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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the influences of Vietnamese and 

Indonesian music in the piano compositions of Claude Debussy. A 

brief background of Debussy's formative years and of pertinent 

social trends in Paris at the turn-of-the-century is provided. This 

paper then looks at two specific musical events that affected the way 

Debussy composed for the piano: the Javanese and Annamite exhibits 

at the Exposition Universelles de 1889 and 1900 in Paris. The 

musical styles and timbres of these two countries are explored, 

backed up by accounts of what Debussy actually experienced at the 

Expositions. Following a look at specific musical effects used by 

Debussy that reveal the influence of the Orient, this paper surveys an 

extensive body of his piano music chronologically, focusing on 

compositional techniques that were learned from the Asian 

ensembles at the cultural exhibits of the Paris Expositions. This 

paper reveals the depth of the Oriental influence in Debussy's piano 

music. 

------ ---- ---------



III. INTRODUCTION 

Claude Achille Debussy is one of the greatest and most 

important composers for the piano) Sometimes referred to as the 

father of musical Impressionism,2 Debussy explored new musical 

styles, timbres and effects, creating a far reaching impact in the 

realm of composition.3 This document will not reveal the influence 

Debussy had on others, but how others influenced Debussy. This 

paper examines one of the most important influences in Debussy's 

life, the music of the Orient. 

12 

Debussy first heard Vietnamese (Annamite) theater music and 

Javanese gamelan music at the 1889 Exposition Universelle in Paris. 

In 1900 he had further occasion to experience the music of 

Indonesian gamelans, again at the Parisian World Exposition.4 It has 

frequently been noted that the Vietnamese and Javanese music at 

these events profoundly influenced Debussy, yet the full extent of 

this influence has not yet received adequate discussion in music 

1 John Gillespie, Five Centuries of Keyboard Music (New York: 
Dover, 1972) 330. 

2 Nicolas Slonimsky, ed. II Debussy. II Baker's Biographical 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians. 7th ed. (New York Schirmer 
Books, 1984) 555. 

3 Gillespie 330. 
4 Patricia Harpole, "Debussy and the Javanese Gamelan," 

American Music Teacher, Jan 1986: 8. 
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literature.5 The most reliable Debussy biographies mention the 

impact of the Orient on Debussy but seldom provide sufficient 

~.nalytical detail. Lockspeiser's biography, Debussy, for example, 

mentions that "Javanese and Cambodian" music influences are 

apparent in the outer movements of the suite Pour Ie piano.6 

Lockspeiser also mentions the obvious Javanese influence in 

"Pagodes," from Estampes.7 Unfortunately, his description of these 

influences is cursory at best. There are some excellent analyses 

provided in journal articles, such as Patricia Harpole's "Debussy and 

the Javanese Gamelan," that cast an insightful light on "Pagodes."8 

Richard Mueller's article "Javanese Influence on Debussy's Fantasie 

and Beyond" looks in depth at the Asian elements in the Fantasie for 

piano and orchestra.9 Unfortunately, these and similar articles tend 

to focus on a single work to illustrate their point, and thus provide 

only a general introduction to the topic. 

This paper attempts to show more clearly than any existing 

musical treatise that Javanese and Vietnamese music cultures 

influenced more of Debussy's piano works than were previously 

5 Richard Mueller, "Javanese Influence on Debussy's Fantasie 
and Beyond,'! 19th Century Music 10 (1986): 157. 

6 Edward Lockspieser, Debussy (London: J.M. Dent & sons LTD, 
1980)147. 

7 Lockspieser, Debussy 147. 
8 Harpole 8-9,41. 
9 Mueller 157-186. 
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identified, and did so to a greater degree than was previously 

thought. Hopefully, this study of the Javanese and Annamite 

influence in the piano music of Debussy will provide a thorough and 

fascinating insight into the oriental aspects of Debussy's music. It is 

necessary for performers to understand the exotic sources of 

Debussy's musical inspirations. With a knowledgeable 

comprehension of these Asian influences, performers will be better 

equipped to adeptly interpret Debussy's works, and thereby 

heighten the experience of the audience. 
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IV. BIOGRAPHY 

FORMATIVE YEARS 

Claude Debussy was born near Paris on August 22,1862, and 

essentially lived his entire life in Paris until his death on March 25, 

1918. He is best known for being the first to exploit and develop the 

style of music which critics and historians have labelled 

"Impressionism."IO His first significant piano teacher was Madame 

de Fleurville, herself a reputed student of Chopin) I Under her 

tutelage young Claude was sufficiently trained for the Paris 

Conservatory by age ten. After five years of conservatory training 

with the eminent pianist Antoine Marmontel, Debussy won the 

second prize in that i~stitution's piano competition. He also won first 

prize in his solfege class three years in a row, working with Lavignac. 

Debussy studied harmony with Ernest Guirard and later Emile 

Durand, but he won no awards in this category.l2 It seems ironic 

that the composer perhaps best known for developing harmonic 

language in the twentieth century was not recognized in this field 

during his training, but Debussy disdained "textbook harmony" and 

resisted the teachings of a traditional classroom. 

10 Gillespie 330. 
11 New Groves "Debussy" article states: "even if she never was 

a pupil of Chopin, as has been claimed, at least she recognized the 
quality of material in her hands." I have found no other refutation of 
her pianistic lineage, implied or otherwise. 

12 Slonimsky 554. 
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Debussy was skeptical of the prevailing harmonic "rules" that 

governed Western music. His preference for unorthodox harmony 

caused friction between him and his professors at the Paris 

conservatory. He was often at odds with the faculty for encouraging 

other students to consider the use of dissonance in bolder ways. On 

at least one occasion this violator was expelled from the classroom.13 

In traditional music all chords functioned in relationships: 

harmonic progressions used frequently became almost formulaic. 

Debussy, weary of the accepted norms, found value in chords and 

non-harmonic to.nes based on their individual merit, not merely for 

their functional purpose. For example, he saw no need to resolve 

seventh chords as traditional harmonic rules taught. Rather than 

apologize for the dissonance with a resolution to a consonance, 

Debussy would play successions of parallel seventh chords. Maurice 

Emmanuel, a fellow student at the Conservatory, recorded the 

following altercation between Debussy and Guirard in his class 

notebook: 

13 Milton Cross, "Debussy" The Milton Cross New Encyclopedia 
of the Great Composers and Their Music, vol. 1 (Garden City, New 
York: Doubleday & Company, 1969) 256. 
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Guirard 
What on earth is that? 

Debussy 
"Unresolved floating chords. The tone must be made to sink. 

Then one finishes where one wishes; one goes out by whatever 
door one will. Thenceforth the terrain is enlarged. And the 
nuances. 

Guirard 
But when I do this, it must resolve: 

:1" JAe 

Debussy 
"Why? What the hell does it matter? 

Guirard 
Then you find this pleasing? 

i~ i i d iii .. 
Debussy 

Yes, yes, I most certainly do. 

[Emmanuel]: One remembers the scandal caused ... by the 
use of parallel fifths and octaves. Nevertheless Debussy, still at 
the piano, plumps down other chords. 

, ! .ti iiI! 'i 
Guirard 

But how do you get out of that? I don't deny that what you 
do there is pleasing. But it is theoretically absurd. 

Debussy 
There is no such thing as theory. If something pleases the 

ear then that's all that matters. 



Guirard 
With an exceptional talent that may pass, I grant you. But 

how will you teach music to others? 

Debussy 
Music can't be taught. 14 

18 

"Look at them," Debussy reportedly scoffed at his teachers on 

another occasion, "can't they listen to chords without knowing their 

names?"15 Debussy's desire to find original and iconoclastic music 

seemed inborn. 

Although the conservatory teachers harshly criticized Debussy, 

he was in fact highly respected, both as a performer and composer. 

In 1884, after trying for several years, he received the Prix de Rome 

for his cantata L'enfant Prodigue. As a recipient of this coveted 

award he was required to spend three years studying in Rome. He 

hated these years. Study in Italy focused on Italian opera, which 

was too rigid and structured for his taste. Debussy found this sort of 

manufacturing procedure for music quite contemptible. 

Back in Paris after his three year study, Debussy's circle of 

friends included France's leading exponents of the avant-garde "art 

nouveau" movement, which consisted of painters, poets and 

14 Marguerite Long, At the Piano With Debussy, trans. by 
Olive Senior-Ellis (London: J.M. Dent and Sons, 1972)17-18. 

15 Cross 256. 

---------------
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musicians. During cafe conversations with these elite Parisian artists, 

Debussy found impetus for a new style of composing. This mode was 

inherently French, yet innovative and bold, in collaboration with the 

new age of French art, and Debussy found himself caught up in this 

fresh compositional approach. His most significant collaborations 

were with the art nouveau poets (called "Symbolists") Mallarme and 

Verlaine, and the "Impressionist" painters Monet, Manet and Renoir. 

Other composers, such as his friend Satie, also influenced Debussy's 

attitude toward composing by writing such unorthodox pieces as 

Desecrated Embryos and a Flabby Preludes (For a Dog).1 6 

Debussy's goals were similar to the Symbolists and Impressionists. 

The Impressionistic artists intended to capture the image of a scene 

at a moment's glance instead of painting the a detailed rendering of 

the scene. Smudges that implied people, or flowers, or boats 

replaced details. At the same time, Symbolist poets were using a 

free verse technique and vague terms to "suggest" the subject of 

their poems with only vague descriptions. 

Debussy said he wanted his music "to appear as though it came 

from a shadow."l? To do this he used a "new musical language, freed 

of superimposed formal constraints and deterministic tonal harmony, 

16 Cross 259. 
17 David Burge, "Private Lesson: The Sources of Debussy's 

Inspiration." Keyboard Magazine December 1985: 28. 
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a language, in short, which reached into the subconscious and was 

uninformed by overemphasis or rhetoric." l8 Debussy avoided 

traditional development and featured the individualism of each 

instrument, often using special effects and subtle dynamics. His 

music is descriptive, intending to create moods, colors, shapes, 

objects and atmospheres. However, his technique of description is 

understated, insinuating an idea rather than stating it. He goes 

"around the point rather than to the point."19 It is up to one's own 

imagination to determine just what the music portrays. In May of 

1908 Debussy wrote to his editor, Jacques Durand, "I am attempting 

something different-in a sense, 'realities'-what those idiots call 

'impressionism,' which is as misused as a term can be."2o The 

French composer always deprecated the term. Although his music 

does tend to evoke ambiguous images, Debussy attempted to go 

beyond the initial impreSSion, to express his inner thoughts about the 

impreSSion. In this way his ideas were more akin to the Symbolists 

than to the Impressionists. The Impressionists were attempting to 

catch only the first impression, while the Symbolists explored their 

18 David Burge, "Private Lesson: The Sources of Debussy's 
Inspiration." Keyboard Magazine December 1985 : 28. 

19 Thomas LaRatta, Piano Master Class, College of Notre Dame, 
1987. 

20 Claude Debussy, Lettres it son editeur (Paris: Librairie Jose 
Corti, 1927) 58. 
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impression.21 It was at this juncture in his life, caught up in the 

exploration of new avenues for art, that he discovered the music of 

the Orient. 

"LE JAPONISME" 

Asian art already interested Debussy, even before the Oriental 

performances of 1889. That Debussy was so receptive to the exotic 

music at the Exposition Universelle could very well be because he 

was already somewhat knowledgeable in this area. The 

COIiservatoire de Paris had its own set of gamelan instruments that 

apparently interested Debussy22 and Parisian culture of his time was 

swept up in a movement of oriental art collection.23 

The Paris Conservatoire, where Debussy was in residence, 

received a complete set of gamelan instruments from the Dutch 

government in 1887,24 Ie Menestrel published an article by Leon 

Pillaut in 1887 about the tuning and instrumentation of the 

Conservatoire's gamelan. 25 Pillaut notates the gamelan's scale in 

four octaves, starting on c# (one octave below "middle-c") and 

21 Burge 28. 
22 Mueller 169. 
23 Elaine Brody, Paris: the Musical Kaleidescope (New York: 

Braziller, 1987) 60-76. 
24 Mueller 169. 
25 Leon Pillaut, "Le gamelan Javanais," Ie }.1enestrel July 

1887: 244-245. 



including the pitches c# d# e# g# and a#. He indicates the largest 

gongs separately as playing the notes Band FF#, which fall outside 

the pentatonic scale of the other instruments. (The gongs at 

22 

L 'Exposition, it was noted by Tiersot, fell within the pentatonic 

scale,26) Debussy apparently enjoyed tinkering with the 

Conservatoire's gamelan instruments.27 He was familiar, therefore, 

with the tuning and timbres of the gamelan, but not with any actual 

music. He could only imagine what possibilities existed with these 

fascinating instruments. 

"Orientalism" was in vogue in Paris at that time, contributing to 

Debussy's easy assimilation of the Oriental music. Japanese art, and 

wood cuts, in particular, began to flood the Parisian market in 1853. 

The woodcuts of the Orient inspired artists such as Monet, Whistler 

and Degas. Even Manet, Van Gogh, and some other important artists 

of the day were affected by the movement. Vincent Van Gogh and 

his brother Theo organized an exhibition of Japanese woodcuts at 

the Cafe Tambourin.28 The trend toward the collection and 

emulation of Japanese art became so strong that the phrase" le 

japonisme" was coined to describe the impact this art was having on 

French culture. The art nouveau movement, in fact, formed directly 

26 Tiersot 32. 

27 Edward Lockspieser, Debussy, His Life and Mind. 2 vols. 
(London: Cassell, 1965) 116. 

28 Brody 63. 



out of the japonisme trend. This mode was really the springboard 

for the "Impressionists." Debussy himself was caught up in the 

movement. Letters to Pierre Louys, a poet and friend of Debussy's, 

frequently mention le japonisme, and at the first concert of his 

music, in the Brussels' Libre Esthetique, the gallery displayed 

paintings, buckles, and bracelets by the art nouveau stylists.29 

23 

The Orient included more than just Japan and China in the 

minds of the late nineteenth century French. Also considered 

"oriental" were: Northern Africa, the Near East, India, Russia and 

even Spain, since it had a long history of Moorish occupation.30 

Therefore, pieces such as Debussy's Chanson de Bilitis (to a text by 

Louys), "Canope" from the Preludes and "Pour l'Egyptienne" from Six 

Epigraphs evince "oriental" subjects. 

Debussy had long been preoccupied with oriental arts. Even at 

a young age he was delighted with Asian ornaments and 

miniatures}l According to his friends at Villa Medici in Rome 

"Debussy couldn't resist buying Japanese art objects, even beyond his 

budget."32 He eventually began to use Oriental images for covers on 

his scores. For instance, he used Hokusai's "The Wave" for the cover 

29 Brody 64. 
30 Brody 68. 
31 Lockspieser, Debussy 6-7. 
32 Leon Vallas, Claude Debussy: His Life and Works. Trans. by 

Maire O'Brien (London: Oxford University Press 1933) 39. 

-- ----------------



of La mer. Debussy learned of Hokusai's art through his friend, the 

sculptress Camille Claudel, who owned a number of Japanese 

objects.33 

24 

Several journal articles appearing in the first two decades of 

the twentieth century show evidence that Oriental music influenced 

composers in France. The Revue musicale carried several articles. 

In 1905-06 it ran a two part feature entitled: "Notes sur la danse et 

la musique orientale" and in 1912 it ran Robert Chauvelot's report: 

"Chose d'Asie: De quelques musiques et danses de l'extreme-orient". 

1915 saw the publication of Victor Loret's book of one dozen 

causeries (reviews) which included the chapter: "L'Orientalisme dans 

la musique francaise." The Revue musicale responded again to the 

Asian trends in French music with Mohammed Hajjage's article "Sur 

la musique orientale" in 1926.34 

Le japonisme inspired Debussy's music as well. His pieces 

L'enfant prodigue (1884) and La Demoiselle elue (1887) use portions 

of pentatonic and whole-tone scales, already indicating his 

enchantment with the Far East. At the time of their composition he 

had only played with the Conservatoire's gamelan instruments, 

observing the tuning, and dreamed about how they might be used in 

33 Brody 64. 
34 For an interesting look at the history of French orientalisms 

in the nineteenth century, see Brody 69-76. 
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performance. The Deux Arabesques may also be considered Oriental 

in nature, though they were written before his actual contact with 

authentic Asian music. The delicate ornaments of the Arabesques 

are evocative of the graceful Eastern art which submersed Debussy's 

contemporary French culture. Even the title means "Arabian," which 

was considered "oriental" at the time. 

By itself, the observation that certain elements in Debussy's 
pre-Java style are structurally similar to elements of the music 
that Debussy was to hear in the Javanese kampong is not as 
significant as the point that these common elements are crucial 
for understanding the strength of the exotic influence: the 
foreshadowing enabled Debussy to comprehend exotic music 
immediately.35 

Clearly Debussy was enamored with the art of the Far East, and 

his fascination with the Orient was affecting his compositional style 

before he even experienced the strange ensembles. Given his 

background of striving to push art music in new directions, and using 

ideas from foreign music as examples, it is no wonder that finally 

hearing the Asian music at the Exposition was a catalytic experience 

for Debussy. Being somewhat familiar with the music of the East, he 

was highly receptive to the new types of sounds he heard. Mter 

3S Mueller 183. 



reflecting on the exotic counterpoint, flashing timbres, and novel 

tuning, he adopted some of the exotic new ideas in a Western 

context. This experience left an indelible imprint in the style of 

many of his future compositions. 

26 
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V. MUSIC AT THE GREAT EXPOSITIONS 

THE ANNAMITE EXHIBIT OF 1889 

In 1889 France held a World Exhibition in Paris featuring 

displays of art and technology from around the globe. Included in 

the exposition was a Vietnamese theater troupe, with an ensemble of 

musicians who accompanied the drama. The troupe Le Roi de Duong 

was a touring group that played throughout Vietnam. The entire 

mostly male cast numbered about forty, including the actors, 

musicians and stage crew. According to Devries, the ensemble was 

actually from the French colony "Cochin China," now a region in the 

south of Vietnam, not Annam (central Vietnam), as most sources 

state. They carried improperly the label of Annamites as a generic 

and indifferent reference to the Indochina region, and the repertoire 

performed by the group. One of the best touring groups from 

Vietnam, they performed in manner traditional of Annam, depicting 

legends and adventures in which military action was high profile.36 

The sounds of this group intrigued many of the leading musicians in 

France. Among them was Debussy, who spent conSiderable time at 

the fair listening to the exotic music and assimilating some stylistic 

features. 

36 PaSSim, Anik Devries, "Les musiques d'extreme-orient a 
l'Exposition Universelle de 1889," Cahier Debussy. Nouvelle series l. 
(Saint Germaine-en-Laye, France: Centre de documentation Claude 
Debussy, 1977) 27. 
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It may be difficult to give a realistic account of what Debussy 

actually heard in 1889. The music of Indochina is as different and 

varied as the many types of music in the Western Hemisphere. 

