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CLAUDE DEBUSSY

L AN During the latter part of the nineteenth century the world of music, both
a"‘ critical and amateur, became conscious of the apparition upon the horizon
of a startlingly novel figure, a Frenchman, whose kinship with Massenet

or Delibes scarcely extended beyond the bond of a common speech, so singular,
so arrestingly individual, were the mode and the matter of his musical utterances.
This was Achille Claude Debussy (he no longer uses the Achille), who was born at
St. Germain-en-Laye (Seine-et-Oise), France, August 22, 1862. Debussy’s parents
were not musical, nor did he himself as a child show any decided musical aptitude, but
happening to be at the house of his aunt in Cannes, she conceived the idea that it
would be well for him to study the piano. Nothing remarkable came of these fugitive
lessons, which were abandoned when the child returned to his home, and his father
still cherished the project of making Claude a sailor. Later, the mother of Charles
de Sivry, brother-in-law of Paul Verlaine, who had herself studied with Chopin, dis-
covered the boy’s unusual talent, and through her instruction and influence he en-
tered the Paris Conservatory in 1873, where he studied harmony under Lavignac,
composition under Guiraud, and piano playing under Marmontel. When in his
twenty-second year his cantata L'Enfant Prodigue won for him the prix de Rome
by a majority of twenty-two out of twenty-eight votes, and it was the unanimous

opinion of the jury that the score was one of the most interesting that had been
heard at the Institute for many years.

During his residence in Rome, Debussy was obsessed by the pre-Raphaelite ideal-
ism of Rossetti’'s Blessed Damozel, and he made music to a version of the poem in
French prose, entitled La Damoiselle élue, which he sent to Paris as his second
envoi. The super-refinement and elusive grace of the subject evoked from the sensi-

tive mind of the composer a hint of the strikingly personal note which has since
become so recognizedly a hallmark of his style; and it produced from the authorities
of the Conservatory much disapproval because of the liberties which were taken
with established and revered traditions. Having, however, set his feet upon the path
which he then determined to travel, Debussy has progressed thereupon logically
and consistently, and nothing has served to turn him from his goal.

His output has been persistent but comparatively small, a fact which is doubtless
due to his indefatigable pursuit of a relentless ideal and the rigid self-criticism con-
sequent thereupon to which he subjects the products of his inspiration. A little suite
of piano pieces called Arabesques, written upon his return to Paris, where he now
lives, revealed a graceful but not startling physiognomy; but the future composer
of Pelléas stepped forth in his own guise with the set of six Ariettes to verses by



Paul Verlaine, a poet whose misty and vague imaginings he was to interpret with
a sympathy and delicacy such as no other composer could reveal. There followed
an orchestral prelude based upon Mallarmé’s brilliant verbal tapestry L’Aprés-midi
d’'un Faune, and the remarkable and highly individual string quartet; and from this
point the composer saturated all of his productions with his strange and startling
style. These included several groups of piano pieces—rhapsodic, impressional —in
which elusive melodic images are only half revealed through veils of shimmering
tone. More important are the extremely characteristic Nocturnes for orchestra
(Nuages, Fétes, Sirénes), the highly imaginative tone-poem La Mer, and finally,
what must be conceded to be his masterpiece, the musical investiture for the opera-

house of Maeterlinck’s drama Pelléas et Mélisande.

In the latter work, which by reason of its revolutionary methods it were perhaps
not inept to style epoch-making, his theories and personal prepossessions have
attained their most consistent and convincing expression. Of all composers it was
inevitable that he alone should write the music to Maeterlinck’s poignant drama, in
whose twilight atmosphere move the sad and shadowy personages, passive victims
of a fate they neither resent nor understand. His was exactly the accent to translate
into tone the glamour of this “vieille et triste légende de la forét,” and the most
satisfactory answer to criticism of his methods is that in performance the result is
so moving, so disarming, as to silence criticism. The means have been justified by
the end successfully achieved. As his contemporary, Bruneau, says, in his interesting
monograph upon Debussy: “ The idea of fatality, of death, on which all the pieces of
Maeterlinck are based, the atmosphere of sorrowful legend which envelops them as
in a great veil of crépe, that which is distant and enigmatical in them, their vague
personages, poor kings, poor people, poor inhabitants of unnamed lands whom fate
leads by the hand in the midst of the irreparable, the resigned, naive, gentle, or
solemn conversation of these passive unfortunates,— all this suited in a most exact
manner the temperament of Claude Debussy.”

There are likewise many songs, —emotional impressions, pictures of delicate and
evasive moods, containing much that is of typical beauty in thought and utterance,
and for which the verses of such poets as Verlaine and Pierre Louys have served to
stimulate the composer's fancy. Of the fascinating and subtle music which he set
to the Chansons de Bilitis by Louys he himself aptly observed to Bruneau that he
“mingled antique and almost evaporated perfume with penetrating modern odors.”

Debussy has gravely announced that in his opinion the function of music is “humbly
to give pleasure. Extreme complexity is the contrary of art. Beauty should be per-
ceptible, it should give us immediate joy;” but it is difficult not to suspect a delicate
ironism in this professed creed of one who has been characterized by Bruneau as the
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“trés exceptionel, trés curieux, tres solitaire M. Claude Debussy.” There never was
an artist who wrought with a greater abhorrence of the commonplace, whose eager
and insatiable desire for beauty in its most fugitive shapes led him more ardently
in pursuit of the ideal, and whose nearest approach to the obvious is his patent
determination to seek out the recondite and esoteric.

