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Author’s Note





Money


Exact equivalences are, of course, impossible to establish but certain parallels can be made, especially since, before the First World War, European currencies were stable. The franc was common to France, Belgium, Switzerland and Italy, one for one, and the pound sterling was worth 25 of them. In 1900 a good average restaurant meal in France might cost 4 francs, a medium-class hotel room about 6, and a second-class rail ticket from Paris to Lyon 38. To post an ordinary letter within France cost 15 cents. The 250 francs a month Debussy earned playing Wagner every Saturday for Mme Escudier thus seems fairly modest, especially as it was more or less all he was earning at the time, and his later, much bigger advances (25,000 francs for the sale of Pelléas et Mélisande to Durand, 20,000 for Khamma, 20,000 for Le Martyre de Saint Sébastien) had to be set against the 3,600 per annum maintenance he had to pay Lilly Texier, his expensive Bois de Boulogne apartment, the lifestyle that went with it, and the fact that these sums were island peaks in a choppy sea. Needless to say, his medical treatment in his final years would have had to be paid for. He never received an adequate regular income, liked luxury and was a poor money manager.




 





Translations


Unless otherwise stated, all translations from French and Russian are my own, including in cases where published translations by others exist.

















Prelude


A Biography of Sorts







He rejects all heritages and is repelled by those construction kits that so often turn the composer into a make-believe architect; for him, form is never given; he was constantly in search of the unanalysable, of a development in the course of which surprise and imagination retained their rights; he had nothing but mistrust for architectural monuments, preferring structures in which rigour and free will intermingle: with him words, keys, all the paraphernalia of scholarship, lose their sense and relevance; the usual categories of an outworn tradition are inapplicable to his work, even if we extend their meaning.1


 


Pierre Boulez





Pierre Boulez’s image of Debussy as a composer in constant rebellion against musical tradition has to be understood in the light of his own rejection of the past. But it’s by no means a distorted picture. The one thing it lacks, perhaps inevitably, is any clear sense of what Debussy took from the musical environment in which he grew up: what he accepted as well as what he rejected.


I spent the first dozen years of my money-earning life as a freelance music critic, an activity that positively forbids specialisation but forces you to confront and find words to describe whatever the repertoire and your editor is pleased to throw your way. There was already a great deal of Debussy about in those days, the 1960s and 1970s; but there was plenty of other French music as well, the music of the world into which Debussy was born and against which, in his student years especially, he fought. Of course there was Pelléas et Mélisande, but you could also catch a production at the St Pancras Festival without the extended interludes (the form in which it was composed, but never played in Debussy’s lifetime). There were operas by Gounod (not only Faust) and Bizet (not only Carmen and Les Pêcheurs de perles); there was Massenet (not just Werther and Manon) and Chabrier (Le Roi malgré lui, L’Étoile), and Lalo (Le Roi d’Ys), and Dukas (Ariane et Barbe-bleue), Chausson, Fauré (especially his chamber music and songs), wall-to-wall Berlioz after his centenary in 1969, but also Alkan and Franck, Saint-Saëns, even d’Indy, and plenty of the earlier French music – Rameau, François Couperin, Destouches – that Debussy complained was neglected in the Paris of his youth.


It was easy even then to identify all these composers as in one way or another French (with due allowance for the Belgian Franck), much harder to put one’s finger on what it was that they had in common. In the introduction to his book on French music, Martin Cooper had provided a lucid explanation of the differences between the French and, for example, German views of art. After quoting a remark of the critic W. J. Turner that ‘it is the sublimity of the soul that makes the music of Beethoven and Bach so immeasurably greater than that of Wagner and Debussy’, he pointed out that ‘to seek in French music primarily for a revelation of the composer’s soul or for marks of the sublime is to look for something which the French consider a by-product … The French composer is consciously concerned with the two data which no one can question – his intelligence and his senses.’ And Cooper added, ‘The regarding of a piece of music as an artefact – a thing of planned shape, dimensions, colour and consistency – rather than as an expression of an emotion whose end is in itself, brings the French composer nearer than any other to the plastic artist.’2


This strikes me as a perfect description of the attitude of Debussy to his work, and indeed of the work itself. But it doesn’t exactly fit the other composers listed above. Or rather it fits them only in part, and it is precisely this hybrid character of so much nineteenth-century French music – its partial fulfilment of the aspirations that, in Cooper’s analysis, would make it truly French – that explains the context against which Debussy, first as a student, then as a composer and music critic, found himself rebelling. The problem, in two words, was German music. From Gluck to Wagner, the German influence on French composers had been irresistible and, in Debussy’s view, profoundly damaging. ‘The influence of Gluck on French music,’ he wrote in Gil Blas after a performance of Rameau’s Castor et Pollux, ‘is well known, an influence that could only have manifested itself thanks to the intervention of the Dauphine Marie-Antoinette (an Austrian)’. Rameau’s music, he goes on, is




compounded of a delicate and charming tenderness, precise accentuation, strict declamation in recitative, without that German affectation of profundity or the need to double underline everything or explain everything with a breathless ‘you’re a collection of particular idiots who understand nothing unless forced to have the wool pulled over your eyes’.3





Gluck had famously pontificated about the nature of opera, and aspired to turn what, in Lully and Rameau, had been an essentially artificial, hybrid spectacle into an integrated, high-minded moral allegory of life and death. And Gluck had been one of the favourite composers of Berlioz, whom Debussy, in turn, called ‘the favourite musician of those who knew little about music’.4 In an early letter he called him ‘a prodigious fraud who came to believe in his own hoaxes’, and he later accused him of ‘aiming madly at effects, which is what makes a lot of his music so intolerable’.5 Berlioz, he remarked in Gil Blas, is ‘so in love with romantic colour that he sometimes forgets the music’.6


So it turns out that, from the start, French music of the nineteenth century had been deflected from its true path by the influence of German grandiloquence and the Germanic soul. Berlioz had in fact been a cul-de-sac, at least as far as French music was concerned. But something far worse had befallen French music, and that was Wagner. In some ways, the extent of Wagner’s influence on French music is curious, not least because it reached its height in the decades after the disaster of the Franco-Prussian War, when one might have expected there to be a serious reaction in France against anything remotely Germanic. It was almost as if there was some conscious self-abasement before the master race.


