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INTRODUCTION 

The major purpose of this study is to examine selected works 

from the Dauze Etudes for piano by Claude Debussy. However, as a 

backdrop to this, the candidate will discuss Debussy's life, including 

a biographical sketch and a brief examination of his aesthetics. He 

will then discuss Debussy's musical language including his harmonic 

concepts, melodic concepts, other facets of his compositions, and his 

pianistic style of writing. As the main body of this study, the 

candidate will examine six of the Dauze Etudes for piano as an 

example of his great genius and will close with an overview of 

Debussy as man and artist. 

1 



CHAPTER I 

DEBUSSY'S LIFE 

Claude Debussy, born on August 22, 1862, was a composer 

"...unusually independent of traditional norms in form, harmony, 

and coloring ".1 He was a master of understatement and influenced 

virtually every composer after him.2 He emerged from an ancestral 

background made up of shopkeepers, peasants, and employers of the 

Paris suburbs. His musical education was very slight when he was 

young and consisted of very little pianistic training.3 Even his 

general education was minimal as his intellectual development came 

about later through his own quick mind's interaction with other 

intelligent people.4 

In 1871, Debussy's parents took him to Madame Maute who 

claimed to be a pupil of Chopin. She was a wonderfully gifted master 

pedagogue who displayed great artistry, taste, and sensitivity to the 

young Debussy. After barely more than a year of work, Debussy passed 

'Roger Nickels, "Debussy (Achille) - Claude ", The New Groves 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 6th ed., V, p. 292. 

2Nickels. 

3Elie Robert Schmitz, The Piano Works of Claude Debussy, 
forward by Virgil Thompson (New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce, 
1950), p. 3. 

4Stefan Jaroncinski, Debussy: Impressionism and Symbolism, 
translated by Rollo Myers (London: Ernst Eulenburg Ltd, 1976), p. 79. 
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the very difficult entrance examination at the Paris Conservatoire and 

was accepted to the class of the famous professor Marmontel.5 In 1874 

it appeared that he would have a career as a virtuoso pianist but 

in 1878 and 1879 he failed his piano juries.6 This was probably due 

to the fact that he did not work as hard as the other students at 

technique --his mind was elsewhere. He was more interested in composition 

than in the piano.? In 1880 he joined the composition class of Guirand 

and won the Prix de Rome in 1884.8 From 1885 to 1887 he studied for 

two years at the Villa Medici in Rome. He studied at the Academie des 

Beaux Arts but was very unhappy as he was homesick for Paris and dis- 

liked the architecture, pretentious fellow students, and the suffocating 

composition assignments.9 Debussy did not take kindly to imposed rules 

and regulations as it was difficult to organize his great gifts by a 

hard and fast method.10 Independence was the dominant aspect of his 

character. E. R. Schmitz states that he attempted to "...liberate 

himself as much as possible from all laws and restraint, if so compelled 

by his musical instinct 
".11 

5Jaroncinski, p. 78. 

6Nickels, p. 292. 

7Oscar Thompson, Debussy: Man and Artist (New York: Dover 
Publications, Inc., 1967), p. 249. 

8Nickels, p. 292. 

9 
Nickels, p. 293. 

10Frank 
Dawes, Debussy Piano Music (British Broadcasting 

Corporation Music Guides, London: British Broadcasting Corporation 
Publications, Inc., 1969), p. 10. 

11Schmitz, 
p. 5. 
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Much of Debussy's early success was as a song composer. He did 

not complete his first really important work for piano, Pour le Piano, 

until 1901.12 In April of 1902, the first performance of Pelléas et 

Mélisande was hailed as a landmark in French music. There were 100 

performances of it in Paris in just the next ten years. 1904 and 

1905 were very prolific and included Images, Bk. I and L'isle joyeuse.13 

From 1907 to 1914 he took ten journeys to England, Belgium, Holland, 

Austria, Hungary, Italy, and Russia as a pianist and conductor. In 

1915 his publisher, Durand, commissioned him to edit the works of 

Chopin, which he completed. This inspired the monumental Twelve 

Etudes. In the early days of 1918 he was confined to his room and 

died on March 25, in Paris.14 

Debussy's inspiration came from many sources. His interest 

in dreams were due in part to his fascination in the more visionary 

of Turner's paintings, such as the seascapes. He was greatly influenced 

by the writings of Poe, with their dark, suggestive symbolism, and by 

the overtones of melancholy in the paintings of Watteau and the poems 

of Verlaine. His closest friends were not fellow musicians but poets 

and painters from the symbolist and impressionist schools.15 He was 

lured by the Orient and the wonderful all- Russian festivals conducted 

by Rimsky Korsakoff. He loved the clarity of patterns and conciseness 

6. 
12Dawes, 

p. 