Consider that in the United States a performance of indigenous 

music may be played on spoons and saws or on a Bosendorfer nine 

foot grand piano. A vocal concert might be sung in "rap" or "operatic" 

styles. A quartet might be "barbershop" or strings. No recordings 

exist for us to hear the beautifully inspiring music that shaped 

Debussy's compositional style, and written accounts of the event 

differ. Fortunately, Julien Tiersot, a French musician, experienced 

the exotic music exhibits at the Exposition and published a 

worthwhile account. In Musiques pittoresques: Promenades 

musicales a l'exposition de 1889 Tiersot describes the instruments, 

ensembles and styles of the "Annamite" display at the Fair. His 

article is significant to the research of this topic.37 

In an article about "taste" in 1913, Debussy remembered his 

experience with Vietnamese music at l'Exposition de 1889 in a 

positive light. In "Du Gout" he wrote of the Vietnamese theater: 

The Annamites perform a kind of embryonic opera, influenced 
by the Chinese, in which one can recognize the formula for the 
Ring cycle-only there are more gods and less scenery! An 
explosive little clarinet transmits the emotion; a tam-tam 

37 Tiersot, Julien. Musiques pittoresques et promendes 
musicsales a l'Exposition de 1889. (Paris: 1889.) 11-18. 
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invokes terror ... and that is all! No special theatrical effects; no 
hidden orchestra. Nothing but an instinctive desire for the 
artistic, ingeniously satisfied, and without a hint of bad taste!38 

Many scholars agree that the music of Indochina played a role 

in the shaping of Debussy's musicallanguage,39 As noted by his 

quotation above he clearly thought favorably of the Asian ensemble, 

even twenty four years after first hearing their music! 

THE JAVANESE EXHIBITS OF 1889 & 1900 

A full gamelan orchestra performed in the Dutch section of 

1'Exposition Universelle de 1889. The gamelan came from jogykarta 

in java, and featured Bedayas, or dancers.4o This group, of all the 

exhibits, was the most impressive to the French musicians, and 

perhaps to Debussy most of all. Debussy's friend and correspondent 

Robert Godet had this to say in 1926: 

Many fruitful hours for Debussy were spent in the Javanese 
"Kampong" of the Dutch section listening to the percussive, 
rhythmic complexities of the gamelan with its inexhaustible 
combination of ethereal, flashing timbres, while with the 
amazi.ng Bedayas the music came visually alive.41 

38 Claude Debussy, "Du gout," Revue de la Societe 
Internationale de Musiques 15 (1913): 223-224. 

39 Lockspieser, Vallas and Frank Dawes, to name just a few. 
40 Harpole 8. 
41 Quoted in Lockspieser, Debussy: His Life and Mind 115. 



30 

The favor that the Indonesians found with the French was not 

necessarily widespread, however. The following reports appeared 

shortly after the Exposition in Scribner's and Atlantic Monthly 

magazines respectively. 

The Javanese dancers were a troupe of an altogether 
different character, and it is only just to credit the gout 
faisande of the Parisians with preferring them to the flagrant 
and turbulent contortions [of the gypsies]. They were neither 
noisy nor abandoned. The music was slow, regular, and savage 
only in timbre. It tortured the nerves in an insidious and 
unsuspected way only-like certain forms of Chinese 
punishment, which at first seem wholly bearable-and did not 
assail them violently, as did that of the Spanish and Egyptian 
virtuosi. ... One could not help thinking that the Parisian 
amateurs who went into ecstasies over the Javanese did not 
analyze their sensations with sufficient assiduity.42 

There were many pairs of slender arms, inviting, repelling, 
interlacing, now arched like bowers, now stretched out like 
wings for flight, more bewildering than the legs in a ballet, for 
those at least follow the same step, while each of these 
bayaderes danced her pas seul subservient only to a common 
idea. What that may have been nobody could guess, even after 
watching them for half an hour through different figures ... The 
steps, at times, became more rapid, complex, and mazy ... but the 
dance did not become more exciting nor apparently reach a 
climax; it seemed like an Oriental tale, full of trivial incident, 
and ending without crisis or conclusion. The strains were 
rapid, plaintive, monotonous, and sweet, despite discords and 
insane intervals, which no musician in his senses could catch; 
there was less melody than rhythm, and a repetition which 

42 W.e. Brownell, "The Paris Exposition," Scribner's Magazine 
Jan 1890: 29. 



produced a not unpleasing irritation of the nerves. When 
musicians and dancers both came to a pause, the wonder still 
remained what it was all about.43 
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Tiersot devoted many pages of his account, Musiques 

pittoresques, to the Indonesian percussion orchestra. Having already 

explored the gamelan instruments at the conservatory, the Javanese 

exhibit particularly interested him: 

It was the great interest of this Exposition to bring to life some 
objects that we were acquainted with in inert and mute 
form ... Although we had been able to consider the peculiar 
forms and the brilliant colors [of the instruments], to listen to 
certain isolated notes, to admire certain sonorities, for example, 
the sounds of the enormous gongs, full and sonorous as a bell of 
a cathedral, the principal ingredient escaped us. It was as if 
someone had sJ:town us a complete collection of violins, cellos, 
flutes, horns etc. ,and had told us: 'This is the orchestra of the 
Conservatoire.' Only one thing would be lacking: the 
symphonies of Beethoven.44 

In his article, Tiersot shows how differently the same exhibit 

was viewed by persons of high social standing: 

According to his literary leanings, each compared the Javanese 
dancers with the heroine of a novel of his choice. One imagines 
Salammbo, another little Queen Rarahu. One of my fellow 
music critics actually declared that these dances-these sacred 
dances, contemplative in character and nearly motionless-

43 S.B. Wisler, "Loitering Through the Paris Exposition," Atlantic 
Monthly March 90: 30l. 

44 Tiersot 33-34. 



32 

reminded him of [the flower-maidens in] Parsifal. One 
[dancer] .. .is the living image of a little Indian divinity. Another 
is called Tamina, which is almost Pamina of The Magic Flute.45 

Besides describing the ensemble, Tiersot also notated one of the 

melodies frequently performed by the Javanese troupe, "Vani

Vani."46 The musical details in his publication have proved 

invaluable to this research, as shall be seen. Louis Benedictus also 

published his experiences at the Exposition in Les Musiques bizarres 

a l'exposition.47 Though not an exceptional article, Benedictus also 

notates a gamelan melody that we will find has remarkable 

similarities to some of Debussy's own piano works. 

At the turn-of-the-century, Debussy had another chance to 

hear Javanese gamelan music. A gamelan from Solo (Surakarta) 

played at the enormous Exposition of 1900.48 Once more, Debussy 

spent time absorbed in the intricate Asian poly-rhythms. The 

potency of the exotic influence was thereby renewed. It is not only 

his compositions, but also his correspondences, and those of his 

friends, show that this music deeply affected Debussy. For instance, 

in a letter dated January 22, 1895, Debussy wrote to Pierre Louys: 

"Do you not remember the Javanese music, able to express every 

45 Tiersot pg 31. 
46 Tiersot pg 31. 
47 Louis Benedictus, Les Musiques bizarres a 1'exposition. 

(Paris, 1889) 3-17. 
48 Harpole 8. 
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shade of meaning, even unmentionable shades, and which make our 

tonic and dominant seem like ghosts?"49 And again in 1913 he 

reflected on the Javanese music he admired so much when wrote this 

in his article "Taste:" 

There were, and still are, despite the evils of civilization, some 
delightful native peoples for whom music is as natural as 
breathing. Their conservatory is the eternal rhythm of the sea, 
the wind among the leaves and the thousand sounds of nature 
which they understand without consulting an arbitrary 
treatise. Their traditions reside in old songs, combined with 
dances, built up throughout the centuries. Yet the Javanese 
music is based on a type of counterpoint with which that of 
Palestrina is child's play. And if we listen without European 
prejudice to the charm of their percussion we must confess that 
our percussion is like primitive noises at a country fair. 50 

But most importantly, and at the heart of this paper, is that 

Debussy actually incorporated new ideas into his compositions, based 

on the music he experienced at the Expositions in 1889 and 1900. 

Indeed, Debussy made use of speCific musical elements
melodies and rhythms-that he heard, and he attempted to 
recreate musical effects associated with the music. ... Debussy 
borrowed what he remembered of the performance. But the 
Javanese music was a new phenomenon to him, and his 
perception of it, like that of other Parisians, was surely colored 
by his previous musical experience .... Debussy noticed and 
referred to those features of Javanese music that provided 

49 Lockspieser, Debussy: His Life and Mind 115. 
SO Debussy, "Du gout" 224. 
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moral support for his own aesthetic position. As an advocate of 
radical harmonic ideas, he was drawn to the apparent tonal 
freedom of Javanese music.51 

What exactly did Debussy hear at these great Expositions of 

1889 and 1900, and what are the ramifications in his piano works? 

These are the points that remain to be shown. 

MUSIC OF VIETNAM 

Vietnam was under Chinese rule from the first until the tenth 

Century A.D.52 Although the people of Vietnam resisted assimilation 

by the Chinese, they inherited a great deal of Han culture. At least 

twelve of the common instruments, the five-tone tuning, and the 

solfege system date back to Vietnam's early Chinese rule. Even 

today the music of Vietnam is regarded as similar to that of China. 

However, the music culture of Vietnam shares characteristics with 

other lands as well such as India, Japan and Thailand.53 

After ousting the Chinese in 939, a great sense of nationalism 

sprang up in Vietnam. Musical theater forms developed; many of 

51 Mueller 158-159. 
52 The name "Annam is a Chinese-imposed term meaning 

"Pacified South." Phong Thuyet Nguyen, and Patricia Shehan 
Campbell, From Rice Paddies and Temple Yards: Traditional Music of 
Vietnam. (Dansbury, Connecticut: World Music Press, 1991) 19. 

53 Whiteside, Dale R. Traditions and Directions in the Music of 
Vietnam. Museum of Anthropology Miscellaneous Series, No. 28: 
Southern Illinois U, May 1971) 4. 
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the songs written during the following 700 years are still sung today. 

In 1863 the French established a protectorate in Indochina which 

included Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. By the twentieth Century the 

French firmly ruled Vietnam, a reign which lasted until 19S4.54 It 

was the music of French- ruled Vietnam that Claude Debussy was 

able to experience at the Exposition in 1889. 

There are thirty traditional instruments in Vietnam, and there 

are more than twenty antiquated instruments which have 

disappeared, yet whose influence remains. The music of Annam can 

be classified into five types: Court MUSic, Ceremonial, Religious 

(which can be further sub-classified), Chamber (for diversion) and 

theater. 55 From Tiersot's account of the Paris Exposition we can 

gather that Debussy heard primarily theater style. Tiersot gave a 

fairly vivid description of the instruments presented and the playing 

styles of the ensemble. Many sources are available to describe the 

musical culture of Vietnam; however, it is Tiersot's article which 

describes precisely what Debussy was actually hearing at the Fair, 

and since the focus of this paper concerns how Debussy was 

influenced by the foreign music at the Exposition, Tiersot's 

description is most appropriate.56 

S4 Nguyen19-20. 
SS "Vietnam," Harvard Dictionary of Music, 2nd ed. Willi Apel, 

gen. ed. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972). 
56 Translations of instrument names and additional 

descriptions are taken from: Sadie, Stanley, gen. ed. "Vietnam" New 
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The Vietnamese actors improvised dialogue on given subject, 

acting more out of inspiration than from a set script. They draw out 

the emotional elements of their story with grimaces and gestures, as 

well as with singing. They have chant-like voices which hold certain 

tones for emphasis. For the French performances, they cut the long 

emotional drama to prevent boredom, but in their own country, 

sentiments could stretched out for a long time without the audience 

losing interest. Tiersot commented on the pathetic scenes, with sung 

dialogue and long held tones, that "if one added rhythm and form it 

might actually be music!" On the held declarations, the singers were 

generally tuned with the orchestra on a dominant pitch. But during 

the scenes of violent emotion, they just screamed. The most artistic 

portions of their presentation were the sections of pure pantomime. 

During these choreographed scenes, the whole group would move 

together dramatically. 

Music, although kept in a background role, accompanied the 

action constantly; it was a large part of their theatre presentation. 

On the left of the stage was a small ensemble of four or five players. 

In the rear of the group were two drums (called chien and bat-kao) 

played by one musiCian, and a large hanging gong, or tamtam. The 

Chien, a double headed drum used in traditional theater, had a 

Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians. vol. 19 (London: MacMillan 
Publishers Limited, 1980) 744-746. 
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Figure 1, Vietnamese Instruments 
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Figure 2, Dan Gao Melody 
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higher, brighter sound than the bat cau. Both drums, from the trong 

family, were played with sticks, and a variety of sounds were made 

by hitting the sticks on the wood of the drum or against each other, 

as well as on the head of the drums. 

The other instruments were melodic. The musicians, in a great 

show of talent, alternated instruments during the performance. They 

played a bowed instrument named "dan gao," which was like a 

violin but with only two strings. The strings of the dan gao are 

suspended away from the neck of the instrument, but the player 

uses his fingers on it in the same fashion as a violinist. They also 

used two oboe-like instruments by the name of "ken" The ken has 

seven holes on the top and one on the back, like a recorder. The 

body of the instrument is wooden, but the head and bell are made of 

brass. One of the ken players made harsher tones than the other, but 

Tiersot did not know if this was because of the performer or the 

instrument. The group also used a flute ("sao") whose embouchure 

was in the center of the instrument (although, Tiersot remarked, the 

sound was like any other flute). On the other side of the stage, a 

sixth musician played loudly on a huge bass drum, probably a dai-co. 

(See Figure 1) 

During the pantomime sections of the drama, the music was 

very lively, the drums beating without cessation. The gong would 

play at equal intervals while the beats were filled in by the trang. 
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On the other side of the stage, the bass drum banged occasionally, 

like a distant canon shot. It beat more regularly as the scenes 

became more lively, but always in a rhythm completely independent 

of the orchestra. Whenever there was a conspiracy, battle or some 

sort of procession, this type of "primitive" music was used. The 

timbres and tempos changed, and the drums were varied according 

to the mood of the drama. During triumphant scenes, the brighter 

drum was played, while the second drum was used for dark or 

somber scenes. 

When spoken or sung dialogue came into play, the melodic 

instruments were employed. Like the actors, the ensemble 

improvised on given themes. Certain tunes corresponded to certain 

sentiments, and were varied by the will of the musicians. 

It is fortuitous that Tiersot attempted notation of some of the 

themes of the Annamite ensemble. The melody at Figure 2a was 

played by the dong-co: (see Figure 2a) It was rhythmically altered 
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many times, like in the manner shown in Figure 2b. During the 

expressive and emotional scenes, the melody would be played with 

pathos for the whole scene in a style like Figure 2c. 

For scenes of violent action and intense drama, the ken would 

be used instead of the dong-co. The ken would play in a bright, 

piercing fashion, like a trumpet. The theme was treated in a more 

concise fashion, as in figure 3, the motif of war. This motif would 

almost always stop after the "F" in the sixth measure. It was played 

in the lowest register of the instrument, and the the note "seemed to 

come out with great pain."S7 Another theme, played more in the 

range of the instrument, accompanied the warriors running to 

combat. This particular theme (Figure 4) was very lively. Figure 5, 

the triumph motif, played in the highest register of the instrument, is 

the fastest theme of them all. 

In this last theme, the melodic instruments and the drums 

played together. Each performer played the piece seemingly in their 

own rhythm, without regard for the tempo or rhythm of the other 

players. Since the drums were also a part of this tumultuous 

"stretto," they made the most noise and basically drowned out the 

other instruments. However, during the scenes of dialogue, two 

melodic instruments often played together in the same manner, in a 

57 Tiersot 15. 
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free style without apparent regard for what the other musician was 

doing, except that one would tend to dominate the other. Sometimes 

it was the two bowed instruments that played these free-style duets, 

or else the ken and the dong-co. The effect was cacophonous, and 

Tiersot was not able to discover any relationship between the parts. 

He concluded that the people of the Orient are excessively "not 

harmonic." 58 

58 Tiersot 17. 
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MUSIC OF JAVA 

Java, the fourth largest of the Indonesian islands, has been 

influenced by Southeast Asia, China, the Middle East and India in 

almost every social area, including religion, language, literature, 

architecture and government. It is an anomaly, therefore, that their 

music has managed to remain so unique to their particular culture, 

and even unique from region to region. The musical art in Java has 

been little affected by pressures from other societies. The most 

significant tradition in their music has been the gamelan throughout 

the past ten centuries. The oldest gamelan ensemble in existence is 

more than 1000 years old. Having only three tones, it is still played 

for special political events.59 

"Gamelan" is the Indonesian term for "orchestra." Javanese 

gamelans generally employ 20 to 30 players, and may include a 

chorus and one to three soloists. The primary instruments are 

similar to xylophones and metallophones, varying greatly in size, 

pitch and dynamic range. The higher instruments play more 

melismatic passages than the lower pitched instruments. Gongs of 

various sizes punctuate the meter, the small gongs beating regularly 

while the largest gongs play only at the end of phrase periods. 

Several different drums are used, as well as wind and string 

instruments. The range from the lowest gong to the brightest 

59 "Java," Harvard. 
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metallophone is about the same as a modern grand piano, seven 

octaves. Both men and women may sing in the gamelan chorus with 

"nasal voices" 60. Gamelans are intended for outdoor performances. 

They typically accompany puppet shows or dances, as was the case 

at the 1889 and 1990 World's Fairs.61 

The instruments of the gamelan are classified by "loud" and 

"soft" and sub-classified by their size and range. The most 

prominen t instruments are the bronze metallophones, called sarons. 

Sarons have bronze keys placed over a resonator box. They are 

played with wooden mallets, although sometimes bone is used. A 

saron player strikes each melody tone with the right hand while 

damping the previous tone with his left thumb and forefinger. 

Sarons come in three sizes. The largest is known as the saron 

demung, the middle sized instrument is called sarong barung while 

the smallest is called saron panerus or saran peking. The saran 

peking is used in a more florid and embellishing fashion than its 

larger relatives. 

A gender is a series of thin bronze keys suspended over tube

resonators by string. The largest, the gender pan em b ung or slen tern, 

60 Henry Cowell, jacket notes, Javanese Court Gamelan from 
the Puru Paku Alaman, Jogyakarta, Nonesuch Explorer Ser., H-
72044,1971. 

61 "Java," Harvard. 
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is played in the same manner as the saran, but with a padded disc 

attached to a long stick. The smaller and higher pitched gender 

barung and gender panerus are played with a mallet in each hand to 

facilitate passage work. The sounds are damped by the player's 

wrists. 

The gambang kayu is similar to the saran, but its keys are 

wooden and it uses padded mallets like the gender. 

Perhaps the most interesting instrument is the bonang. This 

instrument is literally a gong-chime, with two rows of knobbed gongs 

placed on ropes within a wooden frame. Like the gam bang and 

gender, the bonang is played with two padded sticks and also comes 

in three sizes: panembung, barungand panerus. Although the 

bonang is often employed to play elaborate passages, it belongs to 

the family of time keepers, along with the kethuk, kempu}, kenong 

and gong. The smallest, kethuk, is a knobbed gong placed 

horizontally on ropes in a box frame. The kenong is a set of larger 

gongs also suspended horizontally on ropes. The kempul is a large 

hanging set of low pitched gongs. The most impressive of the family 

of gongs is the enormous gong ageng, or gong siyem. Hung in its own 

massive frame, it marks the end of sections with a powerfully 

resonating presence. 

-----_ .. _ .... -------
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Four types of drums are used by gamelan orchestras. The biggest is 

a double ended barrel drum called bedug. Another large drum is the 

ken dang gending. The batangan is known as the "dance drum" and 

the ketipung is the smallest drum used. 

Some non-percussive instruments are also used in Indonesian 

ensembles. Typically, the first instrument heard in a gamelan 

performance is the rebab, a two-stringed violin. Generally the leader 

in "soft style"gamelan playing, the rebab has metal strings tuned in 

fifths and played with animal hair bows.62 (See Figure 6) 

The term "gamelan" is somewhat generic, like our own use of 

the word "orchestra" and the makeup of gamelans differ widely from 

group to group and according to the purpose being fulfilled. Some 

instruments not described above may appear in various 

performances, while not necessarily all of the above instruments will 

be present in every ensemble.63 

The tuning system of the Javanese orchestra is radically 

different from Western tuning systems. The complete gamelan 

orchestra is actually two sets of instruments with two different 

62 "Java," Harvard. 
63 Debussy probably did not hear a gender at the Fair: in his 

account of the exhibit, Tiersot made no mention of this particular 
instrumen t. 