The Wagnerian origins of French Symbolist literature had preceded the war in the person of Baudelaire, and were in any case highly selective, a matter of philosophy and aesthetic atmosphere, and without specific technical consequences. But for composers it was something altogether wider-ranging and, in Debussy’s view, correspondingly damaging. French musicians flocked to Bayreuth for the first festival in 1876 and the several festivals of the 1880s. In Paris the short-lived Revue wagnérienne started up in 1885, with predominantly literary contributors; but the influence of Wagner was everywhere apparent in French music in the 1880s, especially, though not exclusively, in opera, which in France had always been the touchstone of musical excellence. Composers struggled to absorb Wagner’s technical prescriptions without being able to match his control of scale and continuity or his orchestral brilliance. Devices such as the leitmotif, the long-breathed chromatic harmony, the heavy mythical, quasi-symbolic subject matter, were adopted like costumes out of a dressing-up cupboard, without ever working their way into the essence of the musical or dramatic thinking.


For the young Debussy, as a student at the Paris Conservatoire in the late 1870s and early 1880s, there was another crucial aspect of musical life that had effectively been appropriated by the German way of thinking. The teaching of harmony and counterpoint (solfège) and of form was deeply rooted, as it still is, in the music of Bach and the classical Viennese masters. True, the elements of counterpoint were derived from Palestrina, but the author of the system – the Gradus ad Parnassum – was an eighteenth-century Austrian, Johann Joseph Fux. To add insult to injury, the teaching of piano, from the ground up, was dominated by the method of yet another Viennese (admittedly of Czech parentage), the Beethoven pupil Carl Czerny. All this pedagogy was imbued with concepts of system and logic that Debussy made up his mind were alien to French ways of thinking and feeling, though it’s fairly clear that what he actually objected to was the connection between the theoretical apparatus and the great monuments of German music, culminating in the overpowering music dramas of Wagner himself. After all, logic as such was just as much a French (Cartesian) purview as it was German (Kantian-Hegelian). The difference was largely one of atmosphere and, if truth be told, amour propre.


Debussy’s changing attitude to Wagner is bound to be a recurrent topic of a musical biography such as this. Almost alone among French composers, he managed both to love Wagner’s music and to escape the more pernicious aspects of its influence, while pinching from it all sorts of isolated musical images – chords, fragmentary progressions, what one might call musical situations – and recycling them in a way that expressed his personal idea of sensual beauty. Partly for the same kinds of reason, he tended as a young man to avoid the company and conversation of fellow musicians, and to prefer that of poets, writers, cabaret artists and, to some extent, painters. He was one of the few musicians at Mallarmé’s Tuesdays. There was a brief, intense friendship with the composer Ernest Chausson, himself a somewhat detached figure musically, but an artistic connoisseur with a house full of beautiful pictures and strong artistic connections through his painter brother-in-law Henry Lerolle. Chausson had been a keen Wagnerite and an early visitor to Munich and Bayreuth for Wagner performances. But Debussy’s greatest Wagnerian friends were not musicians but writers, notably Pierre Louÿs and the Swiss journalist Robert Godet, one of the founding committee members of the Revue wagnérienne.


In rejecting Wagner, Debussy was thinking a kind of music that prioritised what he saw as the virtues of French art, ‘its clarity of expression, its precision and compactness of form, the particular and specific qualities of French genius’. In fact he achieved a great deal more than that. He might after all simply have followed Nietzsche’s (insincere) injunction to ‘méditerraniser la musique’7 in the spirit of Bizet’s Carmen, a masterpiece that breathes freshness and vitality but hardly reinvents the language. Instead he not only discarded the heavy northern gloom of The Ring and Tristan, he threw out most of the grammatical infrastructure that had supported Wagner’s immense narrative frameworks. Suddenly there is a concentration, a focus on particular ideas and images that is, as Cooper implies, somewhat painterly. This is not a question of taking sides in the whole tormented issue of whether Debussy can or cannot be called an Impressionist. It has more to do with the way in which any painter handles the motif within the limits of the picture frame. In much of his music, Debussy seems to work like this with motifs and frames, rather than with the evolving, novelistic discourse, not only of Wagnerian opera, but of the whole symphonic tradition of nineteenth-century music. He was perhaps vaguely aware that, working in this way, he was proposing a significant change in the language that would have consequences in the work of other composers. Or maybe he was simply joking when he told Louis Laloy, ‘I’ve at last got a 75-centimetre table for writing things that have without fail to revolutionise the world.’8 He was in a hotel by the sea near Dieppe in August 1906, trying to work on the second book of Images, pieces such as Cloches à travers les feuilles and Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut, which really do, in their quiet way, turn the language of music upside down.


What follows is a biography of sorts, but it is a biography with the difference that it sets out to treat Debussy’s music as the crucial expression of his intellectual life, rather than, as one finds in many Lives of Composers, a slightly annoying series of incidents that hold up the story without adding much of narrative interest. This approach inevitably involves a certain amount of musical talk, though I hope nothing impenetrable to a willing non-specialist. The existing literature on Debussy is rich and extensive; there are straight biographies and there are studies of the music, either in whole or in part. Much of it is on a high level of excellence, and there is work of real brilliance. Obviously I have depended to a considerable extent on much of it, always I hope adequately acknowledged. But I am not aware of any book that adopts a strategy quite like mine.