13Nickels, 
p. 293. 

14Nickels, 
p. 294. 

15Dawes, 
p. 7. 
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of form of Rameau, Couperin and Scarlatti and the free -flowing 

arabesque of J. S. Bach.16 

Debussy, in turn, influenced greatly nearly every composer 

that came after him. He influenced Bartok's harmony and orchestration 

and Webern's concepts of timbre. Berg's Wozzeck owes much to Pelléas. 

He influenced Varése's concept of a single tone setting up the sen- 

sation of tonic and on Cage's sense of letting sounds be themselves, 

what we expect of music, and musical silence. He also had great 

impact on Messian, Boulez, and electronic music as an extension of 

what he began.17 

In regard to his musical aesthetics, Debussy searched for a 

totally different kind of music than that which surrounded him. He 

had to strike out on his own as there was no precedent. He was 

searching for a music that was "...precisely imagined yet fluid and 

18 
untramelled by rules...". 

Debussy felt that not only were fantasy and freedom missing 

from the music around him, but a concentration of feeling. He had 

a desire for simplicity and space and a certain reticence which was 

a concentration of feeling, not a lack of it. 

In terms of education, Debussy did believe in a knowledge 

and understanding of the music of the past in order to set one truly 

free.19 However, he disagreed strenuously with the training he 

16Schmitz, 
pp. 40-41. 

17Nickels, 
p. 310. 

18Nickels, 
p. 307. 

19 
Leon Vallas, The Theories of Claude Debussy, Musicien 

francaís, translated from the French by Maire O'Brien (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1929), p. 21. 
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received at the conservatory. Léon Vallas stated that: 

He saw the defects of an out -of -date system which 
blindly follows along old paths --be they good or 
bad --and takes its lessons from dead books rather 
than from life that is ever new.20 

He wanted to free music education from the "...academic chains 

forged by the narrow traditions of German or Germanized pedagogues.21 

Debussy felt that music taught in this rigid fashion tended to make 

everyone superficial and compose alike. He felt that an artist must 

not be bound by tradition, and that as a creator he must display 

absolute independence for the sake of his music, himself, and others.22 

He wanted to free music from rules and theories and prevent it 

from being encumbered by too great a concern with form and harmony. 

He wanted to write only what he heard and this, of course, has much 

in common with the symbolist aesthetic. Not to produce an exact 

copy of nature but to reveal the mysterious link between nature and 

the imagination.23 According to Oscar Thompson, Debussy's aim 

was to: 

...suggest rather than to depict; to mirror not the object 
but the emotional reaction to the object; to interpret a 

fugitive impression rather than seize upon and fix the 
permanent reality. 24 

20Vallas, 
p. 17. 

21Vallas. 

22Vallas, 
p. 20. 

23Vallas, 
p. 10. 

24Thompson, 
p. 21. 
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And finally, and above all, Debussy wanted music simply to please. 

As he said himself: 

Music should humbly seek to please; within these limits 
great beauty may perhaps be found. Extreme complication 
is contrary to art. Beauty must appeal to the senses, 
must provide us with immediate enjoyment, must impress 
us or2insinuate itself into us without any effort on our 
part. 

25Vallas, 
p. 13. 



CHAPTER 2 

DEBUSSY'S MUSICAL LANGUAGE 

One of Debussy's greatest contributions to the evolution of 

music was his concept of harmony. His concept embodied the argument 

that dischords are entities in themselves that do not require a 

resolution to a consonant.26 This did not destroy tonality but did 

weaken the magnetic poles of the old tonal order more effectively 

than Wagner.27 As Oscar Thompson describes it: 

Debussy's chord successions may be said to be of first 
importance primarily because they tend to invalidate 
rather than to confirm tonalities, irrespective of 

scales, modes and other fixities of musical procedure. 
He was not an atonalist in the positive sense, but he 
opened the door for those who were to come. The fun- 
damental of his harmonic revolt was a desire to escape 
from the accepted use of chord combinations within a 

given key. A composition with a key signature will 
retain a determinative key center; yet in every measure 
may be introduced chords that are foreign to the scale 
of that key... Unrelated triads will be found moving 
in succession in various compositions. They do not 
destroy the key but they do tend to produce a vagueness 
of tonality, a sense of wavering between keys, of 

hesitation as between major and minor characteristic of 
Debussyan harmony.28 

26Dawes, 
p. 10. 

27Edward Lockspeiser, Debussy: His Life and Mind, Vol. II, 

1902 -1918 (London: Cassell, 1965), p. 230. 

