measures 36-41 

-f 8? basso. 
T 

81 bass a 8 ? bnssrr 
-T 

87 bassn 

Example 2 presents a special pedaling problem which will be 
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discussed later. Another example of a pedal point is cited 

in Example 3. Since the pedal can be changed with each pedal 

point, this example presents no special pedaling problems.5 

Example 3. Ondine. measures 1-3. 

S 

As the preceding examples reveal, often the pedal sign in 

Debussy's music is in notation of pedal points. The damper 

pedal should be held as long as the bass harmony. The 

retention of long notes requires specific pedal techniques 

which will be discussed later. 

A fermata can suggest the use of a prolonged pedal. 

Example 4 cites a fermata in Les Collines d'Anacapri. 

Example 4. Les Collines d'Anacapri. measures 62-65. 

Rrtcnu // Presqtie lent « „// 

PP 
PP 

The symbol "P" indicates a complete pedal change. 
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Les Collines d'Anacapri also provides an example of 

slur markings which indicate sustaining the sound with the 

pedal. 

Example 5. Les Collines d'Anacapri. measures 5-8. 
En serrant 

Trea mode re / i i ; ̂  

quiftrz, en 
l / j ixsa nt r id m r 

Colors in Impressionistic music "veil" some of the 

notes by blurring the textures with pedal. Extramusical 

connotations may require a blurring of harmonies and 

sonorities. In the Prelude Voiles, the title itself suggests 

blurring. George Copeland, in his article "Overlapping 

Pedals" (Atlantic Monthly. January 1955), remarks: "Debussy 

almost continually used overlapping pedals, raising the foot 

a fraction from the damper pedal and depressing it again 

immediately to preserve the continuity".6 Cadenza 

figurations in the higher register lend themselves well to 

pedal blurs. Fuex d'artifice provides us with an excellent 

example.7 

Arthur R. Tollefson, "Debussy's Principles in Pianoforte 
Playing," Clavier Vol. IX no. 7 (October 1970), 32. 

7 Any pedal indications in these musical examples are this 
author•s interpretation. 
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Example 6. Feux d1artifice, measure 67 

]£T: 

Whole-tone passages may also be heavily pedaled since 

equidistant intervals blend more smoothly. An example can be 

found in the Prelude Voiles (measures 10-11). Pedal blur may 

be useful to produce a mysterious effect. Such an example is 

in the ostinato pattern found in La Cathedrale enaloutie 

(measures 72-83). 

Example 7. La Cathedrale enaloutie. measures 72-73. 

uu Mg 
IV *0* -Or f: , £ * J*. £L 

- — 
1 * t- h" '1—-i 

pp comme an echo dtt In phvastt cnlendiw prvced&mment 
1 

' I 

Flottant zgi 

—!—i— 1 | | j 
•><+> 

I'll i | 
'i J l 

bassa. 

Another special pedal effect may be produced by 

changing the pedal a little later than one would for 

syncopated pedaling. This results in just a slight blur. An 

example conducive to this type of pedaling can be found in 

La Cathedrale enaloutie (measures 7-12). 

The half-pedal technique can be valuable in realizing 
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many Debussian sonorities. The half pedal has two functions: 

1) to accommodate harmonic change so that basses common to 

more than one harmony will not be lost; frequently in 

Debussy, a bass note can be held through a number of quick 

pedal releases while a higher note is cleared with the first 

pedal release. The sign A will indicate releasing and 

depressing the pedal half way in the succeeding examples. 

Example 8 is an excerpt from Ce cat'a vu le vent d'ouest 

which benefits from half pedaling. 

Example 8. Ce cm'a vu le vent d'ouest. measures 21-22. 

V , J ^ - 1 
_ f • - £ \ _• l i1 !>-*•• j * 

5 — p 

— !,i> \,1- J. 

r-i * / - * 
ij T / _**§ Lbfl 

wTi ' ̂  , j 
T '=i 

^ ^ - - v
 1 

P " f - f A A ? ? A 

2) to enrich music where the harmonic change is too rapid 

for distinct pedaling. In Debussy, half pedaling allows a 

"continual, moderate accumulation of overlapping harmony", 

Example 9 offers this type of situation. 

8 Ernst Bacon, Notes on the Piano (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1963), 53. 
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Example 9. Ce au'a vu le vent d'ouest, measure 15, 

«Miu«nt an mouv; ,\n»nit» 
/ j * + """ ' 

J S:~-

Half pedaling allows the sound to die out by degrees. 

Lift the pedal only half-way up and little by little the 

sound disappears. The ending of Les Collines d'Anacapri 

offers such an example. 

Example 10. Les Collines d1Anacapri. measures 94-96. 