Working on Debussy, his life and his music, has been the greatest pleasure imaginable. Few composers ever had so precise an image of the music they wanted to write, and even fewer have been so ruthlessly meticulous in the search for the exact expression of that image. Nineteenth-century composers (to say nothing of their predecessors) had worked with a set of routine procedures that would theoretically have enabled them to produce music by the yard with barely a thought, though needless to say that isn’t a fair description of what they actually did. It is, nevertheless, more or less what conservatory students were taught to do, and it is what Debussy rebelled against. In the end he was having to formulate every detail of his music as he went along, judging sequence and continuity, structural design and balance, more or less afresh for each piece. In the twentieth century this way of working became more and more the norm. But Debussy did it first, and nobody since has done it so skilfully or with such beautiful results.

















1


The Prisoner and the Prodigy





It is never easy to locate beginnings, since even beginnings come from somewhere else. Even the big bang had its causes. But if we want to argue, as some do, that twentieth-century music began with Achille-Claude Debussy, then it is by no means absurd to suggest that it actually began in the prison camp of Satory, just south of Versailles, late in the year 1871.


There were naturally causes of this cause. If an aspiring young composer by the name of Charles de Sivry had not somehow got himself implicated in the activities of the Paris Commune in the spring of 1871, or if Manuel-Achille Debussy had not lost his job as a print worker with the firm of Paul Dupont in November 1870 and in desperation taken work as a siege provisioner at the mairie of the first Paris arrondissement, a seemingly innocent post that led inexorably to his promotion to the rank of captain in the 13th battalion of Communards less than six months later, these two more or less insignificant pebbles in the stream of Parisian revolutionary history might never have collided, and life might have taken a very different turn for Manuel-Achille’s supposedly but not yet demonstrably musical nine-year-old son.


It’s true that a certain fecklessness in Manuel’s character had already had the apparently unrelated side-effect of introducing music into young Achille-Claude’s existence. When he was two, his father had abandoned his unsuccessful china shop in the remote western suburb of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, moved in with his mother-in-law in Clichy, and turned to selling household goods while his wife, Victorine, took in sewing. Four years later he changed tack once again and became a print worker.


But even before the disasters of the Prussian war of 1870, the terrible siege that followed the French defeat, and the savage ten weeks of the Commune in the spring of 1871, the family’s situation had become so precarious that Victorine had haled their three children off to stay with Manuel’s sister, Clémentine, who had recently married a hotelier in Cannes. There, because Clémentine was a moderately well-to-do bourgeoise with the normal aspirations of her class, the seven-year-old Achille1 was given piano lessons with an Italian violinist called Jean Cerutti, and perhaps even encouraged to take up painting, since Cerutti and his wife shared their house with two or three artists. Unsurprisingly, the violinist failed to detect any particular gift in this somewhat uncommunicative child. But the lessons must have made an impact, because by the time Manuel spoke to his fellow prisoner in Satory he was proudly talking about his eldest son as a musical boy who could play the piano.


Manuel himself knew nothing much about music and had taken little trouble over his children’s education. Achille had not gone to school, and his only lessons had been with his mother, the daughter of a cook and a coach-builder. Probably Manuel mentioned the music only because de Sivry had told him he was a musician himself. So it must have taken him by surprise when de Sivry announced that his own mother was an accomplished pianist, a pupil – she claimed – of Chopin himself, and insisted that little Achille be taken to see her and her advice sought. The suggestion can hardly have been prompted by any evidence Manuel was able to supply as to his son’s unusual talent, and may simply have been intended to give pleasure to a father at a low point in his life.


It turned out to be life-changing. Manuel remained in Satory until the summer of 1872, but long before that Victorine had presented herself, with their son, at the Montmartre home of Mme Antoinette Mauté, Charles de Sivry’s mother by a previous marriage, and arranged for Achille to go to her for piano lessons. This Mme Mauté is a far more interesting and significant figure than has often been made out. Her claim to have studied with Chopin, who taught mainly society ladies of fragile ability, has usually been taken with a pinch of salt. But Debussy accepted it and always spoke respectfully of her teaching and her playing. More than forty years later he passed on what she had told him about Chopin’s advice on practising, advice that rings true: ‘He wanted one to practise without pedal, and, with very rare exceptions, not to hold it on [even in performance].’2 She revealed Bach to him, he said, ‘and played it as it never is played today, putting life into it’.3


She may have impressed him, too, with some vague bohemianism in her personal charm, as hinted at by the poet Paul Verlaine, who married her teenage daughter, Mathilde, in 1870 and later described his mother-in-law as ‘a charming soul, an artist of instinct and talent, an excellent musician of exquisite taste, intelligent, and devoted to those she loved’.4 Verlaine, who eloped to Brussels with Arthur Rimbaud soon after his young wife had presented him with a highly unwelcome baby son, was hardly a man to praise the conventional charm of a suburban mother-in-law. In a backhanded way, his view is borne out by a police report on Mme Mauté after the defeat of the Commune, towards which, as the artist mother of a republican suspect, she was assumed sympathetic: ‘A woman of about forty-five, of light morals, especially formerly, giving piano lessons, despite her husband’s 10 or 15,000 francs income. Free thinker, anti-religious, sometimes acting the honest woman in the noble company her piano connections have procured for her.’5 The voice of the establishment will always make a crime of individuality, but its instinct is sound. Mme Mauté was a woman of spirit, independence and taste who, in happier times, might have played host to an artistic salon. She surely taught Debussy more than just the piano.