--------- ------
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tunings. One set of instruments plays a five note slendro scale while 

the other plays a seven note scale called pelog. Both of these scales 

are characterized by a lack of half steps. The chart included from 

MaIm's Music Cultures of the Pacific shows how the tuning of these 

scales differs from Western tuning (see Figure 7).64 A full Javanese 

gamelan has one pair of each instrument for both pentatonic and 

heptatonic scales. Perhaps the most interesting feature of the 

gamelan tuning is that no two orchestras tune exactly alike; the exact 

in tervals between two given tones differ from gamelan to gamelan. 

Any particular piece of music will sound slightly altered if played by 

another orchestra.65 

Within the two scale types, different modes, or patet, are used. 

There are three patet in slendro (patet nem, patet sanga and patet 

manjura) and four modes in pelog (patet lima, patet nem, patet 

64 Maim 31. 
65 "Java" Harvard. The Western-type notation of the scales is 

approximate, since the actual pitches do not correspond to the 
Western well-tempered tuning system. 
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barang and patet manjura). The modes are associated with 

specific times of the day or time periods. This aspect' is particularly 

important in the presentation of puppet shows or accompanied 

dramas. 66 

Javanese pieces are not constructed in a Western format. 

Gamelan players improvise around an ostinato melody, like a cantus 

firm us. The theme is generally introduced by a rebab, then carried 

on by midrange sarans and bonangs while other instruments join in 

to support and embellish the musical line. Gamelan music typically 

undergoes dramatic contrasts in dynamics and tempo, but the 

original melody always remains present, however altered. The 

constant repetition of the melody, or "nuclear theme," makes 

gamelan music cohesive.67 

Although the gamelan played a continuous accompaniment to 
the drama, the music never once grew monotonous, It is a 
quality which only oriental music possesses. We should soon 
get uncontrollably restless if we had to listen to a symphony of 
ours which lasted much more than an hour or two; but the 
Javanese music has such a constant quality of change that it 
never grows dull. 68 

66 "Java," Harvard. 
67 "Java," Harvard. 
68 Henry Eichheim, Santa Barbara Daily News, Eichheim papers, 

Dr, Ethel John Lindgren, Cambridge, England, n.d. 
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The music of the gamelan was difficult for Tiersot to notate. 

After failing at dictation, he resorted to an interview with one of the 

members, with the help of a translator.69 The following musical 

fragments and descriptions are taken from Tiersot's account of the 

1889 ExpositionJO 

Javanese orchestras feature complexity of rhythms rather than 

richness of harmonies. The melody of a gamelan piece is generally 

given in equal note values, either in 2/4 or 4/4, but the 

accompaniment patterns are often in triple time and frequently 

syncopated. Important pitches are emphasized with sextuplets. 

Many phrases end with all the instruments joining in on a final 

sextuplet. 

All of the music at the Javanese exhibition began with the 

rebab playing an introduction similar to the one in Figure 8. The last 

note of this solo was the signal for the drums to join in and the 

dancing and chanting to start. The chant was most often played by 

the rebab and bonang-ageng in unison, with simple accompaniments 

provided, and underwent numerous repeats. Tiersot notated the 

version in Figure 9. Then the chant became more free and 

69 The old musician mocked that if Tiersot could correctly 
dictate the rhythm while the whole ensemble played he would cut 
off his own ears! Tiersot 36. 

70 Tiersot 11-18. 
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melodious. Tiersot dictated the Figure 10 fragment to demonstrate. 

The bonang ageng and rebab, on the top stave of the example, share 

the melody at first, but then each plays a separate rhythm at the 

cadence. The saron- barong part is notated on the second stave. It 

functions more to supply harmony and rhythm than to add melodic 

lines. The gong and low bonangs are notated on the bottom stave. 

After proceeding in a calm and moderate fashion, the movement 

becomes more lively. The bonang- ageng begins improvising around 

the melody in a more rapid fashion, as seen in Figure 11. Soon the 
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Figure 10, Gamelan Music 
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Figure 11, Bonang Improvisation 
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whole orchestra is following the bonang, becoming increasingly 

livelier, spinning out variations and embellishments of the tune. The 

animated drums and idiophonic percussion drown out the variations 

of the sole string instrument, the rebab. Tiersot left us the dictation 

in Figure 12, a sort of gamelan stretto. In this score, the bonang is on 

the first line, the rebab on the second, sarons take the third line, the 

low bonangs and gongs are notated on line four and the battery of 

percussion are included on the bottom stave. It is interesting to note 

some of the features of this score that will be found in Debussy 

scores as well. For instance, one can find a tendency toward 

symmetry in the bonang score; melodic symmetry will be discovered 

in other Javanese examples below. One may also notice the offbeat 

emphaSis in the rhythmic parts. Finally, the end of the phrase 

features the supertonic playing sext:Iplets of three different note 

values: sixteenths, eighths and quarters (two sets of triplets). 

The gamelan melodies are fairly lengthy. The musicians play 

them repeatedly, in endless, uninterrupted variations. Tiersot 

remarked that the music is "like a canon that never ends."71 Because 

of the large dimensions, it was impossible for Tiersot to notate an 

entire gamelan piece. He did, however, dictate a complete melody. 

Figure 13a is the rebab melody of a piece called "Golden Leaf." This 

melody is played over and over in different tempos, and with a 
. -

71 Tiersot 42. 

-------_ ... --.. -_._-- - --_. __ ._.- --- -
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multitude of rhythmic variations, embellished by all the instruments 

of the orchestra. One can recognize the opening rebab formula, and 

how easily it leads into the actual melody of the piece: As the music 

builds in intensity, the instruments play increasingly florid 

accompaniment patterns. The rebab itself embellishes the melody in 

a similar fashion to the one in Figure 13b, which corresponds to 

example corresponds to the fIrst four measures of Figure 13a: 

~) 

@5 

Figure 13, Golden Leaf 
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Most of the dances performed for the audience of the 

Exhibition were sacred or court dances, but they did perform a few 

secular dances. 

There is one dance, however, that, from the point of view of 
music as much as of choreography, seems to enjoy the special 
favor of the Javanese, for it is the one they mention more often 
and play more willingly as a typical example of their music. It 
has the name Vani-Vani.72 

The dance was performed by a couple in ordinary Indonesian 

garb. The music of this dance (Figure 14) begins slowly, and 

undergoes the usual contrapuntal entrances and tempo accelerations. 

The most interesting feature of the piece occurred at the climax. 

After the customary ·stretto, with all the instruments playing, there is 

a sustained orchestral tremolo. After this the rhythm instruments 

drop out, leaving the melodic instruments alone. These playa brief 

variation of the penultimate measure of Figure 14, in unison and 

with fervor. This happens three times, but the music does not end 

here, as a Western listener expects. The music returns to its calm 

original tempo, then cadences on an unexpected note. Debussy must 

have remembered this particular piece, for one finds fragments of 

the principal melody in several of his works, as will be shown. 

72 Tiersot 44. 

--------_._-------_. 
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A second ensemble was presented in the Javanese exhibit. An 

ensemble of angklung rattles also performed, led by a drum. An 

angklung is a pitched rattle made of three bamboo tubes which slide 

back and forth. The tubes are tuned in octaves. When the frame of 

the angkJung is shaken, it produces a "clucking sound. "73 The 

angklung is purely a harmonic and rhythmic instrument, producing 

no melody at all. The primary function of the angklung ensemble 

was to accompany the march of t..t,.e dancers to the performance area. 

The ensemble played rhythmic patterns, which were repeated 

anywhere from five to twenty times before being slightly altered, as 

is shown in the diciation taken by Tiersot. Each successive 

instrumental entrance was a little faster than the previous, but the 

musicians did not pay exact attention to the tempo of the others; only 

the rhythmic pattern was pre-determined (See Figure lSa). When 

all the instruments were involved the piece continued to evolve and 

accelerate. Finally the music became quite frantic, with the drum 

marking the time in strong beats while the other instruments played 

quick rhythmic patterns. Then the instruments arrived at a tremolo 

(see Figure I5b). 

And what is this chord? A chord of the ninth, a full, rich, 
harmony, absolutely modern, a Wagnerian chord, of which one 
can find characteristic examples in Tristan and Isolde and The 
Meistersingers. Here is proof of the artistic sentiment of the 
Javanese. 74 

73 Mueller 171. 
74 Tiersot 35. 
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WHAT DEBUSSY DID NOT HEAR 

One point of clarification needs to be made at this juncture. 

During his visit to the Exposition Universelle de 1889 Debussy heard 

many types of music, including Russian, Serbian, Hungarian, 

Sudanese and Spanish.75 All of these musics were considered 

"oriental" by the French of the time, but none of the music was in 

fact "Chinese." Several sources exclaim that Debussy was influenced 

by the music of China; Lockspieser and Long amongst them.76 This is 

simply an error which can easily be clarified. 

At this period of history in France, as discussed above, virtually 

anything that was non-Western was considered "Oriental." To 

distinguish the Mongoloid race of people and styles from others 

under the "Oriental" heading, the Parisians seemed to use the broad 

generic terms: "Asian," "Far Eastern" and, unfortunately, "Chinois," or 

"Chinese." "A good deal of geographical confusion seems to have gone 

on all round in 1913 ... " Robert Orlege has correctly stated in his book, 

Debussy and the Theatre.?7 Consider the following example: In Paris 

there was a shop devoted to artistic and commercial wares from 

Japan. This particular store was called "La boutique de Soye: La 

7S Brody 88. 
76 Lockspeiser, Debussy his Life and Mind; Long, Au piano avec 

Debussy. Specific citations to follow. 
77 Robert Orledge, Debussy and the Theatre (Cambridge, 

England: Cambridge University Press, 1982) 191. 
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porteChinois."78 It was a specifically Japanese shop, but was being 

called the Chinese Port; that misnomer would hardly stand today. 

Marguerite Long, one of Debussy's top students, made several ethnic 

blunders in her book Au piano avec Debussy. She states that in 

regards to "Pagodes," one should "look toward Indonesia, which 

inspired it." Next she goes on: "It is not only the pattern of "Pagodes" 

that is Chinese, but also the emotion, the regret of a country that is 

too gentle."79 In Lockspeiser's biography Debussy: His Life and 

Mind, Lockspeiser states that Debussy heard theater music from 

Cochin China, which is correct. Although referred to as Annamites, 

the theater troupe at the Fair was actually from Cochinchine, which is 

now the southern section of Vietnam. Lockspeiser apparently 

misunderstood the term "Cochinchine," however, for he then 

describes the ensemble as "Chinese Theatre."BO This is comparable to 

calling people from New Mexico, "Mexicans." Debussy heard and was 

influenced, as this paper argues, by musics of Annam (or Cochin 

China). Although the Vietnamese share many instruments and 

stylistic features with the Chinese dynasty, it is not correct to call 

their music "Chinese" any more than it is fair to call French music 

"German. " 

78 Brody 60-61. 
79 Marguerite Long, At the Piano With Debussy, Trans. by 

Olive Senior-Ellis (London: 1.M. Dent and Sons, 1972) 77. A similar 
ethnic error is made on page 80. 

80 Lockspeiser, His Life and Mind 115. 
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One further point of clarification: in regards to Indonesia, 

Debussy was exposed only to the music of Java, not of Bali. In his 

biography of Debussy, Lockspieser refers to the "Solo gamelan from 

Bali" at the second Exposition in 1900.81 Solo (Surakarta) is not in 

Bali, however, but rather on the island of Java, near Jogyakarta. He 

may have unwittingly adopted this mistake from his reference, 

Judith Gautier.82 The distinction is important to note, for the groups 

of these two main islands of Indonesia perform in drastically 

different styles; whereas Javanese music is largely improvised and 

vocal, the music of Bali is primarily instrumental, rehearsed with 

great attention to detail and refinement.83 

81 Lockspeiser, His Life and Mind 115, 
82 Harpole 8. 
83 Compare Harvard entries: "Java" and "Bali." 
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VI. SPECIFIC MUSICAL ELEMENTS 

SUBJECTS AND TITLES 

One does not need to look far to discover the Oriental nature of 

Debussy's works. The subjects of Debussy's music were often the 

typical objects of ASian, and especially Japanese, art. While some of 

his pieces' titles clearly express his intention to depict the Orient, 

other compositions use evocative titles that merely insinuate an 

oriental subject. OccaSionally Debussy even used oriental prints as 

the covers for his works. 84 

Some of the most favored subjects for Japanese artists were: 

animals, fish, temple~, weather changes and seascapes.85 It is 

interesting to note how many of these subjects attracted Debussy. 

Amongst his piano compositions are: "Jimbo's Lullaby" (Jimbo is an 

elephant), "Poissons d'or" (Goldfish), "Pagodes" (Buddhist temples), 

"Brouillards" (Mist), Le vent dans Ie pleine" (The Wind in the Plain), 

"The Snow is Dancing" [sic], "Jardins so us la pluie" (Gardens in the 

Rain), "Reflets dans l'eau" (Reflections in the Water) and many others 

with typical Eastern themes. Although these topics are not 

84 Brody 61. 
85 Brody, 65. 
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necessarily Javanese or Vietnanlese, it is important to appreciate 

how deeply Debussy felt about Oriental art in general, and to realize 

that he was ready to draw on any Asian elements of which he was 

aware. 

Some of Debussy's pieces have titles that clearly announce a 

Far Eastern subject. Most certainly, "Pagodes" is a piece that portrays 

Asian scenery. Pagodas are temples, usually of the Buddhist or 

Hindu religion. Hindu pagodas are pyramidal, while Buddhist 

temples are typically many-storied towers with sloping roofs on each 

floor.86 It is probably a Buddhist temple that Debussy had in mind 

as he wrote "Pagodes." Given his predilection for Japanese art, and 

since Buddhism, rather than Hinduism, is a dominant religion in 

Japan,87 it is most likely that he was exposed to art works depicting 

Buddhist temples. Buddhism is also one of the primary religions of 

both Java and Vietnam. 88 

A similar subject is conjured up in "Et la lune descend sur la 

temple qui fut." Translated usually "As the Moon Descends On the 

Temple Ruins," this piece also most likely describes Buddhist pagoda 

ruins. "The curious title reminiscent of Chinese poetry was given by 

louIs laloy after the work was written." wrote Edward 

86 "Pagodes," American Heritage Dictionary, 1973 ed. 
87 "Japan," Encyclopedia Brittanica, 1962 ed. 
88 "Java," and "Vietnam" Encyclopedia Brittanica, 1962 ed. 
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Lockspieser.89 laloy was his friend and the dedicatee of the piece. 

The poetry remark is very interesting on two counts: he compared it 

to Chinese poetry, even though it would be more likely Japanese 

poetry that Debussy would assimilate into his title, as discussed 

above,90 and Debussy himself related the title to French poetry in a 

letter to Emile Durand of January 1908.91 In this letter he notes that 

the title had been slightly altered to form a "perfect alexandrine." 

An "alexandrine" is the most common French prose, having twelve 

syllables, with a caesura after the sixth.92 It is probable that the 

"slight alteration" was to change the last two words from "de 

Bouddha" to "qui fut" (that was). This assumption is based on a 

sketch in a notebook of Debussy's. The sketch is of the lower stave of 

bars 13-14, and the draft is entitled "Bouddha." It seems that Laloy 

suggested the title "Et la lune descend sur la temple de Bouddha" and 

Debussy, realizing the potential for a poetic line, could not resist the 

89 Lockspieser, Debussy151. 
90 Refer to chapter "Le Japonisme." 
91 Robert Orledge "Debussy'S Piano Music: Some Second 

Thoughts and Sources of Inspiration." Musical Times mon th? 
1981: 23. 
92 "Alexandrine" American Heritage. 
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change which has become its title. In the manuscript, the original 

name was literally cut out, though it seems to have been essentially 

the same length.93 

Debussy wrote three piano pieces dealing with North African 

impressions, which at the time were considered "oriental". The titles 

"Pour l'Egyptienne" from Six epigraphs antiques, "Canope" from 

Preludes Book II and Deux Arabesques all can be considered 

Oriental by definition. 

In some of his pieces Debussy used titles that simply alluded to 

Oriental subjects, but not in a direct or obvious way. "Cloches a 
travers les feuilles" is one of these pieces. Translated "Bells As Heard 

Through the Leaves," this piece has all the shimmering, glistening 

bell sounds of an outdoor gamelrui performance, perhaps on a windy 

day. "La terrasse des audiences du clair de lune" is another such 

piece with an evocative title. Eugene Schmitz explores the genesis of 

the name: 

It is variously ascribed as originating in Pierre Loti's L'Inde 
sous les Anglais, in which he describes the terraces to hold 
counsel at moonlight, ("terrasses pour tenir conseil au clair de 
lune"), and to Rene Puaux , French author, in a letter written to 
the newspaper, Le Temps. In Le Beau Voyage, Rene Puaux, 
whjle describing the ceremonies at Durbar for the coronation of 

93 Orledge, Debussy's Piano Music 23. 

---------~-~----- -----
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King George V, as Emperor of India, speaks of 'the hall of 
victory, the hall of pleasure, the garden of the sultanesses, the 
terrace for moonlight aUdiences ... ' 94 

Both theories reflect an Asian orientation. For this reason, it is 

not surprising to find Oriental tendencies in the piece. 

Some of Debussy's works use Oriental covers, whether or not 

the music inside reflects Asian influences. La damoiselle elue cover, 

for instance, uses a typical art nouveau picture by Maurice Denis. 

The Cinq poemes de Baudelaire use different types of oriental art 

papers. Debussy used Hokusai's "The Wave" for the cover of La mer. 

Of this engraving Edmond de Goncourtwrote that "it was made by a 

painter who lived in a religious terror of the overwhelming sea 

surrounding his country on all sides; it is a design which is 

impressive by the sudden anger of its leap into the sky, by the deep 

blue of the transparent inner side of its curve, by the splitting of its 

crest which is thus shattered into a shower of tiny drops having the 

shape of animals' claws. "95 

94 Elie Robert Schmitz, The Piano Works of Claude Debussy 
(New York: Sloan & Pierce, 1950)175. 

95 Brody 63. 
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That Debussy was using these subjects and titles shows how his 

fascination for Far Eastern art affected his life and compositions. He 

would seize hold of and assimilate, as best he could, anything he 

knew of the Orient. It is not surprising, therefore, that the great 

exhibits of 1889 and 1900 had such a profound and reaching impact 

on his music. 

NON-WESTERN SCALES 

Debussy's reponse to the Asian music at the Exposition was 

centered around his experience as a Western composer; that is, he 

interpreted the new musical experiences in terms of what he already 

knew and understood. In recreating the exotic sounds of the Orient, 

he necessarily relied.on what was available and comprehensible to 

him as a Western composer. One of the most basic ways to achieve 

an effect of exoticism was to use non-Western scale types, imitative 

of the Far East. Debussy used whole-tone, pentatonic and a variety 

of different scale types when seeking a foreign flair for his music.96 

Although the tuning systems of the Extreme-Orient were 

different than European tuning, a close approximation was to use 

whole-tone and various pentatonic scales. 