28Thompson, 
pp. 242 -243. 

8 
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This use of dissonance includes chords using sevenths, ninths, 

elevenths, and thirteenths, which contributed greatly to the feeling 

of rootlessness.29 

Debussy achieves a suggestion of polytonality in a number of 

ways. Sometimes it is simply by the use of two or more diatonic 

scales at once, or several independent triads juxtaposed simultaneously. 

Other times a conjunct melody may be accompanied by chords consisting 

of consecutive thirds and moving independently from the melody giving 

the feeling of consecutive polytonality. Debussy also achieves this 

polytonal flavoring through the imposition of several different 

independent contrapuntal levels,30 and by the superimposition of major 

and minor seconds. 

Another characteristic of Debussy's harmonic style is the use 

of parallelism. This acceptance of parallel motion of voice and 

intervallic progression greatly widened the horizon of harmony, 

tonality, and counterpoint.31 Parallelism of consecutive fourths, 

fifths, major thirds, seconds, ninths, and elevenths became a hall- 

mark of Debussy's harmonic style.32 

One of the deep underlying principles of Debussy's melodic 

writing was his use and love of the arabesque. "The arabesque, as 

he understood it, is an undulating melodic line, independent of any 

notion of the development of themes or 'motifs ". 33 

29Lockspeiser, 
p. 240. 

30Schmitz, 
p. 25. 

31Schmitz, 
p. 26. 

32Thompson, 
p. 243. 

33Jaroncinski, 
p. 146. 
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As E. R. Schmitz puts it, this concept of the arabesque: 

...completely replaces and eliminates the chatter of 
repetition and development. The single continuous 
theme, neat and precise despite its suppleness, 
evolves steadily in long phrases, never returning 
upon itself . 34 

Debussy's use of scales in his melodic writing was very 

unique and imaginative. The diatonic system received a "sensitive 

and widespread treatment" ranging from a classic adherence to the 

scale to bitonality and polytonality. He leaned at times toward the 

old church modes showing a preference for Aeolian, Dorian, and 

Phrygian. Pentatonicism in his music, sometimes used as harmonic 

clusters, were used in horizontal melodies with diatonic harmonies.35 

Debussy's development and use of the whole tone scale, while important, 

suffers from the misconception that he used the whole tone scale much 

more than he did. Many times the use of it is very incidental. And 

his use of chromaticism, while restrained, has produced some of the 

most beautiful effects in his music.36 

For Debussy the old classical forms of variation and development 

were not for him. As Oscar Thompson explains: 

Long- breathed melody and spacious forms were not for 
Debussy. He sought, instead, evanescent curves and 
irregular patterns... To structure he applied the 
dictum of art concealing art. For him the framework 

34Schmitz, 
p. 33. 

35Schmitz, 
p. 27. 

36Thompson, 
p. 242. 
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should not be visable. For the most part his compositions 
are confined to the ambient of a picture. It is the pic- 
ture that ordains the form.37 

Debussy had tremendous impatience with the "...unimaginative 

subservience to traditional form ".38 Much of Debussy's distrust of 

harmonic and thematic development was due to the fact that such 

development requires a much more strict and less ambiguous tonal 

scheme. Sometimes Debussy's form was a direct result of the timbre 

and texture of the work. "Debussy was, in fact, the first composer 

for whom the actual sound -image of a musical work was an essential 

element which he cultivated very carefully."39 

Because of his distrust of formal architecture, counterpoint 

for its own sake did not interest him very much. There are few 

canons or imitations in his work and no fugues. "His use of 

augmentation, diminution, inversion, mirroring...is very telling, 

but also sparing. "40 One must view his counterpoint and resultant 

textures, freely, and in a broad spectrum. These textures consist 

of many superimposed levels such as melodies, motives or ostinatos, 

and pedal points all interacting at one and the same time. E. R. 

Schmitz sheds further light on the subject: 

We will then find that the independence of levels in 
Debussy ranges from the interference of the conflict 
of two differently accented rhythms...to the extreme 

37Thompson, 
p. 245. 

38Schmitz, p. 20. 

39Jaroncinski, p. 137. 

40Schmitz, 
p. 30. 
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differentiation of levels conflicting in rhythm, harmony, 
tonality, melodic delineation, all at the same time.41 

This use of several planes of timbre and material simultaneously 

led to a new fluidity of rhythms, and polyrhythmic stresses.42 This 

supported his non -metric, non -accentual conception of the bar line 

as he achieved a marvelous complexity of conflicting rhythms. 