By its vagueness of rhythm and its lack of definite outline Debussy's music gives
an impression of extreme fluidity, but though it appears fantastic and wayward and
deliberately shuns pellucid design and the beauty of the formal, it is never illogical
or inchoate. Images of loveliness which are more apparitions than realities are re-
vealed or half hidden by a tonal veil which is woven of strands that obey no known
harmonic law. The rules of key relationship, as established by tradition, are wholly
disregarded, and the boundaries which the major and minor modes had through
three centuries established with tyrannical precision no longer exist. Harmonic hues
are blended as a painter mixes colors upon his palette, and in his manipulation of
related chord-groups Debussy marks a return to a method which may be said to
be fundamentally homophonic; for although his music is not without felicities of
polyphonic combination, the interweaving of melodic lines has not for him the lure
which is held forth by purely harmonic expression. In his search for novel effects
Debussy has made liberal use of the old Gregorian church modes, substituting the
unfamiliar archaism of these discarded scales for the definite modernity of the major
and minor modes in common use. Others had adopted the church modes for an occa-
sional or special effect, but it remained for this priest of the inner fane of beauty to
use them consistently, characteristically, and, we can without hesitation say suc-
cessfully. The so-called whole-tone scale with which Debussy’s art is roughly asso-
ciated in the mind of the musical public is a striking result of his employment of the
old modes with their fluid and flexible tonalities.

Highly original, likewise, and as a thing apart, is his orchestral scheme; for in this
day of crowded canvases, of elaborate decorative devices, of gorgeously woven con-
trapuntal designs, Debussy steps forth with a color-scheme of half-tints, of pearl-gray
mists, violet twilights, and sunshine the hue of pale primroses.

With a musical ancestry which it is very difficult to determine, and a musical re-
lationship to the contemporary world which seems of the slightest, Claude Debussy
stands to-day as one of the most unique and arresting figures in the realm of art. In-
disputably he learned much from Wagner of dissonantal combinations, of freedom in
structure, of plastic arioso melody, although he has amused himself latterly by de-
crying the composer of Tristan as “insupportable;” but his art is undoubtedly his
own, spontaneous and personal to a degree. If his work appears to lack in vigor, it
atones by subtlety and delicacy of vision; it appeals to the imagination rather than



to the intellect —to that borderland of subjective experience which marks a region,
in the phrase of Maeterlinck, “more fertile, more profound, more interesting than
those of man’s reason and intelligence.” Finally, although we may appraise its value
or marvel at its methods, the inner beauty of Debussy’s music cannot, in the last
analysis, be argued about; it must remain, for those to whose imagination it appeals,
a potent magic, an accent of rare and insinuating charm.
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THE MANDOLIN

(MANDOLINE)

(Composed in 1880)

PAUL VERLAINE (1544 - 1556) (Original Key) ACHILLE CLAUDE DEBUSSY
Transiated by Frederick H. Martens (1862 - )
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ROMANCE

(Composed in 1880)

(Original Koy
PAUL BOURGET (1852- ) ACHILLE CLAUDE DEBUSSY
Translated by Isabella G. Parker (1862 - )
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EVENING FAIR
BEAU SOIR)

(Composed in 1885)

PAUL BOURGET (is52- ) (Original Kry) ACHILLE CLAUDE DEBUSSY
Transiated by Frederick H. Martens ) ' (1s62- )
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GREEN
(Aquarelle, No 1)

(Composed in 1888)

ACHILLE CLAUDE DEBUSSY

PAUL VERLAINE (1844-1896) (Original Key)
Transiated by Frederick H. Martens (1862 - )
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16 'TIS THE LANGUOR OF ALL RAPTURE

(CEST PEXTASE LANGOUREUSE)
(Ariette N° 1)

(Composed in 1889)

riginal Ke .
PAUL VERLAINE (1844-1595) (Original Key) ACHILLE CLAUDE DEBUSSY
Transiated by Frederick H. Martens 1562 - )
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THE TEARS FALL IN MY SOUL
(IL PLEURE DANS MON COEUR)

PAUL VERLAINE (1844-1896)
Franslated by Alexander Bluess

i Allegro non tanto

(ARIETTE No2)

(Composed in 1889)

(Original Key)

ACHILLE CLAUDE DEBUSSY
(1862- )
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Le rossignol qui du haut d'une branche se
regarde dedans, croit étré tombé dans lari-
viére. Il est au sommet d’un chéne et toute-

THE SHADOW OF TREES

fois il a peur de se noyer.

PAUL VERLAINE (1844-1896)
Transiated by Isabella G Parker

(LOMBRE DES ARBRES)

ARIETTE No3
(Original Key)
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THE BELLS 29
(LES CLOCHES)

(Composed about 1888)

(Uriginal Key)

PAUL BOURGET (1852 - ) ACHILLE CLAUDE DEBUSSY

Translated by Isabella G. Parker (1862~ )
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THE DEATH OF LOVERS
(LA MORT DES AMANTS)

(Composed in 1889 -1890)

P,

CHARLES BAUDELAIRE (1821-1867) (Original Key) ACHILLE CLAUDE DEBUSSY
Translated by Isabella G. Parker (1862- ).
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CHARLES BAUDELAIRE (1821-1867)

EVENING HARMONY
(HARMONIE DU SOIR)

(Composed in 1889-1890)

Original Key, B)

.ACHILLE CLAUDE DEBUSSY

Transiated by Isabella G. Parker (1862- )
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PAUL VERLAINE (1844-1896) (Original Key) ACHILLE CLAUDE DEBUSSY
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