It was at her suggestion that Debussy’s parents put him forward for entry into the Paris Conservatoire in the autumn of 1872. It seems unlikely that they would have had this idea of their own accord, and still more unlikely that they could have found among their own acquaintance any musician of sufficient standing to act as an effective sponsor or referee to that august and deeply orthodox institution. Yet a sponsor was found, in the distinguished person of Félicien David, the famous composer of Le Désert, a member – since the death of Berlioz in 1869 – of the Institut de France, and, conveniently, an examiner on the board of the Conservatoire. Why David should have taken up the cause of this still raw ten-year-old remains a mystery. It’s true that at this time David was living in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, but that was hardly a connection by 1872. Somehow he must have heard the child play, and read between the lines. For the fact is that something exceptional in his playing was already to be detected by an experienced ear. At the audition on 22 October 1872 he was one of 157 candidates, most of them no doubt a lot older than he was. Only 33 were admitted, and Achille-Claude Debussy was one of them.




*





Adult or near-adult virtuosity on a musical instrument at the age of ten is unusual but by no means freakish. Musical performance, like mathematics and chess, is an activity at which precociously gifted children can emerge, apparently at random, and outshine all but the most brilliant grown-ups (many of whom will themselves have been prodigies in their time). It seems almost incredible, though, that Achille, barely two years after his first piano lessons, can have become a pocket virtuoso of this kind. His contemporary in the piano class, Gabriel Pierné, had started at the Metz Conservatoire at the age of five. Fluent Achille may indeed have been. But his first piano teachers at the Conservatoire, Antoine Marmontel and his assistant, Alphonse Duvernoy, picked out other aspects of his playing. Duvernoy commented on the boy’s touch and sound quality, and both he and Marmontel were struck by his intelligence. In the second year, Marmontel noted his ‘real artistic temperament’, by which he surely meant that Achille did not play like a brilliant child but that he sensed more elusive qualities in the music and knew how to bring them out in his manner of playing.


As well as piano, he had to study what the French call solfège: theory plus practical disciplines such as sight-reading and aural training, which included writing down music at dictation. Achille had probably never done anything of the sort before, and he struggled at first, especially with theory, which, because of its desiccated character and weird terminology, is the last thing a naturally gifted person thinks of when he or she thinks about music. Sight-reading came easily to him, and he soon got the hang of dictation, which, if you have a good musical ear, is simply reverse sight-reading. It quickly became apparent that Achille’s ear was a gift from God, but theory was something he had consciously to learn, and in due course this, for him, would be a launch pad for rebellion.


Achille’s upbringing thus far had hardly instilled in him any particular grasp of the virtues of practical, or even moral, discipline. Schooled by a dutiful but not notably powerful, affectionate or well-educated mother; his father wayward, ineffectual and for a time in prison, and his only proper music teacher a gifted but somewhat bohemian lady, he seems to have understood how to discipline himself to achieve what seemed to him worth achieving, but to have had little patience with the impositions of others in matters that did not interest him.


On the face of it, the Paris Conservatoire was the worst imaginable school for someone of his background and temperament. Its whole pedagogic structure was built on the perpetuation and recycling of sets of principles derived by theorists (some of them of considerable antiquity) from past music whose composers mostly did not adhere to them or even, in many cases, know they existed. For instance, the study of counterpoint – composition in two or more independent parts – was based on a system extracted by the eighteenth-century German composer Johann Joseph Fux from the music of Palestrina, who would certainly have been astonished to learn that his style could be reduced to a dozen or so simple rules. Harmony was based on grammar-like rules of progression and combination that had remained essentially unchanged since Bach; form was that of a classical tradition handed down like the Ten Commandments from Mount Horeb. Moreover, these principles also governed the teaching of actual composition, though it would be several years before Achille confronted that particular version of the pedagogic mentality.


The curious thing was that this fossilised approach to the study of a fine art was put into practice by a body of exceptionally talented and for the most part humane men, one or two of them composers of genius. When Achille started at the Conservatoire, Ambroise Thomas, the composer of Mignon, had recently replaced Daniel Auber (Fra Diavolo, La Muette de Portici) as its director, and César Franck had just been appointed professor of organ; a few years later, Jules Massenet, the future composer of Manon and Werther, joined the teaching staff for composition. Achille’s own teachers were lesser lights, figures of purely local distinction, such as Marmontel himself, who had taught Georges Bizet and Vincent d’Indy; Ernest Guiraud, the composer of the once famous recitatives that had replaced the spoken dialogue in Bizet’s Carmen; and pure academics such as Achille’s first solfège teacher, Albert Lavignac, and Lavignac’s successor in that role, Émile Durand.


One might expect such men to have been intolerant of a student as self-willed and untutored as young Achille. In fact they recognised his exceptional talent from the start, and even expressed what one might call unofficial admiration for some of his musical deviances. In Durand’s class, for instance, his harmony exercises would be littered with (presumably deliberate) breaches of the most elementary rules, and then he would take delight ‘in seating himself at the piano when the class was over and producing monstrous successions of weird, barbarous chords – that is to say, chords that were not classified in the official treatises of the Conservatoire’.6 Correcting the exercises, Durand would rage at Achille and cover the page with angry crayon marks; but he would then reread and say, ‘Obviously, all this is hardly orthodox, but it’s very ingenious.’7


One should probably understand this kind of incident in the context of the extremely tight rules that applied to the harmonisation of baroque or classical melodies at the Conservatoire. Anyone familiar with Bach’s chorales knows that there are a variety of harmonisations of such tunes possible within the rules, from the very simple to the very elaborate. At his most complicated, Bach could himself sail extremely close to the wind of orthodoxy, and any church organist will improvise harmonies that send a frisson of complicit excitement along the back row of the choir stalls and barely suppressed giggles through the line of choirboys. But these are the naughtinesses of a technically prim environment, and no doubt the fifteen-year-old Achille’s peccadilloes were more or less of this order. His fellow student Paul Vidal described them as ‘ingenious, elegant and delightful, but totally unacademic’.8 We are surely not yet at the point of the invention of a new harmonic language. What we see is a young, intensely musical boy breaking rules that have never actually been drummed into him, and that therefore do not have the force of a langue maternelle, a mother tongue. He knows them because he has learned them, and because they match the music that he knows and plays. As we shall see, he can obey them and use them when it suits him, but his instinct is increasingly to stretch them, break them, and eventually abandon them.