Debussy made all the harmonic, melodic and rhythmic devices 

peculiar to him completely pianistic. The true Debussy can probably 

best be studied in the piano works better than anywhere else.43 

In writing for the piano, Debussy treated it in a unique 

way. His technical approach heightened the sensuous and lyrical 

qualities of the instrument. As Oscar Thompson describes it: 

For Debussy the piano is a confidant, not a herald. 
It insinuates much; it never proclaims. There are 
times when it characterizes, even caricatures. But 
it does not dramatize, in the Lisztian sense... 
Fluidity of line and transparency of background are 
achieved with a new refinement of utterance. Often 
the effect is of harmonies that dissolve in the 
moment of their emergence. Tone blends that are 
like the combinations of chamber music, but which 
remain essentially pianistic, are achieved in place 
of carefully articulated counterpoint or the enuncia- 
tion of an accompanied melody... The piano is like 
an artist's palette, but employed for sketches and 
not completed landscapes.44 

Debussy's piano writing was not actually symphonic in character 

although he was complimented for making the piano not sound like a 

41Schmitz, 
p. 31. 

42Nickels, 
p. 310. 

43Thompson, 
p. 248. 

44Thompson, 
p. 253. 
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piano. The same was said of Chopin and Liszt. Chopin, Liszt, and 

Debussy are the most idiomatic of all composers for the piano. None 

of them accepted the limitations of the instrument.45 Debussy's 

piano writing did, however, reach toward the "coloristic conception 

of an orchestra ".46 Only rarely could Debussy have thought of his 

instrument as percussive or as a means of building organ -like 

accumulations of sonorities. He wanted those who played his music 

to avoid all romantic excesses and to not overemphasize the melody 

as everything needed to be blended into a sonorous whole. "Anything 

that disturbs the tonal unity of a work not only is useless but may 

be fatal to the Debussy style; hence the romanticizing and of 

particularizing technical details." 
47 

Debussy's writing for the piano was very exacting and demon- 

strated great discipline. There was a full exploitation of the piano's 

resources and all touches were used independently and simultaneously 

blended into a sonorous whole with a subtle use of the pedal. He 

developed nuances of timbre and registration not previously exploited 

by the great 19th century virtuosi. 

45Thompson, 
p. 248. 

46Schmitz, 
p. 36. 

47Thompson, pp. 248-251. 



CHAPTER 3 

AN EXAMINATION OF SELECTED ETUDES FOR PIANO BY CLAUDE DEBUSSY 

The magnificent Etudes, composed during August and September 

of 1915, just three years before his death, represent the last great 

works for piano.48 They were written at a time of grave personal 

strife as he was suffering terribly from the dread cancer that was 

to kill him and from the anguish and upheaval brought about by the 

war.49 Debussy dedicated these works to the memory of Chopin whom 

he loved and revered so deeply, and they indeed take their special 

place alongside Chopin's immortal Etudes.SO Debussy's Etudes are 

one of the few truly great sets of Etudes by musical giants where 

the music is as great as the technical requirements. Once can 

mention only a few in addition to the Chopin and Debussy Etudes 

such as the Well- Tempered Clavier of Bach and the Etudes of 

Szymanowsky and Rachmaninof f 
51 

One may wonder why Debussy chose etudes as his crowning work. 

As E. R. Schmitz explains it: 

48Nickels, 
p. 306. 

49Rollo 
H. Myers, Debussy (New York: A. A. Wyn, Inc., 1949), 

p. 106. 

50Marguerite 
Long, At the Piano with Debussy, translated by 

Olive Senior -Ellis (London: J. M. Dent and Sons, Ltd., 1972), p. 43. 

51Schmitz, 
p. 191. 

14 
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...is easily understandable in complement of his series 
of "Preludes ", in view of his wartime absorption in the 
French edition of the complete works of Chopin, which 
he undertook and completed, and in the ever -renewed pro- 
blems such a series would propose musically and techni- 
cally, and which Debussy was stimulated to solve.52 

The Etudes are surprisingly not well known by musicians 

and non -musicians alike. This may be due to two reasons. First of 

all, the Etudes represent the culmination of a new phase of 

Debussy's career in which he moved away from the "aural- visual 

concepts of musical impressionism ".53 Debussy did indeed consider 

the Etudes to be of only pure music although there remains a touch 

of visual and auditory impressions.54 Rollo H. Myers has said that 

the Etudes 

...show that tightening of the sinews, that tendency 
towards a greater concision that characterize all his 
later works. The picturesque and sensuous elements 
are notably less prominent than in the earlier piano 
works...55 

This is certainly a style that is less familiar and perhaps 

less well understood in view of Debussy's previous output. 