L,umin«»ux 
^ EE \ J Jtirc Tres retpnti 

Partial release of the damper pedal can also aid in a 

decrescendo. Consider the following example from 

Brouillards. 
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Example 11. Brouillards. measures 9-10. 

i 
p f i f p p \ 

Z 

Certain notational demands may present special pedal 

problems in Debussy's music. Example 2 presents a problem 

which may be helped by using half-pedal technique. The 

harmonies overlap in a way which provides no logical place 

for pedal change. It is exceedingly important to have a good 

ear for sonorities. 

Example 2. La Cathedrale enaloutie. measures 36-41. 

shoulj lnt c W U + e N I j £ ' f F more. 

8f bassa 
- T — - T : 

A b&SSjML A 8? bft.SSOk A A A 8 f bassa 

Flutter pedal can be used simply to reduce sonority 

without losing the richness of the overtones. This is 

achieved by lifting the pedal partially up and using rapid 

oscillating motion of the foot. Example 12 illustrates a 



suggested use of flutter pedal in La Cathedrale enqloutie 

Example 12. La Cathedrale enaloutie. measures 18-21. 

20 

9 

u'it a„ » 

l) marque 
. PP 

marque 

Augmentez prô rc»Hlvemeiit (sttntt prestter) 

aatvaaaaaaaaaaaaa^ 

Flutter pedal can be useful in rapidly-moving passages 

for reducing the sonority. 

Example 13. Ce cm'a vu le vent d'ouest. measures 25-26 

jf m*$ts #*/* t/t-ftttt's ft tt.>*>*' moiio film. 

A A AAA AA AAA AAA A A A A A AAAAAAAA/ 

The una corda pedal, also known as the "soft pedal", 

This author's suggestions for flutter pedal will be 
marked with the following sign: ( .AAAAAAAA ) 
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• • • 10 
was invented by Bartolomeo Cristofori in 1726. It 

functions in two ways: 1) to decrease volume; and 2) to 

create a certain tone color. In Debussy, the una corda pedal 

need not be restricted to passages marked 'piano' or 

•pianissimo'. It may be useful at any dynamic level to 

ensure the "understatement" characteristic of the 

Impressionistic style. Consider the following example from 

Les Collines d'Anacapri. 

Example 14. Les Collines d'Anacapri. measures 66-68. 

^ i i T e m p o ( V i f ) 

,3» , 

mmm 
p crtrsr. mnftn 

The una corda pedal can be an aid in a diminuendo passage. 

Example 15. Les Collines d'Anacapri. measures 9-15. 

A i i 

dim. moltn Irarsrifrn 

p joy en x 

10 Howard Ferguson, Keyboard Interpretation (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1975), 164. 
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Using the una corda pedal in the preceding example provides 

an appropriate change in tone color as well as change in 

dynamic level. Some passages require the una corda pedal 

because there are many notes within one damper pedaling. 

This makes it difficult to maintain the "understatement" 

quality required of the Impressionistic style. Consider 

Example 16 from La Cathedrale enaloutie. 

Example 16. La Cathedrale enaloutie. measures 16-17. 
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In Example 17 from Brouillards. the una corda pedal serves 

to enhance an 'echo effect' on the second half of each 

measure. 

Example 17. Brouillards. measures 5-6. 

PP PP 
7W 

Much of Debussy's music can benefit from the una corda pedal 

when the harmonies are blurred with the damper pedal. The 

ending of La Cathedrale enaloutie provides an excellent 
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example. 

Example 18. La Cathedrale enqloutie, measures 84-89 

, Dans la sonoriia du dvbui 
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The sostenuto pedal is an American invention patented 

in 1874 by Steinway. It has only recently been added by 

European and Asian factories. Gyorgy Sandor claims to use it 

as much as the damper pedal.11 However, it is important to 

remember that Debussy achieved his pedal effects, implied 

throughout the scores in words and notation, without the 

benefit of the sostenuto pedal. 

One primary function of the sostenuto pedal is to 

sustain bass notes through changing harmonies, as in Example 

19 from La Cathedrale enqloutie. 

11 Gyorgy Sandor, On Piano Plavinq (New York: Schirmer 
Books, 1981), 172. 



Example 19. La Cathedrale enqloutie. measures 26-30. 
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One can see here that when using the sostenuto pedal, it is 

possible to make frequent damper pedal changes. 

Another primary function of the sostenuto pedal is to 

allow certain selected tones to continue sounding while 

leaving the hands free to play elsewhere. In Example 20, the 

sostenuto pedal will sustain the 'E' pedal points throughout 

the phrase. 

Example 20. La Cathedrale enqloutie. measures 7-10. 

M M 

dci cnft< 

In Example 21, the sostenuto pedal will allow the 

chords on the first beat to be sustained throughout the 
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measure. At the same time it will allow the chords on the 

second beat to observe the rests on the third beat. However, 

this can be problematic because it requires utilizing all 

three pedals simultaneously. The left foot must then operate 

both the una corda pedal and the sostenuto pedal. 