96 Mueller 160-161. 
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Debussy interpreted Javanese music as a Western composer. 
He unconsciously chose those elements to which he could 
relate. The influence of Javanese music on [Debussy], then, 
amounted to compositional emphasis placed on elements that 
seem, to us, to coexist in both music systems. This is illustrated 
most clearly by Debussy's use of the pentatonic and whole-tone 
scale forms.97 

Debussy had used whole-tone and pentatonic scales in his 

music even before hearing the music of the 1889 Exposition. Thus it 

is not surprising that after being exposed to a fresh melodic 

inspiration he would resort to an element which he already 

understood, the ambiguous tonality of these two modes. And with 

these scales he found a wealth of fresh compositional material. 

Although there are only two whole-tone scales possible, based 

on "e" or "e-sharp," there are several possibilities for pentatonic 

scales which Debussy was eager to exploit. (see Figure 16) The most 

traditional pentatonic, lacking any half-steps, is the "anhemitonic" or 

"tonal" pentatonic scale, corresponding to the black keys of the piano. 

A multitude of other possibilites exist for the creation of pentatonic 

scales when one allows one or more half-steps, or "Semitonic" 

pentatonic scales. (see Figure 16d) "Ditonic" pentatonic scales are 

formed by deleting the second and the fifth or sixth scale degree 

from a major scale. This variety leaves two half-steps in the mode.98 

97 Mueller 159. 
98 "Pentatonic," Harvard. 
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Another possible pentatonic scale, without half-steps, is frequently 

used by Debussy. It consists of three whole steps from the tonic 

followed by a minor third. For the sake of identification in this 

paper, this particular scale shall be called "wholetonic pentatonic" .99 

(see Figure 16f) This scale was used in a Vietnamese excerpt 

dictated by Tiersot (see Figure 2c). All of these pen~tonic scale 

types can be transposed to all twelve different keys, and by using 

different notes as the starting pitch, five modes can be achieved in 

each transposition. 

There are passages of pentatonicism or hexatonicism in a large 

percentage of Debussy's works. In fact, looking through his piano 

works one may have trouble locating a piece without a hint of one of 

these two scale types, however undistinguished it may be. The 

appearances of these scales may be, for instance, as brief as one 

measure. Some of his more Asian inspired output contains mere 

traces of pentatonic or whole-tone tuning. Richard Dawes refers to 

the "Toccata" from Pour Ie piano as having "pentatonic scales as early 

as bar 3." 100 Bar three, in fact, contains just four pitches, all black 

keys, but the fourth bar is a complete C-sharp natural minor scale 

(Figure 17). This is hardly a significant Oriental moment in this 

movement (unless one analyzes it as a seven-tone peIog scale). In 

99 This label is given by the author. No other sources refer to 
the scale in this way. 

100 Dawes 24. 
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"la terrasse des audience du clair de lune," a Prelude considered 

heavily indebted to the Javanese gamelan, there is but one brief 

moment of whole-tone tuning: bar 24, including the pick-up, is a C

sharp based whole tone scale. (Figure 18) lasting only four beats, 

this is the extent of pure whole-tone or pentatonicism in this piece. 

Sometimes, in pieces such as Dance (1890), five-note "ninth chords" 

are given emphasis as special exotic effects. (Figure 19). It is only in 

the context of other Asian features that this sonority stands out. The 

appearance of these scales does not necessarily constitute an oriental 

influence. Note the pentatonic and whole-tone scales in "Menuet" 

from Suite Bergamasque. There are two consecutive bars of each, 

from bars 8-12. (Figure 20) This could hardly classify the work as 

of an oriental nature. When looking for the influence of the Far East, 

there are more elements to consider in his music than the use of a 

mere pentatonic scale. 

Many examples of pentatonic mode in Debussy's piano music 

are melodies harmonized diatonically or chromatically. For example, 

the frequent pentatonic melodies in Danceare never harmonized 

completely within the pentatonic mode. The tune at bars 195-198, 

for instance, is pentatonic, but all the notes of the G major scale lie in 

the accompaniment. (Figure 21) The pentatonic masterwork 

"Pagodes" from Estampes also contains sections of penta-melodies 

with chromatic harmonizations. (Figure 22) 
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As shall be seen, it is more than the presence of pentatonicism 

that makes a piece sound Oriental; rather, it is how the scales are 

used that does or does not create the essence of the East. The 

familiar hymn "Amazing Grace" can be played on the five black keys 

of the piano, yet no one would think of classifying it as an Oriental 

tune, because it lacks other important characteristics to make it 

sound foreign. Likewise, many of Debussy's piano pieces contain 

pentatonic or whole-tone fragments but do not necessarily evoke a 

sense of Eastern music. "Reflets dans l'eau" uses a healthy portion of 

whole-tone mode but is clearly not an effort to recreate Asian 

sonorities (even though the subject may be inspired by the Orient). 

Bars 25+ use the anhemitonic scale to form a watery texture in 

keeping with the title of the piece "Reflections in the Water." No 

scale is more appropriate to this subject than the whole-tone, as 

Debussy recognized. The mere presence of this scale, however, is not 

an Asian trait. The "Menuet," mentioned above, is another example. 

Whether or not the placement of the adjacent pentatonic and whole

tone modes was a deliberate attempt at achieving an Asian effect is 

questionable; the overall character of the piece is not representative 
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of the Orient by any means. And yet, the use of these two scales do 

stand out as a possible influence from Java or Annam when one 

considers his contemporaneous compositions which were so indebted 

to the Orient. 

There are many works of Debussy's that clearly do envision an 

Oriental ambiance. These works all use some form of scales 

evocative of the Far East, especially whole-tone and pentatonic. 

"Pagodes" is the clearest example, using tonal pentatonic scales 

exclusively for its melodic material. "Cloches a travers les feuilles" 

uses whole-tone throughout the entire first page to devise a sense of 

the Orient. However, other pieces use less common and cliche, but 

equally (if not more) exotic scales to achieve an Asian ambiance. In 

"Toccata" Debussy uses a ten bar pentatonic section starting at bar 

51. The notes employed to form the scale are: F#, G#, A, C# and D#. 

(Figure 23a) This scale is semitonic pentatonic, because there is a 

half-step from G-sharp to A natural. The Prelude "Le vent dans la 

plaine" also uses semitonic pentatonic scales. The piece opens up 

with a pentatonic section, yet the very first interval heard is a half

step. (Figure 23 b) One will discover other types of pentatonic scales 

as well. 

The Javanese had both a five-tone slendro and seven-tone 

pelog set of instruments, and even the Vietnamese used auxiliary 

notes in their pentatonic pieces. This fact was not lost on Debussy. 
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Some of his pieces which show Asian elements are modal, and others 

use primarily pentatonic scales with "auxiliary notes." The melody of 

"Sarabande," for instance, can be called C-sharp natural minor, yet, 

the usage of ~he scale is modal, with little emphasis on the C-sharp 

itself. The theme contains many unusual skips which give it an 

oriental flavor. (Figure 24a) The "Prelude" from Suite Bergamasque 

similarly uses unlikely skips and a vacillating direction, instilling an 

aura of the Far East with a modal melody. (Figure 24b) The opening 

line of "Et la lune descends sur la temple qui fut" is basically 

pentatonic, but there are some chromatic "auxiliary notes." (Figure 

2Sa) In the example, the auxiliary' notes are marked so one can see 

how they are used- essentially as neighbor notes or sliding tones. It 

seems Debussy is im~tating the sliding type of ornaments utilized by 

the ASians, indicative of vocal improvisation. In bar 13-15, the 

melody in the middle stave is strictly pentatonic, however the upper 

line includes one extra pitch, G-sharp, which functions as a passing 

tone. This too may be considered an auxiliary note in a pentatonic 

scale. (Figure 2Sb) In other works, Debussy uses unusual scales of 

his own devising to make oriental statements. The sinewy chromatic 

scale of "La terasse des audiences du clair de lune," for example, has 

skips in it which, along with the back and forth motion of the scale, 

somehow create a feeling for the Orient. (Figure 26) 

------------------
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Debussy was always interested in exploring new directions for 

his compositions to take, and the music of the Orient supported his 

non-traditional thinking. His compositions immediately began to 

incorporate some of the ideas learned from the foreign exhibits. The 

most obvious route to take was to use scales in ways that Western 

composers had not been doing until that time. Emboldened by the 

powerful rhythmic ensembles from the Exposition de1889, Debussy 

began using whole-tone and pentatonic scales freely, as well as 

working ~ith new scale types of his own concoction. 

FORMS 

The form of Javanese gamelan compositions is radically 

different from Western forms. Indonesians use a cyclic form in 

which the melody is always present, albeit in greatly varied tempi, 

dynamics and rhythmic identities. The chief compositional interest 

in the music is derived from the variations played around the omni

present tune. 

Debussy did not often incorporate this idea of the cyclic theme 

in his piano works; however, there are two works which definitely 

use a similar compositional technique. The Fantasie for piano and 

orchestra uses a single theme throughout the three movement work. 



81 

The principal theme is played on different instruments and treated 

to a variety of rhythms. It is sometimes the featured melody, while 

at other times it is used as an ostinato bass line. (Figure 27) 

Another piece which utilizes the idea of a cyclic theme is his 

most completely oriental work "Pagodes." The main theme of 

"Pagodes" is also treated in a variety of different ways with several 

different rhythmic personalities. (Figure 28) 

Debussy did not duplicate the actual cyclic tendencies of the 

gamelan orchestras in these pieces; his personal use of cyclic themes 

was in a manner akin to that found in Western music. Debussy 

simply used a European technique that was similar to the Javanese 

compositions in order to achieve an effect reminiscent of the music of 

the exhibitions. 

TIMBRES AND TEXTURES 

Another chief manner in which Debussy was able to recreate 

the essence of non-Western music was by imitating the types of 

textures and timbres heard in other music. The Annamite orchestra 

which Debussy experienced was an ensemble of six players on four 

lyrical, melodic instruments, a gong and a drum. The gamelan 

orchestra was wholly different, with many players working 

simultaneously on mostly percussive, albeit idiophonic, instruments. 

Whereas the Indochinese group created a simpler contrapuntal 



texture, the make-up of the Indonesian ensemble was dense and 

complex, yet clear. The effect has been called "polyphonic 

stratification." 101 
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Debussy was particularly fond of emulating this gamelan 

constitution. He would frequently stack melodic and percussive 

musical fragments to imitate the density of an oriental ensemble. 

Some keys to his success in this polyphonic manner of composition 

were: 1) using parallel intervals, especially octaves, which 

immediately thicken the texture and assert an impression of 

heterophony; 2) articulation marks, which create effects of specific 

instrumental timbres; and 3) contrasting rhythms which help 

distinguish between sound levels, increasing the effect of polyphony, 

and producing an intriguing foreign flavor. By employing these 

techniques in a polyphonic setting Debussy was effectively able to 

create a sense evocative of Eastern music. 

Both the Vietnamese and Javanese orchestras relied more on 

polyphony stratification than harmony, and Debussy readily 

employed polyphonic ideas in his piano music. In "Pagodes," his 

most overtly oriental work, there are many instances of 

simultaneous pentatonic melodies. At the "toujours anime" 

indication in bar 23, for example, two pentatonic melodies work 

101 "Java," Harvard. 
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essentially in contrary motion over a pedal point. (Figure 29) The 

rhythm of the melodies ar€ in hemioia, both vertically and 

horizontally. As one voice changes to duple time, the other voice 

changes to triple time, and vice versa. 
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Debussy frequently applies complex rhythmic figures in his 

Asiatic pieces, just as the music of the Orient uses poly-rhythms. 

These rhythms create an active texture. Using distinct meters in 

each voice serves to separate and distinguish the melodic lines. The 

performer must take care not to lose the clarity of the lines. A 

similar example appears in bars 11-14 (Figure 30). Here again, 

Debussy uses hemiolas to distinguish the melodic components. While 

the top voice is in triplets, the second voice is in duple. Debussy 

exercises an additional technique in this passage as well. The top 

voice is marked entirely with stacatti, creating a "striking" effect. 

The other voice, however, is marked with tenuti. The tenuto marks 

indicate to stress the tones, and hold them their full note value. The 

texture of these bars is thickened additionally by Debussy's use of 

octaves. Since both melodic voices move in octaves, the effect is of a 

fuller orchestra, and even of heterophony. The sound Debussy 

achieves is busy, but not muddled. 

Heterophony is the playing of a melody on different 

instruments, often in different registers and usually slightly 

ornamented or embellished. Javanese music relies heavily on 
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improvised heterophony. When Benedictus transcribed the gamelan 

music for the piano, he used octaves to convey this type of layered 

sound (Figure 31a).102 Debussy, too, commonly imitates this 

technique by using octaves, as was seen in Figure 30 above. Other 

more striking examples of heterophony occur in Debussy's music. 

For instance, in "Toccata" from Pour Ie piano there is a large portion 

of the work written in heterophonic style. (see Figure 31 b) 

Beginning in bar 79 Debussy introduces three parts: a low sustained 

pedal point which functions as a gong tone, a rhythmically repeated 

staccato note which acts like a kempuI, and an upper arpeggiated 

figure which is iike a bona.ng score. After a three bar diminuendo, 

the main melody comes in. The melody is mostly in half notes (the 

full length of the measure) and marked with ten uti. It has the 

timbre of a saran The kempulline continues, but takes on the exact 

pitch of the melody in every measure. This alone could be 

considered heterophony, for two separate melodic lines are playing 

the same melody, with one voice embellishing the other. The bonang 

voice is also ornamenting the melody; the top note in every measure 

is the same tone that is being played in the saran and kempullines. 

At this pOint, Debussy's polyphonic texture contains four distinct 

musical lines. 

102 Benedictus, quoted from Mueller, 167. 
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Some of the best examples of Debussyan polyphony are in his later 

piano works, in which he utilizes three staves in order to fully 

distinguish melodic lines or fragments. "Et la lune descends sur la 

temple qui fut" from Images Set II may serve as an example. In 

bars 20-24 Debussy creates three separate lines of music using three 

separate staves. Upon careful observation, one will notice different 

articulation markings for the chords in the top two staves, and also 

note that the staccato and tenuto marks are exchanged between the 

measures. These indications, if adequately performed, can achieve 

an effect similar to that of percussion instruments alternating parts. 

(see Figure 32) 

Percussive effects are crucial to the topic of the gamelan 

influence in Debussy's music. Debussy emulated many of the 

percussive effects of the Javanese orchestra. One such idiophonic 

effect is the embellishing measured trill. A typical means of 

ornamenting a melody in gamelan music is a simple alternating of 

two tones. This style can be readily seen in the Benedictus 

transcription of gamelan music from the World's Fair. (see Figure 

33) This type of measured trill was frequently employed by 

Debussy. The entire climatic buildup of IIPagodes" has such a 

measured trill in its undercurrent. (see Figure 34) Other drum or 

gong-like figures are used by Debussy when contemplating the 

---- .--------------
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Orient, as in measures 66-77 of "Serenade of the Doll." Here he 

makes use of a harmonic major second on every beat, made even 

more idiophonic by the staccati and arpeggiation marks. (Figure 35) 

Grace notes and arpeggiation indications are often used in his 

compositions, sometimes to add brightness or bell like "pinging" to 

the tones, sometimes to cause a sense of resonance, and at other 

times to imitate the Javanese angklung, the pitched bamboo rattles. 

Benedictus transcribed an angklung ensemble playing a processional. 

In this piece, nearly all of the chords contain grace notes, which 

mimic the sort of rattle made by shaking the instruments. Debussy 

also notates grace notes and arpeggiations within a similar context. 

An excellent example can be found at the closing four bars of "La 

terrasse des audiences du clair de lune." The downbeat of the first 

two bars have arpeggiation marks, while the penultimate bar has 

grace notes preceding both chords. (Figure 36) 

Figure 33, Benedictus transcription (Alternating Tones) 
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VII.OVERVIEW OF ORIENTAL ASPECTS IN DEBUSSY'S PIANO 

WORKS 

As was stated above, it is not any single element that makes 

Debussy's works sound inspired by the Orient, but the combination of 

techniques that gives way to an overall Asian demeanor. Some parts 

of his oeuvre for piano are virtual pictures of the Far East, while 

other pieces show just traces of Asian characteristics that 

nonetheless substantiate the claim that he was impacted by the 

music of the Orient. Debussy uses thickly layered polyphonic 

textures, specific articulation marks and percussive rhythmic 

patterns together with pentatonic or whole tone scales, or modes that 

just happen to sound "Oriental," forming an Eastern ambiance in 

many of his piano works. Here follows a look at the works which 

most clearly show a discernable pervasion of Far Eastern musical 

elements. 

FANTASIE 103 

In May of 1926, the Revue Musical printed an article by Robert 

Godet entitled: "En marge de la marge~" (From The Edge of the Edge) 

In this article Godet stated, in somewhat inflated terms: 

103 Facts concerning the Fantasie are extensively taken from 
Mueller. 



92 

Not for a minute has Debussy thought of reproducing with 
Western instrumental resources the effect of polyphony and, 
especially, of percussive poly-rhythms .... But how had he 
separated the pure essence from the complexity and 
incoherence of brute sensations or of immediate emotions if he 
had not let these seeds germinate and if, after maturation, he 
had not chosen the most delectable among their fruits: those of 
a poetical nature? 

Such was his rapport with documentary evidence, and also 
with the palpable reality, that he attached importance to 
mental inspiration only as it was efficacious in bringing about 
the grouping of scattered materials (outward appearances, 
strong emotions, etc.) in his memory and his imagination, and 
in encouraging the miracle that changes them into aesthetic 
substance at the crucible of a sensibility made from clear 
emotion and from rational, that is to say (speaking in 
Debussyan'fashion), from productive sentiment.104 

A less obtuse paraphrase of this statement gets to the heart of 

the matter: Debussy did not directly imitate the music of the 

gamelan, but the elements of the music which he found appealing he 

chose to make use of in his own compositions. In 1986, Richard 

Mueller responded to Godet in 19th Century Music magazine with his 

article: "Javanese Influence in Debussy's Fantasieand Beyond." 

As we shall see, the Javanese elements that appeared already 
in the Fantasie constituted the "palpable reality" of the 
influencing music. The Fantasie was the "crucible" that 
transformed "palpable reality" into "poetry." 

104 Robert Godet, "En marge de la marge," Revue Musical, May 
1926: (quoted from Mueller 159). 



93 

If Godet and others did not notice the exotic element in the 
Fantasie, it was because Debussy interpreted Javanese music as 
a Western composer. He unconsciously chose those elements to 
which he could relate. The influence of Javanese music on this 
work, then, amounted to compositional emphasis placed on 
elements that seem, to us, to coexist in both music systems. 
This is illustrated most clearly by Debussy's use of the 
pentatonic and whole-tone scale forms. lOS 

The Fantasie (1919) for piano and orchestra is perhaps the first 

piano work of Debussy's to show the Javanese gamelan influence. 

Debussy began to work on this concerto piece shortly after hearing 

the 1889 Exposition gamelan exhibit. 106 In addition to a liberal use 

of pentatonic and heptatonic scales throughout the Fantasie, Debussy 

uses both of these scales in tandem at key spots in the first and third 

movements. As Tiersot mentioned, there was some debate over the 

tuning of the gamelan orchestra, as to whether or not it was tuned 

according to Western pitches. By juxtaposing pentatonic and whole

tone scales, Debussy has developed his own elusive tonality. 

"Debussy seems to have symbolized the ambiguity of the tuning of 

the slendro scale by his formal oppositions of these two scale 

types." 107 The absence of half steps creates an exotic, oriental sound 

( see Figure 37). 

lOS Mueller 159. 
106 Mueller 157. 
107 Mueller 161. 