The second reason as to why the Etudes are not better known 

may be due to the fact that they represent tremendous problems to the 

pianist both technically and interpretatively. There are formidable 

technical difficulties on every page of the Etudes. Debussy had 

altered and expanded piano style and there are special problems of 

52Schmitz, 
p. 192. 

53Dawes, 
p. 6. 

54Dawes, 
p. 56. 

55Myers, 
pp. 106-107. 
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touch and fingering and difficult juxtapositions of timbres and 

registers, either simultaneously or singly. E. R. Schmitz states 

that 

...their scope is musically most varied from fierce 
to tender, very fast to slow, soft to strident, modal 
through diatonic, and bitonal to near atonal... 

In summing up these Etudes, these marvelous miracles of 

perfect creations Frank Dawes has stated: 

Certainly Debussy based each study on a plain musical 
fact. But from these elementary premises he launches 
out into a remarkable series of sound structures which 
give, as it were, final meaning to all the harmonic 
experimentation and all the accumulated pianistic wisdom 
that had gone before.56 

The first of the Debussy Etudes is pour les "cinq doigts" 

and is dedicated to the famous pedagogue Czerny. It is a highly 

sophisticated transformation of a five -finger exercise into a fanciful 

gig filled with good humor and high spirits. It presents a "...humorous 

picture of a bored student becoming unruly and imaginative... "57 with 

the imposed exercise. Thus Debussy's dedication is "tongue in cheek" 

as he is poking fun at Czerny in a personal confrontation. The piece 

also becomes a natural extension of his earlier work, Doctor Gradus 

ad Parnasssum from the Children's Corner Suite. 

Virtually all of the thematic material is comprised of two 

major elements: lines made up of scale -wise passages and those made 

56Dawes, 
p. 58. 

57 Schmitz, p. 193. 
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up of arpeggios.58 The scale -wise passage, motive A, is presented 

initially in measure 1 with a five -note ascending and descending 

figure. 

Sagement 

Figure 1. Etude pour les "cinq doigts ", 
measure 1. 

In measure 5 it is presented in diminution, with an accelerando 

(apparently indicating the student's impatience with the excercise) 

and breaks into motive B, at measure 7, an arpeggiated figure with 

the movement of a gigue. 

Accelerando 6 Animé (Nlou.t d Gi;tee) 
.) (Ig mollo 

r 
C 

- s 
610 

`__ _- 

V 

- _ - «, 6: 4 -, 

- 
M fdl NI.ws rM. ' ~ á 

I' Il .a 
.7'! :-- - A/`i t! Z ,L: a- "- . ' -_ 

Figure 2. Etude pour les "cinq doigts ", 
measures 5 -10. 

58Richard 
Samuel Parks, Organizational Procedures in Debussy's 

"Douze Etudes ", Ph.D. dissertation, The Catholic University of America, 
1973 (Ann Arbor, Michigan, U.S.A., and London, England: University 
Microfilms International, 1981), p. 24. 
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In measure 12 the brusque interjection of the right hand is a trans- 

position of motive A59, and in measure 15 motive A is presented in 

contrary motion. 

4 I^ Tempo brv.cqw-mrlii 

/ - uj . - 
' 

+' - 

- - -- wn rai / M r JM i IMIMM =ND 

. 

Figure 3. Etude pour les "cinq doigts ", 
measures 11 -15. 

The gigue movement is re- established for good in measure 17. 

!s. ( 61 Animé 
. _w . 

EP - - i _ ü 
.. 6 
- - 

_ , 

P . -. Ito f ... 
r.1.11 

. -, 
r a-=6,- 1-111 116.II. :,_/".r"I.'11.1'1"'"I 

/111,11MI 

71,a 
AIM IMIIMi 

NM:_7s r.11.s st.110 t -- =MUNK.M 11/11 
IM aa:11/.:si=a - MVMW 

Figure 4. Etude pour les "cinq doigts ", 
measures 16 -20. 

Different manifestations of these two motives occur throughout the 

piece. For instance, measures 28 through 40 are concerned chiefly 

with various extensions of motive B. 

59Parks, 
p. 25. 
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Figure 5. Etude pour les "cinq doigts", 
measures 28-40. 

Measures 44 and 47 present motive A in a three-note form and sub- 

sequently forms an ostinato at measure 48. 
60 

60 
Parks, pp. 26-27. 
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Figure 6. Etude pour les "cinq doigts ", 
measure 44 -51. 

The cadenza at measure 91 is approached by a four -note form of the 

scale figure and the cadenza itself is comprised of motive A in a 

five -note form, ascending and descending between the hands. 

porn a poco accelero irdo P 

7:70': 

Figure 7. Etude pour les "cinq doigts ", 
measure 88 -92. 

cresr. 