Example 21. La Cathedrale enaloutie. measures 42-46. 
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Walter Gieseking (1895-1956) is still universally 

acclaimed as the greatest interpreter of Debussy's piano 

music. As a general rule, Gieseking used a lot of damper 

pedaling, and followed the notation carefully. One well-

known example of long-pedal effect is heard in his 

performance of Voiles. Gieseking achieved a "Monet-like 

canvas of 'drifting sailboats' with extremely even, tender, 

watery touch and pedaling".12 In Ondine Gieseking suggested 

holding the pedal for the entire last page (beginning 

measure 65) .13 

Gieseking generally felt that "using the sostenuto 

pedal was not the way to produce the desired tonal effect" 

12 Banowetz, Op.cit.. 

13 Ibid., 244. 

323, 
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in Debussy's music.14 I have found that although the 

sostenuto pedal provides a clearer sound, it also creates a 

certain dryness which is undesirable. The sostenuto pedal is 

certainly useful for sustaining effects. However, the 

trained musician can rely on the ear to guide himself as to 

the use of the damper pedal. This pedal alone can achieve 

the desired sustaining effects required in the 

Impressionistic style. 

14 Ibid., 273. 



CONCLUSION 

Pedaling the Debussy Preludes does require a special 

study. Many questions arise due to the introduction of new 

concepts in sonority. The challenge is greater since 

Debussy rarely provided any pedal markings in the score. A 

close examination of the music, the musical notation, and 

the descriptive titles is the first step in establishing 

pedalings. 

Certain demands within the Impressionistic style must 

be carefully considered. This music must establish a 

particular mood. Timbre and harmony are directly related to 

the allusion and understatement generally associated with 

Impressionism. Textures tend to be complex due to the 

various touches and articulations required. Frequently, 

Debussy calls for very soft dynamics. It is important to 

realize that Debussy's music represents a new approach to 

the instrument. Timbre qualities expand beyond merely vocal 

or orchestral concepts. The Impressionistic qualities are 

produced by the touch and proper use of the pedals, namely 

the damper pedal and the una corda pedal. 

Specific pedal techniques must frequently be employed 

in Debussy's music. Before Debussy, the most progressive 

pedal techniques were introduced by Franz Liszt. However, 

Debussy's music is permeated with special needs for new 

pedal effects. His music is unique in that the pedal is 

27 
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absolutely necessary to achieve the timbre inherent to the 

Impressionistic style. 

The piano scores reveal internal notational evidence 

for pedaling. One must look at the length of the notes and 

remain aware of pedal points. Slur markings reaching out to 

rests indicate the need for pedal hold. Still more evidence 

for pedaling is provided by words in the score. Some words 

are literally directive while others are poetically 

descriptive. 

The damper pedal should be used almost continuously for 

prolonging either single notes or harmonies. A blurring of 

harmonies is often essential. Whole-tone passages can be 

heavily pedaled since equidistant intervals blend more 

smoothly. 

The half-pedal technique is extremely valuable in 

Debussy's music. It accommodates harmonic change without 

losing the bass pedal points. Half pedaling will also be 

effective when the harmonies change too rapidly for distinct 

pedaling. Often, there is no appropriate place to change 

pedals. Half pedaling can be a viable solution in these 

instances. 

Flutter pedaling reduces the sonorities without losing 

the richness of the overtones. This pedal technique is most 

helpful in rapidly-moving passages with or without changes 

in harmony. 

The una corda pedal is almost as frequently employed as 
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the damper pedal. It can be useful at any dynamic level In 

Debussy's music to enhance the "understatement" quality. 

The sostenuto pedal can sustain bass notes through 

changing harmonies in such a way that damper pedal changes 

can take place more frequently. Employing this pedal also 

allows certain selected sounds to continue while leaving the 

hands free to play elsewhere. The capabilities of the 

sostenuto pedal make it seem like an easy solution to 

certain pedaling problems. However, Debussy achieved all of 

his pedal effects without this pedal. In his music, using 

all of the pedals may require the left foot to operate both 

the sostenuto and una corda pedals. The best reason for not 

using the sostenuto pedal is the resulting tone quality. The 

difference between using the sostenuto pedal and using only 

the damper pedal to sustain harmonies, is that the latter 

allows for a much richer sonority. The controversial use of 

the sostenuto pedal should be explored. It is my opinion, 

however, that the desired sustaining effects can be produced 

by using the damper pedal alone. In either case, it is 

extremely important that the trained musician use the ear as 

to the uses of these pedals. 

In Debussy's Preludes, timbre is as basic as the choice 

of pitches. Since pedaling directly relates to timbre, the 

piano pedals have an even more significant role in 

performance. A sense of "pedal integrity" must be utilized 

at all times in order to create the most accurate 
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interpretation of Debussy's music and the Impressionistic 

style. 
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