----_ .. -.------~-
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The Fantasie is built on a cyclic theme that constantly recurs, 

like the Javanese nuclear melody.108 The theme is composed of two 

four-note groups, both derived from the pentatonic scale. (see Figure 

38a) In fact, the cyclic theme of Fantasie is probably taken from the 

gamelan dance tune, Vani-Vani, which was so popular at the 1889 

World's Fair.109 Transcriptions of gamelan music contemporaneous 

with the 1889 exhibition also exist, among which the most important 

are two strikingly similar versions of a dance tune called Vani-Vani 

by Isaac Groneman and Mantle Hood. IIO Whereas Tiersot notated 

the melodic line belonging to the rebab,ll1 Groneman and Hood 

transcribed the saron part. (see Figures 38b and c) The Groneman 

transcription came from Yogyakarta, while Hood's is from a 

Yogyanese manuscript. Although these transcriptions are from 

Indonesia, they are likely to represent what was actually played at 

the Exposition Universe11e, realizing that the 1889 gamelan exhibit 

has been identified with Yogyakarta, and the parts have many 

108 See previous chapter: "Music of Java." 
109 See previous chapter: "Music of Java." 
110 Cited in Mueller 168. . 
III See previous chapter: "Music of Java." 
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similar characteristics.1 12 It is very telling to compare Debussy's 

cyclic theme with a portion of these transcriptions. As noted by 

Mueller: 

9S 

It is the balungan [saron part] of gongan A [the fIrst gong cycle] 
that Debussy seems to remember from the Vani-Vani 
performance. If one compares the repeated opening kenongan 
[subdivision] of this gongan [gong cycle] with the ... violin 
melody ... one is led to the conclusion that the cyclic theme of 
the Fantasie is Vani-Vani. 113 

In addition to using this theme, which was lifted from an 

actual gamelan tune, and coloring the work with exotic scales, 

Debussy uses another convincingly gamelan feature in this work. 

Tiersot described the angkJung ensemble, at the climax of their 

procession, playing a tremolo effect that sounded like a "Wagnerian 

ninthchord."114 All the musicians in the audience were taken aback 

by the "absolutely modern chord of the ninth," which they practically 

thought was invented by Wagner. Recalling the angkJungoctet, 

112 Mueller 166. 
113 Mueller 167. 
114 See previous chapter: "Music of Java." 
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whose sonorities appeared so "modern," Debussy emulated their 

effects. At the high point of the harp's whole-tone ascent, a "D-flat 

pentatonic cluster is set off against a low "E-flat" in the same manner 

as Tiersot notated his "Wagnerian ninth chord" set against "G." (see 

Figure 39a and b) "Clearly, the "absolutely modern" ninth of the 

angJdung tremolo was behind the change of harmony in this 

syntactical pattern."llS 

Evidently Debussy was not pleased with the Javanese 

assimilations in this work. He pulled the parts from the penultimate 

rehearsal of the scheduled premiere of the first movement in 1890, 

claiming he preferred to have the whole work performed. He 

revised the score, drastically altering the engraved print, but still 

was not content. Debussy removed many of the Indonesian 

characteristics from the score, including the "angklungtremolo".1 16 

. Even then, he withheld the work from the public. The work was not 

performed until 1919, after Debussy's death, and was finally 

published the following year. A version of the Fantasiecontaining 

revisions and corrections was published by Jobert in 1968.117 One 

of his early compositions, the Fantasie is truly not representative of 

115 Mueller 171-2. 
116 Mueller 180-181. 
117 Mueller 158. 
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Figure 39, Angklung Tremolo; F~tasie, Ninth Chord 

the fine craftmanship Debussy was capable of producing. It comes 

across as an oversized "arabesque,:' with nothing significant to say. 

Debussy was certainly aware of the weaknesses, as he refused its 

publication. 

97 
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DANSE 

Significantly, Debussy's use of the Vani-Vani theme did not 

stop with Fantasie. Debussy's piano piece Danse (1890), also known 

as Tarentel}e styrienne, was written about the same time as the 

Fantasie and demonstrates further usage of the theme taken from 

the Indonesian dance tune Vani-Vani.1l8 Danse begins with a 

variant of the four note cyclic theme, adding a pair of extra eighth 

notes in the first bar (Figure 40). Besides the four note melody, 

there are many examples of pentatonic scale usage in the melodic 

lines. These melodies are not always harmonized within the 

pentatonic mode, but rather within the diatonic scale. That these 

melodies were harmonized diatonically, without an exotic flair, may 

be less important than the fact that Debussy was beginning to 

conceive his melodies in pentatonic mode. Bars 195-198 contain a 

pentatonic melody in the top voice, primarily against open fifths in 

the bass. (Figure 41a) The harmonizations are strictly diatonic, 

hov.rever, and i'emove most sense of exoticism. Bars 235-238 have a 

pentatonic melody as well, which is again harmonized diatonically. 

(Figure 41b) Measures 247-250 essentially form an A9 chord in the 

bass, under a pentatonic melodic line. (Figure 42) What 

distinguishes this passage is the harmonization of the melody with a 

third underneath each tone, serving to emphasize the pentatonicism 

118 Mueller 181. 
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Figure 41, Danse, 195-198; 235-238 (Pentatonic Melody) 

Figure 42, Danse, bars 247-250 (Pentatonic in Thirds) 
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of the phrase. The ample use of pentatonic melodies shows that the 

seeds of orientalism were taking root in his musical thought 

processes, whether or not on a cognizant level. 

Other pentatonic instances occurring in this work reveal a more 

foreign affectation. At bar 179, a ninth chord is sounded, built on 

"Dr" with a drum-like, alternating fifth in the bass. (Figure 43a) 

The sonority is created by tones of an anhemitonic pentatonic scale, 

but without the usual placement of the augmented second and minor 

third; it does not correspond to the black keys on the piano, but if 

starting from C, nearly forms a whole tone scale. As discussed in the 

chapter on "Scales," this is a "wholetonic" pentatonic scale, as found in 

Tiersot's musical fragment from Vietnam.1 19 The same sonority 

appears at bar 211, with the bass arpeggiating upwards. (Figure 

43 b) This passage alternates with a downward arpeggiation of a 

fully diminished seventh chord, extending the ambiguity of the 

whole section. This seventh chord precedes a return of the 

previously discussed pentatonic melody, harmonized diatonically. 

The placement of this melody after a tonally uncertain and partially 

pentatonic bridge lends credence to the idea that this piece was 

influenced by the oriental performances. Other factors may also be 

considered. 

119See previous chapter: "Non-Western Scales." 
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Danse is written in I toccata style with many percussive and 

rhythmic effects. Some of these touches appear characteristic of 

gamelan percussion instruments. The bass line at bar 179 is one 

example. (Figure 43a) The alternating tones of the fifth are 

idiosyncratic of drums tuned in fifths, or of a oonang riff supporting 

a melody. This same drum-like pattern is heard throughout the 

work, generally alternating tones a fifth apart. The most convincing 

example occurs from bars 96-103, where perfect fifths alternate 

with perfect fourths in groups of three. (Figure 44) The result is 

suggestive of two oonan&.7S playing a hemiola figure. Another 

"gamelanesq ue" feature is the playing of melodies in octaves, such as -

in measures 147-155. (Figure 45a) Heterophony is very typical of 

oriental ensembles, as instruments of different sizes play the same 

melody. This impression is achieved by Debussy on the piano with 

the use of octaves.120 In bars 165-178 he creates a similar effect of 

instruments in different registers by staggering perfect fifths, 

harmonic and melo~lic, in various registers of the piano. (Figure 

45b) In Danse it seems clear that Debussy is not setting out to 

emulate the gamelan performance of 1889 per se, and yet he 

certainly has captured some aspects of the music from the East. 

120 See previous chapter: "Texture/Timbre." 
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Figure 45a, Danse, bars 147-155 (Heterophony) 

Figure 45b, Danse, bars 165-178 (Staggered Registers) 
- I j M.G.·· M • .D. 
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Figure 46, Sketch of No-Ja-Li 
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Whether or not he was intentionally imitating the exoticism he had 

been recently exposed to, or was simply inspired by the ensembles 

to create a "fresh" type of sound, is not as important as the fact that 

the music at the Fair clearly had affected his writing style.121 

NO-JA-LI. 

There is significant evidence to suggest that the influence noted 

in the previously discussed works was more than just a subconscious 

draw upon musical fragments and concepts from the East that 

appealed to Debussy. In 1914 he was commissioned by Georges de 

Feure to write the score for an Oriental ballet, No-ja-Ji. Taking place 

in Formosa (what is now Taiwan), Feure's story line included the 

performance of a gamelan from Malaya. 

Perhaps Feure knew of Debussy's predilection for things 
oriental and he may have introduced the gamelan orchestra to 
Formosa (from distant Malaya) for scenes 7 and 8 with the 
deliberate intention of attracting him.1 22 

121 Two songs, written for voice and piano, also made use of 
the Wani-Wani theme. Written within a couple of years of the 1889 
Exposition, the two Verlaine Songs, Clair de June and 
VEscheJonnementdeshaiesmoutonnefll'inf1ni (1891), use the same 
cyclic theme found in Fantasie. These works are worth mentioning to 
illustrate to what extent Debussy was impacted by the gamelan 
exhibition. Unfortunately, not being for piano solo, the songs do not 
fall under the scope of this topic, and therefore will not be discussed 
in this paper. Mueller 173. 

122 arledge, Theater 190: 
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Some sketches of this music exist in Debussy's cahiers 

(notebooks), which include the same cyclic theme found in Fantasie. 

(Figure 46) In a situation which specifically calls for music of 

Malayan gamelan, Debussy resorted to the Vani-Vani theme found in 

Fantasie and Dance and the two Verlaine Songs.123 Twenty five 

years after first hearing the Javanese gamelan, Debussy still felt a 

deep impression from the dance tune which Tiersot and Benedictus 

had also felt inclined to notate. From this evidence there C3.TI be little 

doubt that Debussy was considering the gamelan of Jogyakarta when 

he wrote Fantasieand Dance, as well as the Verlaine songs and the 

sketches for No-ja-ii. 

123 See footnote 120. 
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SUITE BERGAMASQUE 

An allusion to Verlaine's alliterative line "masques et 

bergamasques,"124 the Suite Bergamasque (1890-1905) was begun 

shortly after Debussy's hearing of the gcuuelan and Vietnamese 

theater music. Although the title alludes to the Bergame region of 

Italy and the clumsy rustic folk who dwell there,125 the music 

happens to contain some oriental features. Written so shortly after 

the terrifically inspirational Asian exhibits, these oriental 

characteristics must have been coursing through his musical veins. 

Debussy was striving to evoke a distant land and time through music, 

and even though he was setting out to CTeate the antiquated Italian 

setting from which Arlequin was born, he used some Asian features 

in the work to achieve a sense of exoticism. In the second 

movement, "Menuet," bars 9-12 contain pentatonic and whole tone 

modes in tandem, as discussed above.1 26 The rest of the movement 

shows no discernable oriental traits. It is the first movement which 

truly reflects the Asian inspiration in the work. The "Prelude" of 

Suite Bergamasque begins with a quick fanfare out of which spins a 

sinewy and exotic scalar descent that leads into a two bar pentatonic 

figure. (Figure 47) The segment is repeated after just a few 

124 Cross 275. 
125 Dawes 20. 
126 See previous chapter: "Non-Western Scales." 



107 

=. ~ I tf >-

~ 

---

Figure 47, Prelude: Suite Bergamasque, bars 1-4 (Exotic Scales) 

.,-----
"! '. ""'---~-........: ..... I • • • 

-:A .,.' .. ; I 

'OJ I'" , 
I JJ ; 
I ':~ 

: ~ 

Figure 48, Prelude, bars 20-23 (Improvisatory Melody) 



108 

measures. At bar twenty, marked "a tempo" after a long ritardando, 

Debussy begins a section with a quasi-Vietnamese character. (see 

Figure 48) The rhythm here is languid, or improvisatory, and the 

voicing is more linear than percussive. The melody avoids, half 

steps, lending a pentatonic feeI. Five-tone scales occurs in other key 

places as well. One significant structural spot is the climactic 

measure before the recapitulation (see Figure 49). The chord in the 

left hand, and the trill in the right hand are formed by an 

anhemitonic pentatonic scale. Perhaps the trill represents shaking an 

angkJung. The melodic line in the last three measures also forms a 

five-note scale, based on the opening exotic descent. Significantly, in 

the last seven bars there are no "E's" and therefore, no leading tones. 

(see Figure 50) The hexatonic conclusion has a peculiarly oriental 

tenor. It seems that Debussy was still experimenting with some of 

the new musical concepts he had learned at the Paris Exposition. 

REVERIE 

Reverie (1890) is one of Debussy's most famous melodies.127 

The calm, delicate motions of the accompaniment and the gentleness 

of the melody arouse the intended sense of "dreaming." Although 

the relaxing opening ostinato and the sleepy melody are not in an 

127 Aldo Cicolini, Clair de lune: Piano Music of Debussy, James 
Ringo program notes, Capitol, S-60253 (Hollywood, CAl. 
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Figure 52, Reverie, bars 59-62 (Kenong Effect) 
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Figure 53, Reverie, bars 69-71 (Idiophonic Effects) 

Figure 54, Reverie, bars 76-78 (Melody in Split Registers) 
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Asian mode, the rhythmic flexibility and the skipping motions of the 

melody somehow seem to evoke an aura of Eastern exoticism. (see 

Figure 51) Debussy has effectively achieved that Indonesian sense 

of "moonlight, and running water" that was spoken of by Leonard 

Huizinga in 1937. 

There are only two things that one can compare [gamelan 
music] with: moonlight, and running water. It is pure and 
mysterious like moonlight; it is always the same and yet 
always changing, like running water. This music does not 
create a song for our ears; it is a "state," such as moonlight 
poured over the fields. It runs and flows, clucking, tinkling 
and gurgling, as the water coming down from the mountains. 
Yet it is never monotonous. Now its sounds flow quicker and 
louder, just as the running water may suddenly speak louder in 
the night, and then again they fade into silence.128 

At the key change to four sharps, bar 59, the oriental features 

become more definitive. The melody at this point is pentatonic, with 

"B's" in alternating registers in the left hand, on off beats, giving the 

effect of kenongs. (see Figure 52) Ten bars later, when the key 

signature changes to "e major/' a triplet octave-figure lends a 

gamelanesque quality, as does the measured trill figure two bars 

after that. (see Figure 53) When the key signature returns to "F 

major" at bar 76, the opening material also returns in a sort of 

"recapitulation." The accompaniment figure is now divided between 

128 Leonard Huizinga, quoted in Mueller 177. 
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the hands in alternating high and low registers, with the melody in 

between. (see Figure 54) The effect, like two instruments splitting 

the accompaniment, adds to the oriental ambience of the piece. 

DEVELOPMENT OF STYLE 

The works so far discussed are basically early works of 

Debussy's, and hence do not express the realization of his "aesthetic 

ideals."129 The youthful works come out of a tradition of the French 

marceau de salon, and are romantic in style and content. His 

harmonic and melodic language is somewhat peculiar for the time, 

. but not yet as radical as it was to become. Although the pieces are 

well crafted and beautiful, there is nothing of profundity in these 

early works.130 In terms of Eastern affectations, Debussy's use of 

foreign elements went more toward imitations of specific concepts 

than actually incorporating these concepts into his own personal 

style. For instance, instead of creating a melody similar to that of the 

gamelan orchestra, he used an actual gamelan tune in several of his 

works. In his later years as an important composer, he began to use 

increasingly bolder and more striking harmonic progressions, 

cadences and modulations. He also began to use more and more 

expliCit performance instructions, intending to eradicate the need for 

"interpretation." In At the Piano with Debussy, Long recounts the 

story of Debussy's ironic reply, when he was offered an artist of 

129 Gillespie 332. 
130 Gillespie 332. 
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genius to sing the part of Melisande, "A faithful interpreter is 

sufficient." 131 The Oriental aspects acquired at the Exposition of 

1889 began to become more a part of his music. When directly 

imitating Asian ensemble music, Debussy did so with an ever higher 

degree of mastery. Pieces such as "Pagodes" and the etude "Pour les 

quatres ," as shall be seen, come across as being by a composer 

completely familiar with the exotic elements at hand (and yet they 

still sound inherently French). In other pieces, where the Asian 

aspects were more circumstantial, or incidental, than relative to the 

subject of the music, Debussy incorporated the foreign elements into 

his fine weave of counterpoint with apparent ease, as one shall 

discover. 

POUR LE PIANO 

The suite Pour Je piano was written between 1896 and 1901. 

Lockspeiser has mentioned that the outer movements show 

"Cambodian and Javanese influence"132 It can be shown that each of 

the three movements have benefitted from Debussy's experience 

with the music of Asia. 

131 Long 13. 
132 Lockspeiser, Debussy 147. 
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Figure 55, Prelude: Pour Ie piano, 1-5 (Gamelan Style) 
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133 Dominic Gill, ed., The Book of the Piano, Ithica, New York: 
Cornell University Press, 1981: 27. 
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"Prel ude" 

The "Prelude" is essentlally a study in alternating modes, 

perhaps inspired by the gamelan's ability to shift from pelog to 

slendro scales. The piece is toccata-like, and directed to be played 

"assez anime et tres rythme (quite animated and very rhythmic). 

The opening measures contain a left hand melody, embellished in the 

right hand in a manner not unlike gamelan music. (see Figure 55) 

This melody ("Theme A") is marked with both accents and ten uti, 

while the entire passage has a "non legato" indication. The 

harmonies comprise shifting minor chords, beginning with A minor, 

until the last beat of measure four. When Debussy lowers the root of 

the chord, an augm~nted triad is formed. This augmented tonality 

implies a whole-tone scale, and foreshadows the later fortissimo 

return of "Theme A." 

At "un peu retarde" a low gong sound is struck, softly. (see 

Figure 5 6) The low AAA is sustaine,d for the next three pages with 

very few reiterations or rests. An occasional AA is sounded, like a 

smaller gong marking subdivisions. The only possible way to 

perform this is to hold the damper pedal down throughout this 

section. French pianos did not have a sostenuto pedal, or middle 

pedal, so Debussy did not compose for one.133 The "B Theme" is also 

133 Dominic Gill, ed., The Book of the Piano, Ithica, New York: 
Cornell University Press, 1981: 27. 
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played with the left hand, with embellishing echoes in the right hand 

that harmonize the melody in a typical gamelan fashion. The effect 

of the upper passage work under a long sustain pedal is like 

gambangs performing softly, without damping. 

Debussy uses the quasi-oriental whole-tone scale to a greater 

degree than had been done before, at this paint, to achieve a 

remarkable sense of Eastern exoticism. At bar 43 the "A Theme" 

comes back in fortissimo chords. (see Figure 57) Debussy indicates 

the desired articulation with accents, staccatos, tenutos and phrases. 