The various sections of the piece are formed by abrupt 

contrasts in texture, rhythm, mood, and contour but is held together 
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by this constant and endless variation of the two motives and provides 

a kaleidoscopic effect.61 

In describing the harmonic implications of the Czerny Study, 

E. R. Schmitz has stated: 

The harmonic mood of the first "Etude" is diatonic but 
with a very rapid and constant friction of successive 
polytonality, or of superimposed bitonality. C major 
is the canvas...upon which the various harmonic colors 
are embroidered in baroque contrasts.62 

For instance, the opening C major statement is immediately 

challenged by an A -flat, representing a bitonal reference and also 

the disenchantment of the young student63 (see Figure 1). This 

bitonal writing occurs in measure 12 posing a C major against F sharp 

major (see Figure 3). In measures 77 and 78 consecutive polytonality 

is presented over a D -flat, E -flat, pedal trill. 
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Figure 8. Etude pour les "cinq doigts ", 
measures 75 -78. 

61Parks, 
p. 554. 

62Schmitz, 
p. 195. 

63Schmitz, 
p. 196. 
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The cadenza, discussed above in terms of motive A is presented here in 

successive polytonality (see Figure 7). And the final C major cadence 

is approached, refreshingly, by a five -octave extension of motive A 

in D -flat major. 
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Figure 9. Etude pour les "cinq doigts ", 
measures 112 -117. 

I_ 
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It is fascinating to consider why Debussy chose a five- finger 

study for his first Etude. I believe that it is because the five finger 

study is the basis of all technique. With just the crossing of 

the thumb we have a scale, and with extensions between the fingers we 

have arpeggios and then chords. And, after all, it is one of the 

first exercises given to a child.64 This piece, because of its 

nature, explores the problem of shortness and longness of different 

fingers and of relative strengths and weaknesses of the fingers. 

The major difficulty of this piece is to perform it as a whole, 

for it is easy for the work to become disjunct and fragmented due to 

the rapidly fluctuating tempo and mood changes. 

The next etude I have selected to explore, pour les Tierces, 

is strikingly different from the first etude discussed above. Whereas 

the first etude presents stringent tonal contrasts, this etude possesses 

64Schmitz, 
p. 194. 



a harmonic color of subtle and ambiguous half- shades.65 The opening 

tonal scheme can be viewed in either D -flat major or B -flat minor. 

This fundamental structure is of a relatively static nature as the 

entire piece is an unfolding of this one basic chord.66 
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Figure 10. Etudes pour les tierces, 
measures 1 -4. 
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In this sense of endless variation, this etude resembles the first, 

but it is entirely different in its lack of really pronounced contrasts 

throughout the piece. This is due in part to the registration, which 

is a continual reiteration of the sound of harmonic thirds67 and a 

constancy of 16th notes which is interrupted only twice, at measures 

13 and 67. 

65Schmitz, 
p. 198. 

66Parks, 
p. 114. 

67Parks, 
p. 114. 
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Figure 11. Etudes pour les tierces, 
measures 13 -14. 

Con fuoco 
A A 

Figure 12. Etudes pour les tierces, 
measures 66 -68. 

Debussy does extract many subtle forms of contrast, however. The C 

major innocence of bars 8 and 9 are immediately followed by a "hot" 

chromaticism in bar 10 leading to an impassioned plea when the 16th 

note movement is broken in bar 13.68 

68Dawes, 
p. 59. 
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Figure 13. Etudes pour les tierces, 
measures 7 -12. 

Other variety is attained by the addition and subtraction of voices in 

the left hand as in bars 5, 6, 

l 

Figure 14. Etudes pour les tierces, 
measures 5 -6. 

and the many varieties of articulation in the left hand such as in 

bars 6 and 7 (see Figure 13) and much later in bar 53. Intervening 

chromatic passages tense the texture, such as in bars 38 -40 
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Figure 15. Etudes pour les tierces, 
measures 37 -39. 

and bars 53 -58, 
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Figure 16. Etudes pour les tierces, 
measures 53 -58. 
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but do not give any clues as to the resolution of its deceptive 

nature.69 

A sense of coherence is achieved, not only by the registration 

in thirds, but by the emphasis of thirds in a melodic span (see 

measure 36).70 
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Figure 17. Etudes pour les tierces, 
measures 35 -37. 

Also the distinctive melodic contour which opens the piece occurs at 

other strategic points (section B at measure 45, and section C at 

measure 59) thus binding the piece together. 

in Tempo I° Rit. _ _ 

Figure 18. Etudes pour les tierces, 
measure 45. 

69Schmitz, 
p. 198. 