*





The tabula rasa that was Debussy’s receptive brain had been left blank in other ways than the musical. As a child in Cannes he had probably tried his hand at painting. According to his great English biographer, Edward Lockspeiser, a palette that he had kept from his childhood ended up with his first wife, Lilly Texier, after their divorce. But Lockspeiser’s theory that Achille was encouraged to paint by his godfather, Achille Arosa, a well-known art collector and connoisseur who conducted a lengthy liaison with Clémentine Debussy in the 1860s, has been discredited by François Lesure, who has shown that Arosa passed out of the Debussys’ life at the latest in 1868, when little Achille was five or six.9 There is therefore no reason to suppose that the boy had any acquaintance with serious art beyond what might have been hanging on his aunt’s or Mme Mauté’s walls, nor that his own painting was anything other than the normal activity of an eight-or ten-year-old child. The image of Arosa, whose brother Gustave was the patron of Camille Pissarro and Paul Gauguin, introducing his little godson to the latest work of the Impressionists has sadly to be abandoned in favour of the likelihood that when he entered the Conservatoire, and probably for some time afterwards, Achille knew little or nothing about art.


He was also poorly read and generally not well informed about the world around him. For a ten-year-old from a background like his, this would not have been very surprising. Nor would it have been particularly odd if he had stayed that way, since the Conservatoire environment was culturally blinkered, academic and narrowly focused on the specific requirements of a career in music. But, from early on, he took against the rabid vocationalism of the average music student. He made friends with a handful of more broadly cultivated fellow students, but even with them he could be reserved and uncommunicative, as if wary of the facile chatter of the habitually urbane.


There is a hint of insecurity in all this, some consciousness of lacking a solid musical base in a world of automatic musicians, combined with an obstinate refusal to fall in with their habits of mind and conversation. He had gone into the Conservatoire as a pianist, almost a prodigy, but at some point he began to lose interest in a pianistic career. Up to the age of twelve he must have worked like a slave at his piano playing. How else to explain the speed of his advance to the point where, in 1874, after barely four years on the instrument, he could garner good opinions and a second prize for a performance of Chopin’s F minor Piano Concerto, even if a reviewer did suggest that ‘youth has to be forgiven a lot’.10 Yet a mere two years later, in June 1876, Marmontel was reporting that ‘he isn’t at all measuring up to what I hoped; careless, inexact, he could do much better’.11 His friends started noticing that this refined young player was suddenly ‘charging at the keyboard … [as if] in a rage against the instrument’.12 And though he nevertheless managed a second prize the following year, it was his last success as a pianist and the end of any thought of a solo career.


The fact is that his intelligence, much remarked by his teachers, was becoming dissatisfied with the narrow drudgery of the piano school. He was making discoveries in other, hitherto unsuspected, fields of experience. He was reading – poetry as well as prose. He was acquiring refined, unstudentlike tastes, preferring ‘a minuscule sandwich … or a small pot of macaroni to the big, filling cakes that his comrades mainly chose’.13 As he had no money, he had to count on others to pay for him on these occasions. He became an adept borrower, not quite such an eager repayer, and he developed a certain unscrupulousness in the acquisition of desirable objects. Pierné took him to meet his parents, and while they were out of the room Achille persuaded him to cut out some Meissonier reproductions from a bound set of Le Monde illustré for him to take home to hang on his own wall. It was as if he were in search of some pattern of existence that was the opposite in all respects of what his family home had had to offer, just as his classroom musical promiscuities seemed to be a seeking out of alternatives to the conventions of the Conservatoire.


Marmontel may have become less impressed with the boy’s playing, but he never lost faith in his musical talent, and whatever his virtues as a piano teacher, he was a vigorous and effective promoter of his students’ interests outside the Conservatoire. As early as 1876 he arranged for Achille to accompany a young singing student, Léontine Mendès, in a recital in the small town of Chauny, 70 miles north-east of Paris. Then in 1879 he packed him off for the summer to the château of Chenonceau on the Loire, where the Anglo-Scottish châtelaine, Marguerite Wilson-Pelouze, needed a pianist, possibly with other chamber musicians, to provide afternoon entertainment for her guests and background music at mealtimes. Lockspeiser suggests that the sixteen-year-old Achille also had the more intimate task of playing presumably gentle piano music to relieve his hostess’s insomnia far into the night, a sort of latter-day Goldberg to Mme Wilson-Pelouze’s Count Keyserlingk.14


Whatever his exact function during these summer months, the impression of the place and its owner on the impecunious young musician must have been profound. The grandeur of Catherine de’ Medici’s sixteenth-century palace, extended in a series of arches across the River Cher, with its galleries and tapestries and formal gardens, had been tactfully embellished by the work of a young artist called Charles Toché, who adorned the long gallery with large-scale frescos on historical subjects and added, in the orangery, portraits of various house guests, including a nude portrait of the young cellist brother of Achille’s pianist predecessor.


As a rule Mme Wilson-Pelouze seems not to have encouraged her musicians to strip off. On the contrary, she liked to dress them up in scarlet jackets and turbans with egret’s plumes. Whether Achille was kitted out in this way is not known. What we do know is that Mme W.-P. was a passionate Wagnerite who had attended the first Bayreuth Festival in 1876 and, we may suppose, talked about The Ring and its composer in terms later described by Achille’s composition teacher, Ernest Guiraud, with a certain distaste: at Bayreuth, he remarked, ‘you get torn to pieces if you have the imprudence to hazard the slightest criticism. Even enthusiasm is banned … Ecstasy alone is tolerated.’15 Mme W.-P.’ s genre was ecstasy. Achille, who had at most heard the Tannhäuser and Flying Dutchman overtures and the first act of Lohengrin, can only have been intrigued by this kind of intemperate advocacy of a composer he had previously discussed in probably somewhat cooler terms with his harmony professor, Albert Lavignac.