The first chord is major (C major, in fact; the relative major of the 

opening A minor) but the following sonorities are all augmented 

chords. An augmented triad uses three of the six tones of a whole

tone scale, so the heavy use of these chords implies whole-tone 

modality. Interestingly, each successive chord in this passage 

changes in mode from one hexatonic set to the next, creating a sense 

of chromatic shifting. After a long whole-tone scale descent at bar 

57, the "B Theme" returns, accompanied by a percussive effect 

idiosyncratic to gamelan instruments: a sixteenth-note measured 

trill. (see Figure 58) The hexatonic mode is used, still shifting 

chromatically. At measure 71 Debussy finally establishes the piece 

firmly in a "C based" whole-tone scale. (see Figure 59) A hemiola is 

created with "A-flat" bell effects playing half-note values across 

three-beat measures. Next, the "A-flats" are used to mark the 

barlines, like the early AAA gong simulations, but in the upper 

----- ------ ------------ --------------
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Figure 61, Prelude, coda (Alternating Modes) 
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Figure 62, Prelude, last six bars (Tam-Tam Effects) 
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Figure 64, Sarabande, bars 1-4 (7ths and 9ths) 
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register of the piano. Another gamelan effect is created with the 

triplet figure at bar 79-82, which is answered an octave lower.134 

(see Figure 60a) The triplets, which allude to the "A Theme," are set 

against the measured sixteenth note trill, 'which still continues 

through this whole section. The rhythm is further complicated at 

bars 87-90, (see Figure 60b) where Debussy phrases the triplets in 

pairs, creating the rhythmic scenario of "two against three against 

four." These complex rhythms are similar to the poly-rhythms 

found in Indonesian music. The melody used throughout this 

mystical, hexatonic section is the "B Theme," but transposed into 

whole-tone mode. 

Finally the pie~e breaks from its hexatonic mode, but oriental 

traits continue. From page eight begins what essentially constitutes a 

recapitulation, after which the piece concludes with a coda marked 

"Tempo di cadenza." This cadenza features sweeping scales which 

alternate between locrian and whole-tone modes. (see Figure 61) 

The effect is reminiscent of the gamelan orchestra shifting from 

pelog to slendro modes. The piece ends with six strikes on the 

tamtam. (see Figure 62) A sensation of resonance is created by the 

low grace notes leading up to the fortissimo chords. The fITst strike 

of the gong is an A minor sonority. The next three strikes are 

augmented triads, again shifting chromatically. The last two strikes 

134 Dawes 23. 
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are E minor and A minor, this final A minor being approached with a 

long arpeggiation from the very lowest note on the piano; the biggest 

gong strike of them all! 

"Sarabande" 

It is more the atmosphere of "Sarabande" that makes it seem 

oriental than any particular imitative traits. Debussy achieves a 

sense of spaciousness that evokes the openness of the outdoors when 

listening to this work. The melodies are not pentatonic, and yet have 

a modal, chant-like quality that is reminiscent of gamelan singing. 

Perhaps intended as peJog (seven tone) flavor, the mode of this piece 

could be analyzed as "C-sharp aeolian," as there are no leading tones 

to indicate "C-sharp minor." There is, however, a strong melodic 

tendency to revolve around the dominant "G-Sharp," in a similar 

fashion to Vani-Vani's axial symmetry around a single note, 

especially the dominant. (see Figure 63) The pitches are not 

perfectly symmetrical around this pOint, but do show a discernable 

balance. Parallelism is abundant, helping achieve that sense of 

"openness," and dissonances caused by sevenths create a shimmery 

bell-like result, like the play of overtones in the air. (Figure 64) 

Articulation of each chord is carefully denoted. For instance, the 

chords in the first measure form a single legato phrase, while the 

next bar contains a two-note portamento phrase and a tenuto chord. 

Carefully following these directions will achieve different timbres 

from one measure to the next. 
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The middle section of the piece contains quartal harmonies 

similar to those seen in the Benedictus transcription of "Dance 

javanaise . ." (see Figure 65a and b) A reverberating gong effect is 

heard in the low bass, significantly at the end of each phrase, as in 

Javanese music. At the "animez un peu" (bars 34-50) a peJog 

melody is treated in parallel motion, with the same gong effects in 

the bass. Shimmer is again created by dissonance in each chord, like 

the effect of slightly untuned pairs of instruments (Figure 66). 

The material of the A section returns at the "Au movement," 

but in a variety of textures, registers and dynamic levels. The 

articulation and dynamics of the initial statement are exactly the 

opposite of the opening statement. (see Figure 67) Here it is stated 

forte, with a single line melody supported by low gong-like chords, 

the effect of resonance created by arpeggiations in the bass while the 

first two bars were soft, parallel moving chords. Also, the opening 

bars were legato and staccato respectively, but here the articulations 

are exactly reversed. 

The most convincingly oriental features are in the the last line 

of the piece. The music is slower (retenu ) and gets continually 

softer. Quartal harmonies (like those heard in the middle section) 

play in a slow half-note hemiola across the three-beat measures, 
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while broken octaves ascend from the depth of the piano. These 

octaves could represent the angkJung octaves. The last pianissimo 

chord is followed by three low gong-like octaves. (see Figure 65c.) 

This movement was originally written for the "forgottenll 

Images of 1894, but was published as part of Pour Ie piano suite. It 

has many similarities to "Et la lune descends sur la temple qui fut," 

which was composed five years later. The modal melodies, the 

quartal harmonies, the parallel motion and the reverberating gong 

effects are ideas that presented themselves here in the "Sarabande," 

and several years later were used again, with greater effect, in the 

second book of Images. 

"Toccata" 

The last movement of Pour Ie piano, "Toccata," has several 

distinct gamelan effects. It is a perpetual motion type piece with 

many percussive features, as one would expect of a toccata, but 

some of this percussion is indicative of gamelan influence. Other 

oriental features include pentatonicism, complex rhythms and 

heterophony. 
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Debussy uses Oriental scales in this piece abundantly. As was 

discussed above, the pentatonic mode can be discerned as early as 

the third bar .135 Bars nine through twelve alternate F-sharp minor 

and B major chords. Although the sound of these two sonorities is 

diatonic, they are found to comprise a whole tonic pentatonic scale. 

(see Example 68) These two instances may lack conviction of 

Debussy's intent to use Asian styles, but in bars 51-61 he employs a 

pentatonic scale in a truly oriental fashion. (Figure 69) He employs 

an "F-sharp" gong tone in the bass with a rising and falling four note 

scale in the middle and a faster moving scale on top. The mode is 

semitonic pentatonic, or taken as a single sonority would be analyzed 

as an F-sharp thirteenth chord without the seventh and eleventh 

degrees. The effect of this irregular pentatonic scale is like 

Vietnamese music. 

The middle section of this movement, beginning at bar 79, is 

also truly oriental in nature, but mainly for its employment of 

heterophony.136 After a three bar introduction, a slow moving 

melody is introduced with tenuti and is specifically requested to be 

played "expressive et un peu dehors." (see Figure 70) An 

embellishing arpeggiation figure, such as one would encounter in a 

135 See previous chapter: "Non-Western Scales." 
136 See previous chapter: "Texture/Timbre." 
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Figure 70, Toccata, bars 79-87 (Heterophony) , 
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bonang score, is written on the top line. One always finds the melody 

note at the top of this arpeggiated configuration, a characteristic of 

heterophony. Low gong tones resonate throughout this passage. 

That they are reiterated on the last note of each phrase rather than 

the beginning is Significant, recalling that gong-ageng strikes at 

section endings in gamelan music. Above these, smaller kenongs 

strike a rhythmic pattern, matching the exact pitch of the melody. 
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Figure 71, Toccata, bars 106-113 (S-Note Chords) 
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Figure 72, Toccata, bars 11S-117 (Melody in Octaves) 
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Figure 73, Toccata, bars 138-139 (Whole-tonic Pentatonic)' 
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When searching for pentatonic modes in this Oriental section one 

may discover bars 106-115. Every two bars of this passage comprise 

a different pentatonic scale. (Figure 71) The melody moves to the 

right hand in bar 115, in octaves, (see Figure 72) while the gong 

still sounds below, but the embellishments are now also underneath 

the melody. The kenong line, above the embellishments, creates 

both horizontal and vertical hemiolas. Every first beat is a triplet 

against four sixteenths, while every second beat is straight duple. 

The complexity of this rhythm is akin to, gamelan poly-rhythm. The 

hemiola kenong line consists of two notes played alternately, then 

struck together, like an idiophone player with a mallet in each hand. 

At the apex of this section Debussy switches to "wholetonic 

pentatonic" mode, the scale used by the Annamites in the "scenes of 

pathos."137 (see Figure 73) Considering all the above Eastern 

elements, it is clear that this movement, too, was inspired by 

Debussy's hearing of the exotic 1889 exhibits. 

137 See previous chapter: "Music of Vietnam." 
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" Pagodes" 

Of Debussy's plano compositions, "Pagodes" (1903) is the most 

deeply colored with Javanese gamelan style. The first of three pieces 

in Estampes,138 every aspect of it, from the title to the final gong 

tone, captures some essence of the Far East. This set was composed 

three years after his second exposure to gamelan music, at the 

Exposition Universelle de 1900.139 

"Pagodes," depicting a serene oriental temple with sloping 

roofs, uses pentatonic scales exclusively for its melodic material. The 

particular arrangement of the five tones is different in each melodic 

section. The opening pentatonic theme, introduced by a two

measure gong-like entrance, acts as a Javanese nuclear theme; it is 

heard throughout the work in different rhythmic identities (see 

Figure 74). Most of the melodies are harmonized within their own 

particular five-note tonality, but in measures 15-18 (and their 

recapitulation in 65-68) the pentatonic melody is harmonized with 

chromatic tones outside the pentatonic mode of the melody. (see 

Figure 75). Many times the melodies are not harmonized, but are 

stacked upon each other, which is an accurate imitation of gamelan 

138 Estampes (engravings) were made popular in France by 
the Japanese. (See previous chapter: "Japonisme.") 

139 Harpole 8. 
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technique, "polyphonic stratification." 140 These melodic lines merge 

and blend, creating beautiful contrapuntal textures (see Figure 76). 

The melody heard in the middle voice at bars 11-14 has the type of 

axial symmetry that was used in the cyclic theme of Fantasie. The 

piece includes melodies and embellishing figures doubled in octaves, 

comparable to the heterophony found in gamelan orchestration. 

This use of octaves in the melodies, besides emulating gamelan 

techniques, also lends an "open air" expansive feeling to "Pagodes," 

recalling the outdoor performances of the gamelan. 

The tempo and dynamic changes present in "Pagodes" are 

reminiscent of Javanese style. For instance, in the opening section 

there is a ritard at the end of every second measure, followed by an 

"a tempo." (see Figure 77) The gamelan players typically would 

slow from sixteenths to triplets at cadences, creating a built in 

retenu.!41 Bar nineteen is marked "animez un peu" with the further 

direction at measure 23, "toujours anime," and finally "Revenez au 

Tempo Primo" at bar 27. The music of Java behaves Similarly: the 

music would accelerate several times, then return to the original 

calm pace.142 

140 See previous chapter: "Texture/Timbre." 
141 See previous chapter: "Music in Java." 
142 See previous chapter: "Music in Java." 
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Abrupt changes of texture, such as one finds at bar 37, are also 

common Indonesian traits. Here the music goes from a thin texture 

with a single melodic line to a thicker density with rapid figurations 

(actually the cyclic theme in one of its rhythmic peI111utations) acting 

as counterpoint to a melody in octaves, while bell effects chime in 

above. (see Figure 78) 

Gradual changes in dynamics and texture are led by the 

kendeng (drums) in Javanese music. Debussy emulates this effect in 

this piece. He uses ideas that are idiosyncratic to gamelan percussion 

in this work. For instance, at bar 6S one finds a rhythmic effect 

accompanying the chromatically harmonized pentatonic melody. It is 

a measured trill, two tones alternating in triplets, forming a hemiola 

against the duple melody. (see Figure 79) After four bars the tempo 

is marked "animez un peu." At this paint, the rhythmic figure is 

doubled. Continuing up till the climax of the piece, at bar 78, the 

measured trill is played in different octaves, in different hands, split 

between the hands, wherever it can possibly fit. It is only absent in 

the few spots it cannot physically be played by one pianist. It is 

imperative that the performer execute these rhythmic figures with 

the same articulation throughout the passage, regardless of the 

distribution of the notes between the hands. The resultant outcome 

resembles a family of bonangs, in several registers, keeping a 

rhythmic obligato to the zenith of the piece. 
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"Figure 80, Pagodes, bars 1-2 (Gong Effect) i 

" Figure 81, Pagodes, bars 48-51 (Kenong Effect) 

Figure 82, Pagodes, last 2 bars (Chime Effect) 
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There are other typical gamelan effects in "Pagodes." Found 

throughout the piece, the composer's use of low pedal points sound 

like the deep gong ageng (see Figure 80). They are used, however, to 

mark phrase beginnings rather than phrase endings as in the 

Javanese style. Fifths and octaves have a particularly open and 

resonant sonority, and Debussy employs these intervals to produce 

large gong effects. Repeated tones in the mid register, fashioned 

after the Javanese kenong, beat regularly to keep the pulse (see 

Example 81). This work even concludes on an unresolved discord, as 

the Javanese songs do quite often. 143 The coda in "Pagodes" features 

a cascading, chime-like figure, vv'hich slows and fades away, just as 

the song "Vani-Vani" cadences unexpectedly. (see 82) 

D'UN CAHIER D'ESQUISSES 

In 1903 Debussy composed D'un cahier d'esquisses (From a 

Sketchbook) This is, in fact, a sketch for his orchestral masterwork 

La mer, and was not intended to be the piano solo it has become.144 

The sea as a subject was very prominent in the Japanese art.l45 It is 

not surprising therefore, that Debussy would apply Oriental traits in 

a piece concerning this subject. 

143 See previous chapter: "Music in Java." 
144 Hinson 236. 
145 See previous chapter: "Japonisme." 



Figure 83, D'un Cahier, bars 1-3 (Pentatonic Bass) 
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Figure 87, D'un Cahier, bars 43-44 (Whole-tone Improvisation) . 
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D'un cahier uses many Oriental features throughout the piece. 

It has a prominent pentatonic bass line at the onset, and a thick 

contrapuntal texture with intricate rhythms, indicative of Debussy's 

gamelan experience. (see Figure 83) Debussy employs three staves 

to distinguish all the melodic and rhythmic events which occur in 

this work. 

From bar sixteen there begins a large section of rhythmic 

idioms that effectively conjure up a feel for the Orient. While the 

bass moves in perfect fifths and fourths, bell sounds ring out on 

second beats. (see Figure 84) At bar twenty a rhythmic ascent 

promises a return of the principal melody, but does not deliver it; 

after climbing an octave the ascent becomes a measured trill on off 

beats, while the left hand takes on a cascading pattern similar to the 

end of "Pagodes." (see Figure 85) The rhythmic ascent and trills are 

soon repeated in octaves. During this time, reverberating effects are 

created by descending perfect intervals, marked with staccatos and 

diminuendos. When the promised melody finally occurs, at bar 29, it 

is announced as with a soft, gong-like sonority and a pentatonic 

glissando. (Figure 86) 

At the key change in bar 43, an improvisatory section uses 

notes of the whole-tone scale. It may be significant to note that he 

only uses five of the six tones available in this mode. This may be 
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another way of expressing the slendro scale. (see Figure 87) This 

type of mode shifting is common in Asian music, as are some of the 

other effects used in this piece. After the "cadenza," for instance, one 

hears a low drum effect: triplets alternating notes of a perfect fIfth. 

(see Figure 88) Grace notes arpeggiate a three octave pianissimo 

stretch, alternating between two sonorities, a D-flat ninth chord (with 

no C) and a B-flat minor seventh chord in first inversion. (see Figure 

89) It must be more than coincidental th.at he uses these harmonies 

in an arpeggiated fashion, which so aptly imitates the sound of the 

angklung ensemble, and whose combined tones make a tonal 

pentatonic scale. The piece fades away, ending with muted strikes 

on a low gong and high gong chimes. (see Figure 90) 

MASQUES 

Masques is a composition with a quasi-guitar effects 

throughout, giving it a Spanish flair. It does have one section that is 

more Asian than Andalucian, however. On the sixth page there is a 

four bar pentatonic phrase that is followed by a whole-tone section. 

These two modes alternate during the next page. Dawes considered 

this passage "like Pagodes, only faster"146 (see Figure 91) 

146 Dawes pg 28. 
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IMAGES, BOOK I 

Although the first set of Images do not contain strong 

sentiments of the nostalgia for the Orient, there are some qualities of 

the far East present that must be discussed. Published in 1905, all 

three pieces in the set in some way capture the nature of Asian 

music. 

"Reflet dans l'eau" 

The fIrst piece in the set, "Reflet dans l'eau," may be the work 

most responsible for Debussy's label as an "Impressionist." Milton 

Cross calls it "the essence of Debussy's impressionism."147 The piece 

sets out to capture the play of light reflecting off the surface of 

water. Such a subject was indeed common to the Art Nouveau 

artists, and perhaps to his friend Monet in particular. It was also a 

common theme of the Japanese art in vogue at that time in Paris,148 

The music itself does not use the writing techniques that have so far 

been associated with his "oriental style," except in the case of the 

effervescent, watery passages using whole-tone scale, but these 

occur more to create a lucid, watery fluidity than to recreate timbres 

of the Orient. In any case, Debussy has effectively created with this 

piece an overall atmosphere which one may consider either 

"impressionistic''' and/or" Asiatic." 

147 Cross 276. 
148 See previous chapter: "Japonisme." 
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En anlmant 

Figure 93, Hommage, bars 20; 24; 42-43 (Gong Effects) 
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Figure 94, Hommage, bars 57-58 (Kethuck Effect) 
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"Hommage a Rameau" 

"Hommage a Rameau" uses more stylistic features of the Orient 

than "Reflets dans l'eau". The ambience of this movemep.t is akin in 

spirit to that of "Sarabande" in its mystic aura of serene calm and 

. expansiveness. 

The modes, rhythms and timbres of "Hommage" are nostalgic 

for Java. In open octaves, the introductory chant-like melody is 

primarily pentatonic; the occasional sixth tone "B" is not emphasized. 

The rhythm is very free (like an improvisation) and the melodic 

motion is very close to the chant theme used in "Sarabande." (see 

92) The melody at bar five is also pentatonic, with a horizontal 

hemiola rhythm over parallel moving chords. The staccatos and 

phrasings call for light striking of the notes, while the low pedal 

pOint, like a resonant gong, assures that the sustain pedal will be 

held, making the sounds ring. Gong effects are achieved with 

arpeggiated grace notes at bars 20 and 24. (see Figure 93a) Even 

bigger gongs are created by grace note chords at bar 42, just before 

the "en animant" section. Here we fmd an ostinato bass in octaves, 

taken from a pentatonic scale. (see Figure 93b) The "recapitulation" 
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at bar 57 is marked by a rhythmic figure on one note in the bass, 

like a Javanese kethuk. (see Figure 94) The piece then slows down 

and fades away. 

"Mouvement" 

"It is pure and mysterious like moonlight; it is always the same 

and yet always changing, like running water."149 Debussy must have 

had the same impression of gamelan music as Huizinga had in mind 

when he wrote his "Mouvement." A perpetual motion type toccata, 

no other work of Debussy's has such an endless quality of change 

while remaining so much the same. Beginning with a percussive 

figure of perfect fifths played in alternating hands, the music soon 

adds an unrelenting, repetitive triplet in the right hand. (see Figure 

95) After eight bars, the triplets shift to the left hand while the right 

hand plays the fifths; the collective tones comprising a pentatonic 

scale. The actual melody of the piece does not appear until twenty 

one bars later! (see Figure 96) A virtuosic show piece, the movement 

goes through extreme dynamic ranges and pianistic acrobatics before 

it fades away without resolution, (even as gamelan music does not 

"resolve") leaving one to imagine the music still continuing 

somewhere out of earshot. It is the constancy of this 

149 Huizinga, quoted in Mueller 177. 
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piece that gives it a gamelan flavor: percussive patterns repeating 

continuously and shifting harmonies that somehow remain 

interesting while keeping a sense of "sameness." 