70Parks, 
p. 97. 
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1 

Figure 19. Etudes pour les tierces, 
measure 59. 

The mellifluous and introspective Etude pour les tierces 

now gives way to the joyous and uninhibited outburst of the Etude 

pour les Octaves. It is in clear ternary form and represents 

Debussy's vision of the style of the valse caprice.71 The outer 

sections are characterized by syncopated accents (measure 1, and 

measures 31 and 32), rests on the first beat which help give it its 

inebriated freedom (measures 1 and 2, 5 -10, etc.) and swelling 

orchestral surges (measures 3 and 4). 

71Dawes, 
p. 60. 
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Figure 20. Etude pour les Octaves, 
measures 1 -10. 

In contrast to this, the middle section is greatly different in 

character. It is a very delicate toccata -like section reminiscent of 

the Snow is dancing from the Children's Corner Suite. Although it 

retains the triple rhythm of the waltz, it flows primarily in triplets 

as opposed to the duples of the outer sections. 

The middle section differs also in terms of texture. The 

outer sections are characterized by thick octave doublings while 

the middle section is reduced to one voice. Debussy ingeniously 

prepares us for the middle section by introducing the triplet figure 

as early as bar 29. 
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Figure 21. ELde pour les Octaves, 
measures 25 -33. 
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Thereafter ensues a battle between groups of 2 and groups of 3 with 

the triplet figure finally establishing itself in the middle section. 

This is a clever way of binding the two sections together. As mentioned 

earlier, the texture of the middle section is reduced to one voice. 

However, as the tremendous climax of the middle section results in the 

return of the opening waltz material, note how Debussy has built the 

texture by the careful addition of voices in the bass line. 

The next study, pour les sonorities opposées, is a profoundly 

moving work of shimmering light and space. It runs the entire gamut 

of human emotion from estatic joy to profound sorrow and desolation- - 

human emotions against a backdrop of silence. It is a concentrated 

study of tone and of the infinite varieties of timbres which can be 

produced at the piano. It exploits the differentiation and simultaneous 

juxtaposition and balancing of various timbres and textures, the 
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graphics of which can only be made clear by the performers capacity 

to orchestrate the variety of touches to produce the individual 

timbres for each superimposed entity. 

Note immediately the juxtaposition of three distinct layers 

of sound in the introduction (measure 1 -3) and how this creates a 

sense of space, light and silence. The soprano pedal point drops 

two octaves as the dolente theme enters in measure 4. 
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Figure 22. Etude pour les sonorities opposées, 
measures 1 -4. 

Now we have a close juxtaposition of 4 voices. In section A the melody 

is doubled at the octave as the soprano and bass pedal point continues 

their hypnotic effect. Section B is a six -voiced chorale traveling in 

parallel motion (measure 15) opposed by a chromatic inner line. 
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Figure 23. Etude pour les sonorities opposées, 
measures 15 -18. 

Note all of the differentiations of touch required to delineate the 

various timbres and textures in this passage. It is also important 

to mention how Debussy moves from one section to another with abrupt 

and pronounced changes rather than by cadential preparation.72 Note 

the juxtaposition of four different levels and sonorities in the 

joyous theme of section C (measures 31 -33). 

L'istesso tempo 

Figure 24. Etude pour les sonorities opposées, 
measures 31 -33. 

72Parks, p. 412. 
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Section D at measure 38 forms the apex of this beautifully constructed 

arch -form. 
73 This section is characterized by a thickening of texture, 

and a marked increase in rhythmic activity as the tremendous climax is 

reached in bar 50. 
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Figure 25. Etude pour les sonorities opposées, 
measures 38 -50. 

73Parks, p. 412. 
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The principle of return is very important in this work although 

section A is conspicuously absent. The work closes with a surprise. 

The Étude pour les Arpeges composés, that is, arpeggios 

extending beyond the range of an octave, opens with a beautifully 

fluid backdrop against which a broad melodic line is born in measure 2 

and extends uninterruptedly for nearly two and a half pages. 

Figure 26. Etude pour les Arpeges composés, 
measures 1 -4. 

This beautiful opening (section A) gives way to the middle section of 

the piece (section B), a dance hall parody, or burlesque, which contains 

no small amount of pomp and humor. The final section (section AB) 

is a combination of both elements of the preceding sections and closes 

in a remarkably beautiful coda. 

In this etude, more than any other, the registration is of 

special importance. The registration of the various arpeggios is 

definitely form defining especially from one subsection to another. 