François Lesure suggests that it was at this moment that he made up his mind to abandon all hope of becoming a concert pianist, and to become a composer instead. Unfortunately, the arcane Conservatoire rules decreed that, having failed in the piano concours, he was ineligible to enter a composition class. So, for the 1879–80 session, he instead enrolled in Auguste Bazille’s piano accompaniment class, and spent much of the year subjecting the amiable Bazille to his idiosyncratic harmonisations and surprise modulations. In figured bass, for instance, where a number code printed below the given bass line indicates the harmonies required of the keyboard player, Achille would make colourful additions, ‘by way of breaking the monotony of the harmonic progression’, as a fellow student later explained. In modulating, he would change key more or less arbitrarily, without the correct stepwise movement of the individual parts that theorists call voice-leading. Bazille seems to have accepted that, though incorrect, these procedures were often effective. ‘Good harmonist,’ he noted in his report, ‘a bit of a fantasist, [but] with plenty of initiative and verve.’16 And the prize jury agreed and awarded Debussy the first prize, which meant that in the following session he would mysteriously qualify for entry into a composition class in the autumn of 1880.


One inevitably wonders whether he had had twinges of composition thirst before 1879. Many years later he told Louis Laloy that his first compositions dated back to 1876. But composers habitually get such things wrong, not least because they tend to have reasons for preferring one history to another. In any case nothing survives that can reliably be dated pre-1879, and the one piece probably composed in that year, a song called ‘Madrid’, is more or less a crib of Gounod’s ‘Boléro’ (1871), with the same characteristic dance figure in the piano, the same strophic form (the same music for each verse), and harmony that is, if anything, even blander. A piano piece called ‘Danse bohémienne’, in a barely advanced version of the same style plus perhaps a touch of Bizet, was probably composed early in 1880. Then Debussy’s life – and especially his creative life – was transformed by two major, unrelated episodes, one of them again brought about by Marmontel’s benign intervention, the other by his own chronic lack of funds and consequent need to generate some income by whatever drudgery he could bring himself to perform.


That summer a certain Nadezhda von Meck, the Russian widow of a Baltic German railway millionaire, approached the Paris Conservatoire for the services of a young pianist to make up a piano trio for her household’s entertainment at their various stopping places in France, Switzerland and Italy in the coming months. Frau von Meck’s husband had died, four years before, of a heart attack brought on, it was said, by his wife’s infidelity with his secretary. Thereafter she had adopted the restless, peripatetic lifestyle of the so-called ‘superfluous’ Russian wealthy classes. She had found some kind of emotional fulfilment in her loving patronage – to call it that – of Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, whose music she came to adore to the point of nervous perturbation, but whom by her own wish she never met (she may or may not have been aware of his homosexuality). She and Tchaikovsky pursued their relationship entirely through correspondence, and from their letters we learn a good deal about the young French musician who, on Marmontel’s recommendation, joined her itinerant household at Interlaken, in Switzerland, in July 1880.


On arrival, the still-seventeen-year-old Achille presented himself mendaciously as the premier prix of Marmontel’s piano class and a composition pupil of Massenet, and told everyone that he was twenty, although, as Frau von Meck informed Tchaikovsky, ‘he looks sixteen’. But she was impressed by his pianism, even if, she added surprisingly, he lacked sensitivity. His duties included giving piano lessons to the numerous von Meck children, accompanying the oldest daughter, Julia, a competent singer, and playing piano duets with Frau von Meck herself. For her, these were the unforgettable moments of his visit. Above all, they played arrangements of Tchaikovsky, including the Fourth Symphony, still fairly new, and dedicated to her. ‘I can’t play it,’ she told its composer, 




without a fever in every fibre of my being, and for days I can’t free myself from the impression. My partner didn’t play it well, but he sight-read it marvellously. It’s his sole, but very great, merit. He can read a score, even yours, at sight. His second, so to speak reflex, virtue is that he’s entranced by your music.17





No doubt Achille played Tchaikovsky without the pulsating intensity that his patroness desired, while conversely telling her what she will certainly have wanted to hear, namely that he found the music ravishing. They also played the orchestral Suite in D minor, Op. 43, with its brilliant first movement fugue, of which Achille sycophantically informed his hostess that ‘he had never come across anything so fine among modern fugues. M. Massenet would never be able to do anything like it.’18


From Interlaken, the caravan had proceeded across France to Arcachon, from where they soon returned to Paris before heading south once more to Nice, Geneva, Naples and finally Florence, settling there for two months until mid-November, when Achille at last decided it was time to return to the Conservatoire and take up his place in Guiraud’s composition class. For a young man who had never left France, and rarely Paris, it had been a voyage of discovery. Not only had he encountered music and sights foreign to his experience, but he had run up against a culture and attitudes quite different from what he was used to within the four walls of the Conservatoire. Some Tchaikovsky he may have heard in Paris. The response to it on the part of these wealthy Russians may well have surprised him. There was Glinka, ‘which made the head of the household’s heart beat violently’,19 and possibly other Russian music, not mentioned in dispatches. On the other hand, when he himself announced that he was working for the Conservatoire’s great prestige composition prize, the Prix de Rome, a fib presumably designed to impress his hostess, her enthusiasm will have been polite at best. ‘Absurd all these prizes,’ she wrote to Tchaikovsky, ‘not worth a thing.’20


He did nevertheless compose at least one work of his own in Florence, a Piano Trio for the house trio to play. It prompted Frau von Meck to grumble to Tchaikovsky that he had never written a trio, and since he did so soon afterwards, it might be claimed that Debussy had indirectly influenced Russian music before it had had time to influence him. In itself Debussy’s own trio is hardly more than a bundle of charming salon pieces, with an episodic first movement spun out to ten or eleven minutes, a pair of short intermezzo-like middle movements, and a lively if rather square-cut finale. Stylistically it belongs unequivocally to the world of French 1870s chamber music, as represented for instance by Saint-Saëns’s B flat Piano Quartet of 1875, though inevitably without that work’s formal sophistication. Debussy had after all so far composed nothing longer than two or three minutes, as far as anyone knows. In the circumstances, the trio was an ambitious exercise, by no means worthless in the outcome. A shame that we haven’t Tchaikovsky’s opinion of it, as we have of the ‘Danse bohémienne’, which Frau von Meck sent him: ‘a nice thing, but so short, with themes that lead nowhere and a ragged form that lacks unity’.21 The trio was finished too late to be copied for sending to Russia and Tchaikovsky never saw it.