IMAGES, BOOK II 

Images, Book II (1908) is heavily indebted to gamelan music 

for its inspiration. The first two pieces in the set are decidedly 

"oriental" in nature. The first piece, "Cloches a travers les feuilles" 

roughly translates "Bells as Heard Through the Leaves." It is "a study 

in the contrasts of clear and muffled sonorities, designed to convey 

the slumbrous atmosphere of an autumn landscape with an illusion 

of distant chimes emerging from beyond the screen of rustling 

leaves."lS0 "Et la lune descends sur la temple qui fut" describes the 

moon shining on the ruins of a buddhist temple. Translated: "As the 

Moon Descends on the Temple Ruins," it is a quiet, contemplative 

work. Even the third piece, "Poissons d'or" (Goldfish), is inspired by a 

Japanese lacquer painting which he kept on his desk,ISI although the 

music is based more on American jazz idioms than on oriental styles. 

150 Lockspeiser, Debussy lSI. 
151 Dawes states that the original inspiration was an oriental 

embroiderie or Japanese print, but all other authorititive sources 
claim that a Japanese laquer painting inspired the work. 
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"Cloches a travers les feuilles" 

"Cloches a travers les feuilles" uses a whole-tone scale in the 

opening eight slow bars and throughout the piece. This is an 

unusually strong presence of whole-tone scale for Debussy, and is 

perhaps inspired by the ambiguous tuning of the gamelan: the 

absence of half steps creates a Far Eastern aura. Open, outdoor 

sounds of Javanese percussion are realized by the clarity of whole 

tone scales as well as by the title of the image, "Bells As Heard 

Through the Leaves." Rather than use a scant passage for a brief 

exotic touch, Debussy plunges into the whole-tone scale completely, 

so that the listener begins to feel immersed in the quasi-oriental 

mode (see Figure 97). 

"Cloches" uses varied articulation markings to suggest different 

gamelan effects, a technique which creates a clear, contrapuntal 

texture. For example, measures 3 and 4 contain four different sound 

levels, each level having its own articulation marks. Debussy uses 

three staves in order to distinguish the separate dynamic and 

articulation marks for each sound layer, allowing for different 

timbres to be controlled independently. The lowest voice plays a 

single half-note "A" with a tenuto mark. Above that, the "tenor" 

continues the five note pattern from the proceeding two bars, each 

note marked staccato under a phrase line (marcato) and directed to 

be played "daucement sanare". The ringing effect is like a 

metallophone played with padded hammers. The next higher voice 



15'2 

Ull peu all1m. ct pia cIah' 

. ~ 

~----

8-------------~---~ ~ 0. n :;. ~ ~ - 1I.It. ;:& 

'"r=' ==i===-t-

~. =ii. 

Figure 98, Cloches a travers, bars 24-27 (Animated Texture) 

• ~J .J 
p f 

'1 .~ ., . __ I·i.'~· \ ::l .. Os. C~ , ..' ~.~§~~~~~~§§~~ ,,' np'r>"+"" Xt 
Figure 99, Cloches a travers, bars 29-30 (Tam-Tam Effect) 



153 

rides the scale down an octave by whole steps from pitches 

"a 1" to "a" and back up. The voice is marked legato with the lower 

"a" receiving a heavy accent mark. This accented "a" interplays with 

the low voice" A" like the kenongs of the gamelan; the lower gongs 

play on the strong beat while the higher gong marks the off-beat. 

The triplets of this voice are in hemiola with the "tenor" and top 

voice, or "soprano," which plays the melody. It is phrased legato and 

given the special direction "un peu en dehors" (somewhat 

pronounced). One could imagine this part being played on a rebab. 

According to Tiersot, gamelan works typically shift from 

sixteenths to triplets at phrase endings, causing a natural slow down 

of tempo152. Debussy achieves a similar realization by indicating 

"cedez" at the end of sections, with a return to tempo at the 

beginning of the next section. This occurs three times before the 

"tempo anime." 

From measure 24 the whole "orchestra" seems to come alive 

with a tempo change typical of gamelan performances. Marked "un 

peu anime et plus clair," this section also changes meter from 4/4 to 

12/8, so even as the beats get faster they get more subdivisions as 

well. (see Figure 98) In the top stave, a four note melodic fragment 

appears atop a pentatonic ripple of bells. These two voices are in a 

152 Tiersot 39. 
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vertical hemiola; the higher voice in a triplet pattern while the lower 

voice repeats two groups of three sixteenths. In bar 26, the "tenor" 

voice plays a horizontal hemiola. Different bell and gong-like effects 

are created in the two lower staves, marked with tenutos and 

staccatos. Grace-notes add a special ringing quality to the tones. 

Arpeggiation marks are employed to achieve a resonating 

effect. The full resonance of the Vietnamese Tam-Tam is portrayed 

by large rolled chords in measures 29-32 (see Figure 99). 

Polyphony is the primary concern of the composer here, as it is 

for gamelan musicians. Measures 33-34 have six individual sound 

layers, resulting in the impression of gong-agengs in the bass, 

kenongs in the mid range and higher pitched genders and gam bangs 

on the top (see Figure 100). Debussy uses hemiolas as well as a 

wide pitch range to segregate the voices, achieving a sense of 

spaciousness and individuality of lines, while maintaining a busy 

texture. 

In measure 39 the music slows, and returns to the initial 

tempo by bar 40. At measure 44 Debussy indicates to play "slow 

more and more till the end," while also getting softer and softer. This 
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Figure 103, Et la lune, bar 6 (Gong-Ageng) 
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Figure 104, Et la lune, bars 20-24 (Articulation Marks)! 
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Figure 105, Et la lune, bars 29-32 (Hemiola) 
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Figure 106, Et la lune, last 2 bars (Angklung Shake) 
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move is also characteristic of Indonesian music.153 The overall effect 

of this clatter of bells, chimes and gongs in complicated, contrapuntal 

rhythms and shifting tempos is highly oriental. 

"Et la lune descend sur la temple qui fut" 

"Et la lune descend sur la temple qui fut" contains some of the 

best examples of Debussy's gamelan assimilations. This is one of the 

pieces Jean Aubry and Robert Godet think best show Oriental 

influence in Debussy's works.154 The title itself "As the Moon 

Descends On the Temple Ruins," suggests the serenity and 

atmospheric iigamelaneque" quality of the piece. The title clearly 

conjurs up Oriental sensations. Dawes recognizes the Asiatic element 

of the work, but notto the degree one would expect of a Debussy 

specialist. He suggests "that the subject in mind was an oriental one 

is clear from a delightful gamelan effect that occurs in conjunction 

with a melody curiously reminiscent of English folk song"155 This 

minimizes the importance of the oriental influences clearly present 

in this piece. Richard Mueller, on the other hand, shows how the 

"English folk song" is in fact a close approximation of a Javanese 

dance tune notated by Benedictus in 1889, and again in 1900. 

"The pentatonic melody in m. 12 of Debussy's piano piece Et la 
lune descend sur la temple qui fut from the second set of 
Images, a piece that Godet and Jean-Aubry singled out as 

153 See previous chapter: "Music in Java." 
154 Aubry/Godet 81. 
155 Dawes33. 
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showing Javanese influence, is an example of this same 
structural principle [of axial symmetry around a single pitch]. 
This melody is a slightly altered version of the melodic lines 
appearing in both the 1889 and 1900 transcriptions of 
Javanese music by Benedictus, a relationship confirmed by the 
fortuitous use of the quartal sonority from the 1900 
transcription at the beginning of Et Ja lune. This line can be 
traced back to the last two kenong phrases of the Vani-Vani 
gong cycle quoted from the Groneman transcription.156 

The melody in question is written on the middle stave from 

bars 12-15. (see Figure 101) The pentatonic melody moves down 

and then up from "b" 'in perfect inversion. The gamelan tunes 

notated at the French Expositions also tend to show symmetry 

around a particular pitch. IS7 A sense of brilliance is effectively 

produced by the double grace notes; a sound like the angklung's 

sonority. The grace notes octaves create an effect not unlike the 

shaking of the angklung, the triple tubed instrument tuned in 

octaves. This occurs in hemiola with the upper chant-like melody, 

which aside from a passing note, G-sharp, is in the same pentatonic 

mode. 

"Et la lune" begins with dissonant quartal harmonies moving in 

parallel motion (see Figure 102a). Dissonance gives the melody a 

shimmering effect, like a pair of sarons slightly untuned; parallel 

motion adds a spatial sensation. The 1900 version of "Dance 

156 Mueller 169. 
157 See previous chapter: "MusiC in Java." 
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javanaise" transcribed by Benedictus also includes quartal sonorities, 

in the same inversion as Debussy's (see Figure 102b). The melody 

outlined by the moving chords is pentatonic, but uses auxiliary tones 

to enhance the melodic line, as discussed above. 

Instrumental effects are created in this piece by incredibly 

precise articulation and dynamic markings. The effect of the bass 

line at measure six, a tenuto "BB" echoed by "EE-BBB-EEE" creates a 

marvelous impression of the pulsating "gong ageng" struck lightly 

with a padded hammer. (see Figure 103) The upper, melodic chords 

are marked "piano" with both tenutos and staccatos under a phrase, 

and are pedalled. The gentle firmness of the struck tones is like the 

sonority of the bright saran. The following measures have the 

melodic chords placed under a phrase without articulation marks and 

with even softer dynamics, insinuating the mellow ringing of 

gam bangs. But perhaps the most impressively specific articulation 

marks are those found from measures 20-24 (see Figure 104). In 

measure 21 the right hand plays legato, the left hand staccato. This 

occurs under the sustain pedal which is holding a gong-like pedal 

point. Then in measure 24, which is a sequence of measure 21, the 
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left hand is legato and the right hand staccato. Debussy is carefully 

separating impressions of instruments struck with wooden or padded 

hammers (i.e. sharp or muted strikes). The composer also uses 

written comments throughout the work to be certain of the proper 

interpretation, such as: "frappez les accords sans lourdeur" and 

"faites vibrer" ("strike the chords without heaviness" and "make it 

vibrate:"). 

Et la lune descend sur la temple qui fut includes typical 

gamelan tempo changes which are given specific metronome 

markings by Debussy, or other written indications. Rhythmic 

complexities are also used to conjure up impressions of the Javanese 

gamelan style. Measures 29-30 displays vertical hemiolas in eighth 

notes. (see Figure 105) Measures 32-34 contains horizontal hemiolas 

between quarter notes in duple and triple (spread over two beats) 

with an accompaniment idiosyncratic to the gamelan percussion. The 

piece concludes with a series of muffled gong tones and an extra 

shake of the angklung. (see Figure 106) 

CHILDREN'S CORNER 

Children's Corner was written for his beloved daughter, whom 

he lovingly called "Chou Chou." Composed between 1906 and 1908, 

several of the pieces in the Children'sCorner suite utilize elements' 
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Debussy discovered in the performances of the Javanese gamelan. 

The English titles were given by Debussy, perhaps to suggest games 

played with the child's English governess.158 

"Jimbo's Lullaby" 

The subject of Jimbo's Lullaby is his daughter's toy elephant, 

"Jumbo" [sic].159 It begins with a tonal pentatonic melody which is 

very similar to the theme of Danse, a theme derived from the 

gamelan tune Vani-Vani. (Notes three through seven of "Jimbo" are 

very nearly quoting the third and fourth bars of Danse.) S~me 

percussive effects using dissonant seconds are added, starting at bar 

four. (see Figure 107) At measure 19, these seconds become an 

important part of the accompaniment to the five note melody. (see 

Figure 108) At bar 39, the "un peu plus mouvemente" Debussy 

switches to whole tone mode, the way a gamelan would modulate 

from a slendro to peJog scale. (see Figure 109) The end of the piece 

seems to employ all the various gongs of the gamelan, from the 

higher pitched kenong down to the lowest gong ageng, and the 

kempul in between. (see Figure 110). One should note that while the 

elephant dances to the tune Vani-Vani, he goes to sleep to the tune 

of a French lullaby The melody shown in the last two bars of Figure 

9 are from the lullaby "Do do l'enfant do." 

158 Cross 276. 
159 Dawes 34. 
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"Serenade of the Doll" 

"The pentatonic melody of the opening section, with its 

delicately clipped notes, shows some gamelan influence. 11 160 Indeed, 

this four-note Indonesian melody is heard not just at the opening, 

but many times in the piece, although each time a little differently. 

(see Figure 111) First heard in the left hand, the melody is next 

played in the right hand. While using the five black keys 

Fli p~" plus mouvemea!oi 

Figure 109, jimbo, bars 39-42 (Tonal Shift) 

I 
:; y............. ____ '7S'____ _____T:."r' • , 

... ""'-----------------------------------------------------
Figure 110, limbo, last 4 bars (Various Gongs) 

160 Dawes 34. 
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Figure 112, Serenade bars 35-38 (Off-Beats) 

Figure 113, Snow is Dancing, bars 1-6 (Xylophone Riff) i 

Figure 114, Snow, bars 22-25 (Sad Melody) 
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exclusively, it should be noted that the mode nevertheless changes, 

starting on F-sharp the fIrst time, but on D-sharp the next. When the 

melody returns at bar 30, it does not have the "pinging" grace notes, 

but instead is marked with tenutos at the top or bottom of the right 

hand fourths. The principal theme then remains tacet for nearly SO 

bars, returning again at bar 83, where it is set off by dissonant 

ringing chords in the left hand. The final appearance at bar 107 is 

similar to the initial statement, but the left hand perfect fifths are 

broken, playing a measured trill like an accompanimental gender. 

The bars in between the melody statements employ several 

interesting rhythmic features that may be derived from Asian 

percussion ensembles. For instance, bar 35-41 marks off-beats while 

a two-note melody displays an interesting swing. (see Figure 112) 

"Snow is DanCing" 

"The Snow is Dancing" sounds like an ensemble of soft-style 

percussion instruments throughout. The opening pattern is like a 

xylophone riff, four ascending notes playing an ostinato in octaves. 

The whole notes emerge like metallophones in bar three. (see Figure 

113) The notes all have specific articulation markings which indicate 

particular gamelan sound effects. The sixteenth note figures are 

marked "doux et estompe" (sweet and blurred) and are written with 

staccato marks under a slur. When properly performed with pedal, 

the result sounds like gambangs , the wooden xylophones struck with 



padded hammers. The whole notes have accent and marcato 

indications; the execution sounding like the Javanese kenong, the 

higher pitched set of gongs. 

167 

At bar 22 even more Javanese features are employed. The 

melody is played "doux et triste" (sweet and sad) and stands out like 

a bonang-ageng, the high gong chime, above the continuing sixteenth 

note "gambang pattern," which is now executing a measured trill. 

(see Figure 114) In the bass the melody is being doubled in quarter 

notes, which gives the impression of the less resonant gender, which 

has bronze keys and is played with padded disks. It is again 

imperative to note the articulation markings. While the sixteenths 

maintain their "marcato" direction (staccato under a slur), the melody 

for the first two bars has tenuto marks, in both hands. It is 

interesting to note that, though the melodies are simultaneous, the 
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left hand notes is playing staccato quarter notes and rests 

while the right hand melody is connected with half notes. However, 

two bars later, the melody in both registers is staccato. This situation 

creates the illusion of two different timbres, as if alternating groups 

of instruments in the gamelan orchestra. Adding to the Asian nuance 

is the fact that this section of the piece is written in a whole tone 

mode, approximating an Oriental scale. 

Particularly bell-like effects occur at measures 38 and 39, 

where dissonant arpeggiated chords are heard against a measured 

trill, the sixteenth note pattern's new identity (see Figure 115). 

More forceful percussion techniques are used from bars 49-52, 

where strong chords-interplay with a toccata-like repetition of one 

note, the ever-present sixteenth note gambang pattern (see Figure 

116). 

The Children's Corner Suite was written fairly late in Debussy's 

output. Considered a "mature work," 161 we see that even late in life 

the influence of the gamelan was at work in his creative mind. 

161 Hinson 237. 
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PRELUDES 

Debussy published two sets of Preludes; the first in 1910 and 

the second in 1913. These volumes contain some of the best 

descriptive, or "impressionistic," music of Debussy's oeuvre. These 

pieces nearly summarize the creative forces in Debussy's life; the 

artistic and poetic forces, the experimental and temperamental 

forces, and the nationalistic and ethnic forces. Many of Debussy's 

Preludes, from both books, reveal oriental traits as assimilated over a 

twenty year span. 

"Voiles" 

"Voiles" is the second Prelude in Book One. A musical 

description of "Veils;" it was inspired by the veils of American dancer 

Lo'ie Fuller, who was popular in Paris at the time.l 62 This prelude, 

written almost entirely in the whole-tone mode, possesses the 

character of a Javanese improvisation. 

Asian effects begin immediately. The opening, free-flowing 

configuration is like two vocalists singing in harmony. (see Figure 

117) A drum pattern joins in at bar five, indicated by low BBB-flats 

with staccatos and rests. Mid-range instruments, like genders, seem 

to enter softly at bar seven with the principal melody, so that by bar 

ten a triple texture is heard: drums in the bass, melody (in octaves) 

162 Debussy, Preludes Book I, James Briscoe, ed., "Notes on the 
Preludes" Schirmer: 1991. 
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in the middle and the opening voices still present at the top. "Cedez" 

and "a tempo" indications are used at section endings, like in 

Javanese music. 

Another section with characteristics of a gamelan performance 

is the "en animant" passage at bars 42-43. To highlight the oriental 

nature, this section changes mode from whole-tone to pentatonic, the 

way a gamelan would shift from pelog to slendro. (see Figure 118) At 

measure 48, the "au movement," the pelog mode returns, along with 

the principal gender melody. The melody is now in single note 

texture with glissando accompanying flourishes underneath. (see 

Figure 119) Closing the piece is a passage marked "tres apaise et 

tres attenue jusqu'a la fin" (very calm and attenuating till the end). 

(see Figure 120) The gender melody is present, but fragmented, and 

the opening vocal figure returns to close the Prelude. 

"Le vent dans la plaine" 

The next prelude, "Le vent dans la plaine" (The Wind in the 

Plains) has a semitonic pentatonic, toccata-like opening in which the 

left hand beating resembles a drum while the right hand repeats a 

melodic flourish. The principal theme enters in between the two. 

(see Figure 121) The melody demonstrates axial balance like a 

gamelan melody. Functioning as a cyclic theme, the principal melody 

recurs throughout the Prelude. Bars 5 and 6 present a chime-like 

effect, created with grace notes. Descending tonal pentatonic chords 

-------------
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Figure 118, Voiles, barb 40-43 (Mode Change) 
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Figure 119, Voiles, bars 48-50 (Glissando Flourishes)1 

Figure 120, Voiles, last 7 bars (Fragmented Melody) 
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Figure 121, Le vent dans la plaine, bars 1-6 (Semitonic) 
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Figure 122, Vent/plaine, bars 9-12 (Pentatonic Chords) 
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Figure 123, Vent/plaine, bars 21~24 (Mode Switch) 
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Figure 124, Vent/plaine, bars 28-32 (Forte Interruptions)', 
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occur from bars 9-12, marked with staccati to produce a bell-like 

resonance. (see Figure 122) At bar 21, when the key signature 

changes from Gb major to C major, the texture and mode change as 

well. The mode now vacillates between pentatonic and whole tone, 

accompanied by a sextuplet measured trill. The principal melody, 

appearing in the bass, is rhythmically altered, and inverted. (see 

Figure 123) When the key changes back to six flats at bar 28, the 

principal theme is played with ten uta chords, still inverted, while the 

measured trill plays fifths in the bass. A percussive effect of quick 

forte chords, descending by octaves, interrupts several times while 

the melody is still played "piano." (see Figure 124) "Le vent dans la 

plaine" is animated and has an overall charm and sparkle 

reminiscen t of an Indonesian ensemble. 