The opening arpeggio begins with a distinctive characteristic shape 
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but in the next subsection the arpeggiation takes on an arch- shape.74 

In measure 12 the contour is changed to a descending arpeggio only 

{ 

Figure 27. Etude pour les Arpeges composés, 
measure 12. 

and in measure 20 the return is marked by the presentation, again, 

of the arch -shaped arpeggios. 

Figure 28. Etude pour les Arpeges composés, 
measure 20. 

In the lumineux section at bar 25, all the arpeggios are uni -directional 

with some ascending and others descending. 

74Parks, 
p. 453. 
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Figure 29. Etude pour les Arpeges composés, 
measures 25 -28. 

In the large contrasting middle section of the piece (the burlesque), 

the arpeggios are ever present, binding the work together into one 

whole, although they are fewer in number and more compressed. The 

final section, AB, beautifully combines elements of both previous 

sections at measure 58. 

Figure 30. Etude pour les Arpeges composés, 
measures 58 -59. 
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One final comment. In measure two the descending fourths in 

the left hand are of motivic importance and should be heard as they 

form the intervallic relationships established in the burlesque 

thus binding the piece together in this way (see Figure 26). 

Debussy chose the Etude pour les Accords to end the series, 

even though it was not the last etude written, because as the final 

piece it fulfilled many psychological expectations. As E. R. Schmitz 

explains: 

...its character is decided and buoyant, bringing a 

final enthusiastic apex to that which has preceded. 
It is straightforward, and direct in its coloring, 
bringing a relief from the complexities which have 
previously been presented, debated, developed, 
serving then as a form of resolution or answer to 
the questions of form, melody, harmony, counterpoint, 
which have made great demands on intellectual 
processes.75 

The work is in simple A -B -A, ternary form with the outer 

sections an iron brutality manifesting itself in massive chordal 

arrangements and daring leaps. The rhythm is direct and accentuated 

with a hemiola effect with alternations of binary and ternary meters. 

As Lockspeiser describes it, it is: 

...one of the most powerful examples of modern piano 
music, reaching far beyond the Debussyan art of illusion 
to something approaching the hard clarity of the later 
neo- classical style of Stravinsky. The limits of 
Debussy's art are wrenched apart in this study, and 
the conception is established of the piano as a 

percussive instrument, the instrument of the piano 
works not only of Stravinsky, but of Bartok and of 
Hindemith.76 

75Schmitz, 
p. 219. 

76Lockspeiser, 
p. 161. 
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The middle section forms a stark contrast with the outer 

sections in that it is much slower and rhythmically less regular. 

Its registers are wide apart creating illusions of distance and 

space. It is more contrapuntal, more dissonant, and employs a much 

thinner texture.77 

A few items of detail are of interest. Notice in the passage 

beginning in bar 21 the complexities of several forces at odds: 

the harmonic pedal, coupled with the melodic bass progression, all 

the while battling the rhythmic complexities of the hemiola.78 
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Figure 31. Etude pour les Accords, 
measures 21 -26. 

And note the very exciting effect of the first section reasserting 

itself at the return of the final section. 

77Parks, 
p. 556. 

78Schmitz, 
p. 221. 
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Figure 32. Etude pour les Accords, 
measures 104 -127. 

.... 

And, finally, note the exciting culmination at the end of the piece 

brought about by a quick thickening of the texture from the very 

thinly socred section beginning in bar 161. 
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Figure 33. Etude pour les Accords, 
measures 161 -181. 
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CHAPTER 4 

CONCLUSION 

Debussy was a giant of early 20th century western music 

because of the doors he opened and the restraints he cast aside. 

He never thought of himself as a revolutionary or a reformer --he 

just wanted to be free. As Stefan Jaroncinski has stated succintly: 

Trusting his own instinct, Debussy broke the traditional 
rules, instituted a new musical language and a new kind 
of symbolism; he allowed his hearer's imagination free 
play, enabling it to explore a vaster realm, liberated 
from the narrow bondage of the traditional system...79 

Debussy was an artist of tremendous conviction, independence, 

strength, and integrity. He did not pander to popular taste or 

make any compromises for material benefit. He listened to no voices 

but his own and those of nature.80 And for this we are the great 

beneficiaries. 

In conclusion, the candidate quotes Rollo H. Myers: 

Midway between reason and instinct his music opens up 

for us a world of airy spiritual and sensuous delecta- 
tion, yet a world from which the intel].ect is never 
banished- -not manifested in tedious, formalistic 
operations, but rather in an unerring sense of propor- 
tion and feeling for the subtler shades of human 
sensibility. Such was the contribution to the humanism 
of our western civilization of Claude Debussy...81 

79Jaroncinski, 
p. 158. 

80Myers, 
p. 116. 

81Myers, 
p. 118. 
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