Back at the Conservatoire, Debussy made a late entrance to Guiraud’s composition class, and also attended César Franck’s organ class, which concentrated specifically on what might be termed the random skills of the church organist, rather than keyboard and pedal technique as such. Franck taught improvisation, harmonising and transposing at sight into different keys, and his view of these matters was much what one might expect from his own music, with its rich flow of chromatic harmony and constant side-slipping from key to key – its ‘wearying and persistent grisaille’, as Debussy described it years later in a review of Les Béatitudes.22 Debussy’s own improvisations would presumably tend to dwell on particular chord colours, and when Franck urged him to modulate, he would ask, ‘Why do you want me to modulate, when I’m very happy in this key?’23 It was probably just as well that he was only auditing Franck’s class rather than fully enrolled.


Meanwhile, his financial situation remained precarious, and like any modern student he was compelled to find ways of augmenting his income. In his case, the position was aggravated by a certain weakness for spending what money he had on objets d’art, books and knick-knacks of one kind and another, and no doubt he also took part in what Lockspeiser rather primly calls ‘the activities of a student’s carefree life’, though these activities did not as yet include playing at, or even attending, clubs such as the Chat Noir, which opened as a place of entertainment only in 1885.24


His solution to the problem was more sedate but at the same time more consequential. He took a part-time job as accompanist to the singing course of a certain Victorine Moreau-Sainti, a former opera singer, now widowed, who ran private sessions for what Lesure calls ‘jeunes femmes du monde’ – young ladies of good family – and taught them a repertoire based mainly on contemporary French opera and choral music. ‘Already very attracted to women,’ Lesure remarks coolly, ‘Achille suddenly found himself in an aviary, and not a little drunk on it.’25 Among the feathered creatures was a beautiful young woman with a delicious high soprano voice by the name of Marie Vasnier, the thirty-two-year-old wife of a building contractor, and the mother of their two children. Of Marie Vasnier it may be said that she was a bird of the air in need of a perch. Henri Vasnier was a decade older than her and much preoccupied with his work and intellectual interests. She was a musician of real natural talent. Achille was a young artist as yet unawakened, either sexually or, more important, creatively. The two things, together, would open floodgates.
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Songs for Marie





For all the excitements of the summer, Debussy remained a Conservatoire student, a student now of composition, expected and expecting to work towards the supreme prize – the prize he had lied about to Mme von Meck: the Prix de Rome. He was still living in his parents’ two-roomed apartment in the rue Clapeyron, behind the Gare Saint-Lazare, under constant pressure from his father to earn some money, while Victorine smothered him with maternal affection. The claustrophobia – physical and emotional – must at times have been unendurable, and no doubt grew even worse as Achille began to spend more and more time elsewhere, absences whose true cause his mother soon began to suspect: not, that is, a sudden and unexpected enthusiasm for the Conservatoire and the company of his fellow students, but that dread alternative, a woman. Her son, she seems to have learned, had befriended the Vasniers, was often at their house, and the woman in question was Henri Vasnier’s much younger wife, Marie. The situation was self-perpetuating. The recriminations will have driven him away more often and for longer, only for him to return home to his mother’s pleadings about ‘this sinister tale of adultery’1 and his father’s grumbles at his failure to turn his as yet fairly modest academic successes into hard cash.


Not that there was any question of his entering for the Prix in his first year as a composition student. Guiraud’s initial response to his work, in January, was favourable but guarded: ‘intelligent, promises to be a good composer’. By June 1881 he was ‘intelligent, good pupil’, though a choral piece he submitted for the end-of-year assessment was dismissed by one of the examiners as ‘convoluted, too much modulation, bad path’.2


What Guiraud was basing his own judgements on is a matter for speculation, but one likely candidate is a Symphony in B minor that Debussy was writing in his first two months in the composition class, very much the sort of task that might be set in addition to the usual technical exercises – the fugues, the invertible counterpoint, the style studies, and so forth. Such of the symphony as survives, in a version for piano duet that may or may not have been the form in which it was composed, displays fluency but little or no individuality. The Allegro finale, which he sent to Mme von Meck that February (and which duly ended up in the Glinka Museum in Moscow), is vaguely Germanic in style, but with decorative harmonic touches that perhaps betray its Gallic descent. An Andante cantabile, also for piano duet and written on the same type of paper as the Allegro, so possibly one of the symphony movements, is more in the well-aerated keyboard manner of the older French composer Emmanuel Chabrier. Debussy may also have shown Guiraud his piano trio of the previous summer. But he probably kept to himself other things he was composing that winter, for reasons to do with their style and content that will shortly become apparent.