"Ce qu'a vu Ie vent dlouest?" 

The seventh prelude in Book One is entitled "Ce quia vu Ie vent 

dlouest" (What the West Wind Saw). In the middle section of this 

piece, beginning at the key change to "C major," is a toccata section 

with Oriental undertones. (see Figure 125) A "strident" measured 

trill is introduced at bar 23 by some gong chimes, while melodic 

fragmen ts in broken octaves soon present themselves. These 

fragments are indicated to be played "piano, mais en dehors et 

angoisse" (Soft, but brought out and in great anguish). This section is 

primarily in a C-based whole tone mode; the hexatonic scale here, 

along with the rhythmic and melodic features, serve to enhance the 
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Figure 125, Ce quIa vu Ie vent d'ouest, 23-32 (Toccata) 
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Figure 126a, Sketch for No-Ja-Li 
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Figure 126b, Vent dlouest, bars 35-36 (Gong Effects) 

Figure 127, Cathedrale, bars 1-3 (Carillons) 
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Oriental nature of the piece. When the original "A major" key 

signature returns there are large, dissonant gong effects in the left 

hand, while the right hand has rapid broken octave figurations. (see 

Figure 126b) The same gong-like dissonant sonorities are found in 

his sketches for NO-ja-li, composed of major seconds one octave 

apart. The broken octave passage work in the right hand has a 

shimmery chime-like quality comparable to the finale of "Pagodes." 
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"La Cathedrale engloutie" 

"La Cathedrale engloutie" is similar in intent to the works we 

have been studying. In "The Sunken Cathedral" Debussy is 

portraying the legendary Cathedral at Ys, which is partially 

submergedo One of his most fabulous feats of pictorialism, Debussy 

appears to bring the church out of the water amidst the clamor of 

church bells and the chanting of ghostly monks,163 

The significance of this piece to this study is his use of bell 

effects. Debussy uses the same compositional strategies to produce 

the essence of bells and chimes as he does to devise effects of gongs 

and metallophones. For instance, low suspended tones are used 

throughout the prelude to create the presence of immense cathedral 

carillons. (see Figure 127) It is essential to hold these tones in the 

pedal, allowing them to ring freely. Parallelism is also used 

constantly, causing a sense of vastness and openness. Dissonance is 

employed to create a shimmery effect, like the conspicuous 

overtones of large chimes. At bars 42-45, one finds the same bell 

effects that Debussy sketched for No-ja-li (see Figure 128),164 

Dissonances also include quartal harmonies, as seen at the end of the 

Prelude, which give a realist~c impression of church bells. (see Figure 

163 Cross 275. 
164 Compare Figure 126a. 
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I:igure 129, Cathedrale, last 6 bars (Quartal Harmony)\ 

Figure 130a, La fiUe, bars 1-6 (Pentatonic Tune) 

Figure 130a, La fIUe, Original Opening 
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Figure 131, La flUe, bars 19-22 (Mode Change) 
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Figure 132, La fllIe, bars 32-34 (Perfect Intervals)1 
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Figure 133, La flUe, last 5 bars, (Triplet Phrase Ending) 
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129) These are all techniques used in his Javanese influenced works. 

The intended timbres are similar, so it follows that the compositional 

techniques are likewise comparable. 

"La fille aux cheveux de lin" 

"La fille aux cheveux de lin" is one of Debussy's shortest 

preludes, but it also contains many features that reflect Vietnamese 

influence. Most noticeably is the opening melody played on the 

black keys of the piano, the most commonplace of pentatonic scales, 

with F-natural treated as an auxiliary. (see Figure 130a) It is 

interesting to note that this melody was initially harmonized 

diatonically in B flat major.1 65 (see Figure 130b) In addition to the 

usual strums and passages in fourths which characterize bells in his 

Eastern inspired music, there is an unusual change of mode to a 

pentatonic scale at the "un peu anime" at bar 19; from a Gb major 

(the melody features the black keys, having a pentatonic effect) to an 

Eb pentatonic (Eb, F, G, Bb, C). This type of modulation is heard in 

Vietnamese music.166 (see Figure 131) The "au mouvement" at bar 

24 returns to the five black keys, (Figure 132) where a melody based 

on the original opening black key melody is played in perfect 

intervals, and "sans lourdeur" (without heaviness). The fmal 

165 Orledge, Debussy's Piano Music 23. 
166 See previous chapter: "Music of Vietnam." 
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ascending fourths, leading to the last bell like chords, contain the 

built-in ritardando found in many of his other exotic works: . 

sixteenths followed by a triplet. (see Figure 133) "La flUe" has a 

relatively sparse and lyrical texture, like that of an Annamite 

ensemble. In general, this piece is as charming and delicate as the 

Japanese miniatures Debussy was fond of collecting. 

"Canope" 

A "canape" is a Grecian urn housing the ashes or remains of the 

dead. The subject would thus fall under the heading of "oriental" 

given the common nineteenth century French use of the term. It is 

not surprising, therefore, that Debussy treated his tenth prelude of 

Book Two, "Canope"r in an Asian manner. The first six bars of 

"Canope" feature a pentatonic melody (the three chords under the 

"cedez" are conspicuously out of the pentatonic scale) (See Figure 

134). He then moves into slithering chromatic melodies; what Dawes 

called "oriental melodies over sustained chords." 167 His use of grace 

notes and improvisatory rhythms also help Debussy succeed in 

creating an oriental aura with this prelude. 

167 Dawes 49. 
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Figure 135, La terrasse, bars 1-2 (Oriental Scale) 



185 

"La Terrasse des audiences du clair de lune" 

"La Terrasse des audiences du clair de lune" is the Prelude 

most often said to be influenced by exotic elements. Also in the 

second book, it is one of three pieces used by Aubry and Godet to 

show the assimilation of Far Eastern music.168 The atmosphere 

created by Debussy is indeed exotic. He creates a feeling of being in 

an expansive, open arena on a still night. The nostalgic mood is 

similar to that created in "Sarabande" and especially "Et la lune 

descends sur la temple qui fut." Debussy uses struck tones to render 

bell-like effects; parallelism and dissonance help achieve this ringing 

character. Pianists such as Dawes have noticed his" snake charmer" 

melodies and "gamelan bells" at the end169• The overall clarity of the 

piece is achieved by use of extreme registers and perfect intervals, 

creating the atmospheric aura one would expect from a piece titled 

"Terrasse of the Moonlight Audience." 

The percussive opening melody of "La terrasse" is tonally 

ambiguous, like the confusing scales of the gamelan, while the 

chromatic figurations above it have augmented seconds which sound 

particularly oriental. (see Figure 135) In the manner of gamelan 

stratification, this prelude uses sustained, gong-like pedal points, a 

168 Aubry/Godet 8l. 
169 Dawes 47. 
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resonant melody and embellishing upper figures. The resultant 

triple layer of sounds requires the use of three staves for proper 

notation and creates an impression of gamelan texture. In bars 16-

19, for example, one fmds a complex polyphonic texture. (see Figure 

136) The phi'ases are divided by gong effects using the note C#. A 

low gong plays occasional offbeats, while above it, a smaller gong (C# 

& B) plays more regularly, creating a hemiola. In the top staff, a 

higher gong plays in octaves less frequently. Couched between these 

gong effects are two melodies: one in octaves, split between the top 

two staves, and a contrapuntal melody in the bottom staff. 

In the "en animant peu a peu ll section, starting at bar 20, 

Debussy uses a very exotic sounding combination of half-steps and 

skips to create a peculiarly oriental flavor. (see Figure 137) The 

section ends with an unusually abrupt modulation to Eb (from F#) 

via a whole tone scale. The c1im?y. of the piece, and the only section 

to be performed forte, is a bell-like section, similar to "La Cathedrale 

engloutie," at bar 31. (see Figure 138) The dissonance in these 

parallel chords creates a sense of large bells with conspicuous 

overtones. 

The ending of "La terrasse" is particularly characteristic of a 

gamelan's vibrant qUality with softly struck fifths in parallel motion 

and grace notes leading to the last two chords indicative of pinging 

chimes (see Figure 139). The first version of "La Terrasse" did not 
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Figure 140, Pan, bars 1-3 (Pentatonic Melody) 

Retenu 11&.8.- ~ ~ . 
I·-:::Z::--. . 

Figure 141, Pan, last 4 bars (Pentatonic Until B-flat) 

Figure 142, Pour l'Egyptienne, bars 4-9 (Oriental Melody) 

171 Dawes 54. 
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have this enchanting bell like section; it was added as he prepared 

the fmal manuscript for publication. He also altered bar 24 

substantially. Previously, this measure was entirely in whole-tone 

mode, (the last beat of the measure is not whole-tone in the final 

version) and consisted basically of contrary motion scales leading 

into the key change to E flat. The printed version has hemiola 

descending seconds, and the change of key seems less prepared, and 

more striking.170 

SIX EPIGRAPHS ANTIQUES 

Six Epigraphs Antiques (1915) were originally published as 

duets (one piano, four hands) the preceding year, but were made into 

a solo work by the cOp.1poser. There are a few oriental features worth 

mentioning; two of the the six pieces contain some elements that 

bear discussion. "Pour invoquer Pan, dieu du vent dIeter' begins with 

a pentatonic melody that has a rhapsodic improvisatory quality, like 

a rebab solo. (see Figure 140) The rest of the piece is modal, 

principally dorian, and it should be noted that there is not a single 

accidental in the piece! The last four bars contain a restatement of 

the pentatonic theme, but with a resolution out of the five note scale 

to B-flat in the final G minor chord. (see Figure 141) The fifth piece 

in the set, Pour j'Egyptienne has "typical oriental melodies." 171 Egypt 

170 Orlege 21-23. 
1 71 Dawes 54. 
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was considered an "oriental" nation by the nineteenth century 

French, so it follows logically that Debussy would use oriental 

melodies. In this piece, however, the melodies are more along the 

lines of Moorish, or cante hondo, vocals than either Vietnamese or 

Javanese song. (see Figure 142) The melodies include quick sliding 

ornamentations, or "arabesques" that are characteristic of the 

Moorish "deep song" heard in Spain. The piece does not evoke the 

same sense of orientalism that was notable in the other piano works 

discussed above. 

ETUDES 

"Apart from the question of technique, these 'Etudes' will be a 

useful warning to pianists not to take up the musical profession 

unless they have remarkable hands." 172 Debussy said this of his own 

Etudes, which are masterpieces of tremendously diverse technical 

and musical problems. Published in 1915, these are virtually his 

last works for piano. These Etudes require great agility, but also 

tonal control and balance. At least three of these twelve Etudes show 

some references to the Oriental exhibits that had inspired him so 

long ago. 

172 Vallas D: his Life and Mind 259. 
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Figure 143, Etude III, bars 1-2 (Pentatonic Mode) 
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Figure 144, Etude III, bars 7-12 (Stretti-ritardandi) 
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Figure 145, Etude III, bars 5-6 (Kethuck Effect) 
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"Etude III-Pour les quatres" 

The first two bars of Debussy's third Etude, "For the Fourths," is 

prominently Oriental, mainly because it is in pentatonic mode. The 

rhythmically free dialogue between the two hands also contributes to 

the Eastern context, sounding like a duet between two instruments, 

characteristic of the Vietnamese music he heard at the Exposition 

(see Figure 143). The lines are melodic and improvisatory, as 

described by Tiersot.173 According to Frank Dawes: "[F]ourth-based 

harmony, allied to a pentatonic melodic line, suggests that the third 

etude, Pour les quatres, is going to be another essay in orientalism. 

But slithering chromatics dispel the notion as early as bar 3." 

Although Dawes believes the Asian traits are arrested at the 

beginning, when the tonal pentatonic scale stops, there are in fact 

numerous characteristics of the Annamite ensemble in this Etude. 

One major feature from the Orient is the bold and varied use of 

tempo changes. The Annamite theater had frequent and abrubt 

tempo and timbre changes, accompanied by drums and gongs, 

according to the varying moods of the drama. Debussy employs 

ritardandi at the end of every section of the piece, as was seen in 

other works considered to be affected by the oriental exhibits, but in 

this work he also uses quick and frequent accelerandi, often 

accompanied by extreme dynamic shifts as well. Bars ·7-12, for 

example, have alternating stretti and ritardandi on each bar. (see 

173 See previous chapter: "Music of Vietnam." 
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Figure 144) The passage is indicated to be performed "sonore et 

martele," (resonant and struck) adding to the percussive effect. The 

bars of ritardando contain just three chords, perfect fourths, each in 

a lower register and each softer than the last. The effect is of 

different instruments coming to the cadence separately, with a gong 

sounding at the bottom. Fermatas over the bar lines allow more 

space for the gong to resonate. Similar occurrences appear 

throughout the piece. 

Vietnamese percussion effects frequently arise. At measures 

five and six, for instance, a "middle-c" is played rhythmically 

between the two hands, like the beating of a drum. (see 145) At the 

"poco a poco acceler~do" on page three, a drumlike alternation of 

"D-flat" and "A-flat" appears in the low end of the piano. It continues 

until the "tempo primo," beating whenever pianistically possible. 

(see Figure 146) 

This piece maintains an improvisatory ambiance, with languid 

contrapuntal rhythms. Sometimes a solo melodic instrument like the 

dan gao can be heard, as at bar 25-28, playing an expressive chant 

with a flexible rhythm. (See Figure 147a.) Bars 20-24 also display 

improvisatory melismas like a small ensemble. (See Figure 147h.) 



196 

1'0(1f1_·..:.,".-:. __ _ 
#!". 

~------':-..., 
~ 1° 

~~ i - ...... -=::::::::;;;::j •. ~ 
•. :..1. 

7' _ 

~--.. r 
711' 

~--t 
711' 

Y 

.• , I I:;. .. · 
---L::J 

Figure 146, Etude III, bars 53-57 (Drum Effect) 
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Figure. 147a, Etude III, bars 20-24 (Melismas) 

Figure 147b, Etude III, bars 25-18 (Dan gao Solo) 
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Figure 148, Etude III, last 4 bars (Cadence Unexpectedly) 
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Figure 149, Etude V, bars 3-4 (Ascending Fifths) 
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Figure 150, Etude V, bars 86-89 (Pentatonic Strepitoso) 
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Adding to the dramatic flair of this etude, Debussy includes a dance

like section. The key change at bar 29 is marked "Balabile e grazioso 

(poco animando). When translated, Debussy is asking for the 

performer to play "gracefully dancing (and a little livelier). The 

Annamite theater presentations induded dancing as well as singing 

and spoken dialogue. It is quite possible that Debussy had a 

Vietnamese dance in mind as he wrote this section. 

Although this Etude does not use three staves, there are clear 

separations of voices, or timbres, if one is attentive. Many voices can 

be discerned, for example, at the "poco a poco accelerando" starting 

at measure 53. (see Figure 146) The drum beat in the bass has 

already been mentioned, while above it the left hand plays a 

percussive instrument with a less prominent role. The soft melodic 

fragment in the right hand is sharply cut off by a brasher strike of 

metallic instruments, followed by a quiet, chime-like cascade. This 

sequence is repeated and truncated during this "accelerando e 

crescendo" section. After returning to its original, calm tempo, the 

piece ends with innocent sounding, upward rising bells, and a 

cadence on an unexpected note. 174 (See Figure 148) 

174 See previous chapter: "Music of Java." 

~ -. --~--~--------
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"Etude V-Pour les octaves" 

The fifth Etude, "Pour les octaves", also uses a few Eastern 

traits. In some spots there are pentatonic scales at work. Very 

noticeably, the rising fIfths in bars three and four (and like-passages) 

comprise a tonal pentatonic scale; the use of perfect fifths creates a 

bell-like effect. (See Figure 149.) The "strepitoso" section at bar 86 

is also tonal pentatonic, entirely on the piano's black keys. (See 

Figure ISO.) 

In a more generic sense, there are stylistic features which 

conjure up images of the Orient. There are articulation marks 

throughout the piece which create percussive effects. The first bar 

alone contains staccati, a tenuto, accents, slurs and a sforzandissimo, 

all within three eighth notes! (Figure 149) The very fact that the 

piece is primarily in octaves lends itself to the idea of Asian 

heterophony. 

Finally, the rhythms of the piece are very free, with many 

tempo changes and ritardandi at the ends of sections, like in gamelan 

music. Even the tempo indication at the beginning of the piece is a 

very apt description of Javanese ensemble: "Joyeux et emporte, 

librement rythme" (Joyous and passionate, freely rhythmic). 
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Figure 153, Etude VII, last 4 bars (Gongs & Chimes) 
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"Etude VII-Pour les degres chromatiques" 

The seventh prelude, the fIrst in Book II, has just a few 

gamelan effects that bear mentioning. "Pour les degres 

chromatiques" has some percussive effects, like in bar seven and 

nine, that sound like boriangs. (see Figure 151) The melody is also 

accompanied by gong effects in bars 43-46. (see Figure 152) Even 

the last line includes little gong and gong-chime effects. (see Figure 

153) 
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CONCLUSION 

Debussy: " Let us maintain that the beauty of a work of art 
must always remain mysterious; that is to say, it is impossible 
to explain exactly how it is created. Let us at all costs preserve 
this magic peculiar to music, for of all the arts it is the most 
susceptible to magic ... In the name of ail the gods, let us not 
attempt to destroy or explain it.1 75 

As stated in Chapter N, Debussy was not particularly fond of 

music theory, and was skeptical of theoretical rationalizations and 

explanations. Nevertheless, it is imperative that performers of music 

understand as thoroughly as possible what music is saying in order 

to properly say it. Furthermore, such a thorough understanding can 

only be reached through study of influences that shaped the 

compositional choices of Claude Debussy, and the investigation of the 

resulting musical structures. 

That Debussy was influenced by Javanese and Vietnamese 

music is virtually incontestable. This document has shown that 

Debussy draws upon numerous elements from the Orient in his 

compositions. He uses titles, like "Pagodes" and "Et la lune descend 

sur la temple qui fut," that portray Asian themes. He uses exotic 

scales, such as are found in "La terrasse des audiences de clair du 

lune" and Etude III, that are evocative of the Far East. And he uses 

textures that imitate Oriental ensembles in pieces such as "Cloches a 

175 Dawes 10. 
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travers les feuille" and "Toccata". Debussy also uses percussive 

effects that are idiosyncratic to gameJan orchestras in "Snow is 

Dancing" and other pieces. Most convincing of all, Debussy even 

borrows a Javanese melody that was popular at the French 

Exposition, using it in Fantasie, Dance and several other compositions. 

One finds many of these compositional tools used in a sketch for a 

gamelan scene in the ballet, No-Ja-Ii. When one finds these separate 

elements combined in his piano pieces it becomes clear that Debussy 

was often reflecting on Oriental subjects and music as he composed. 

It is impossible for anyone to say exactly what inspired 

Debussy, or preciseJywhat was he thinking as he composed these 

masterworks. However, to say that the Oriental arts greatly 

influenced the French master is more than a mere conjecture; it is 

evident that these forces indeed shaped Debussy's artistic mind, 

sometimes consciously, perhaps sub-consciously at times. One must 

examine the tell tale signs that express Debussy's mind set at the 

time of creation. The performer has the obligation to bring out these 

elements Then it is up to the listener to think beyond the 88 keys of 

the piano, and to let the ears and mind imagine all the conceivable 

timbres that Debussy was hearing as he composed these remarkable 

piano works. 
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