At some point in the late 1870s, he had started buying and reading poetry, and particularly the work of the Parnassians: Théodore Banville, Théophile Gautier and Leconte de Lisle. At what moment this essentially uneducated adolescent became obsessed with literature, as well as art, is by no means clear. It was probably in late 1878 or early 1879 that a recently arrived fellow student in Durand’s class, Raymond Bonheur, came across him with a volume of Banville in his hand, and registered this as somewhat unexpected in a Conservatoire student. But it was no passing enthusiasm, for when Debussy started setting poetry to music, a year or so later, these were precisely the poets he turned to, and especially Banville, whose compact, mellifluous, exquisitely formed lyrics fitted his requirements at that moment like a glove. In the three and a half years between his enrolment as a composition student and his eventual victory in the Prix de Rome, he composed some forty songs and vocal duets, of which fourteen are settings of Banville. Of these fourteen, half are dedicated to Mme Marie Vasnier, and of the forty, no fewer than twenty-eight bear dedications to her.


Exactly in what circumstances, or how soon, Marie fixed her gaze on Mme Moreau-Sainti’s brilliant young accompanist we don’t know. It was probably that way round, considering her experience and his lack of it, and she may not at first have had the field to herself. But the earliest of the dedications to her, a Banville song called ‘Caprice’ composed by the end of 1880, already bears an inscription that, as François Lesure remarks sagely, this married woman ‘would have found … difficult to leave open on her piano’.3 ‘To Mme Vanier,’ it runs (with a misspelling of her name that it took Debussy some months of intimacy to correct), ‘these songs conceived to some extent in your memory can only be yours as the composer is yours.’ Admittedly the plural form suggests a slightly later date with several songs included, but the misspelling nevertheless keeps it no later than the early months of 1881, after which the dedications are correctly spelt. The whole dedication apart from the name has been scrubbed out, but remains legible.


At eighteen, Debussy was neither more mature nor more conventionally good-looking than the average teenager. His appearance was even mildly grotesque. He had an exceptionally high, domed forehead, which he tried to conceal by combing down his thick, crinkly black hair in a sort of curtain that gave him a curiously fifteenth-century look, like some Piero della Francesca portrait. The Vasniers’ daughter Marguerite, who was eleven at the time, described him as ‘a large, beardless boy, with clearly defined features … a very interesting face; the eyes, especially, attracted your attention; you felt that here was a personality’.




I can still just recall him in the little drawing room on the fifth floor above the rue de Constantinople, where he wrote most of what he produced over a period of five years. He used to arrive most evenings and often in the afternoon as well, leaving the manuscript paper on a little table until later. He composed at the piano, a curiously shaped old Blondel. At other times he would compose walking about. He used to improvise at length, then walk up and down the room singing to himself, with his eternal cigarette in his mouth or rolling paper and tobacco in his fingers. Then when he’d found the idea, he wrote it down. He never crossed out a great deal, but he searched a long time in his head before writing anything down and was highly critical of his own work.4





Raymond Bonheur, a fellow student, remembered Debussy’s hesitancy of speech, and his way of expressing himself ‘in short, incomplete phrases, in monosyllables sometimes, trying his hardest to find a word supple enough to get across the nuance of an impression or a point of view’. His attitude to music was the same: ‘He would more readily have agreed to forge banknotes than write three bars without feeling the imperious need to do so.’ And from early on, according to Bonheur, he had a horror of bourgeois professionalism: ‘At the wedding of one of our friends, for whom we were standing as witnesses, Debussy signed the register in the usual way; then, having to say what his profession was, he thought for a moment before solemnly putting down “gardener”.’5


In the summer the Vasniers rented a house at Ville d’Avray, a few miles to the west of Paris, and Debussy would come out every day on the train, sometimes in order to work, sometimes to take long walks in the park at Saint-Cloud. They would play croquet, at which, according to Marguerite Vasnier, Debussy was ‘very good … but a bad loser’. Then in the evening there would be music. Marie would sing and Debussy would accompany. ‘Sometimes, when it was raining, we played cards. Bad sport that he was, when he lost he was in a furious temper, all the more so as he needed his winnings to pay for the train which brought him to us every day. Then, to cheer him up, a packet of tobacco would be slipped under his napkin as we sat down to eat, and he would be overjoyed!’6


The question of whether Debussy and Marie Vasnier went to bed together, and if so how soon, has occupied his biographers, sometimes to the exclusion of the much more interesting question of her influence on his music. One is tempted to say that this was so profound, and what is more so candid, that it would be almost impossible to suppose that they did not, quite early on and as often as circumstances allowed, make love. Paul Vidal, an early Conservatoire friend who became closer to Debussy’s parents, referred to Marie as his ‘succubus’. Most of the songs are love songs of one kind and another, contain a good deal of kissing, and are – to put it no more strongly – decidedly sensuous in tone. Although any letters he may have written to her have not survived, one can read a lot into his dedications. ‘To Mme Vasnier,’ runs one (on another 1881 song, ‘Tragédie’), ‘the sole muse who has ever inspired in me anything resembling a musical sentiment (to speak only of that).’ Here the entire dedication has been crossed out. Others are gushing but less explicit. After a while he gave up including messages in his dedications and confined himself, perhaps at her urging, to simply her surname, always with the discreet ‘Mme’ at its head.


The affair itself was anything but discreet. Even without personal effusions, or the intensity of Debussy’s involvement with the Vasnier household, the songs he wrote for her to sing and himself to accompany would have advertised the nature of their relationship. It was common knowledge at the Conservatoire. His mother, as we saw, guessed it and resented it. The only person who seems to have been unaware of it, unless he merely chose to ignore it, was Marie’s own husband, who tolerated Debussy’s almost continuous presence in his house, working, composing and, on frequent evenings, playing for Marie and later giving piano lessons to Marguerite. Not only was the young composer evidently a welcome visitor at the Vasniers’, but he seems to have remained on excellent terms with Henri Vasnier himself and even later, as we shall see, to have counted on him for advice and as a shoulder to lean on. No doubt there was an element of smoke-screening in all this. Already, in his late teens, Debussy was proving not unduly scrupulous in his management of les affaires du coeur, partly through natural emotional and physical impulses, but partly also because the needs of his creative work were assuming an importance that overrode other considerations.


In the songs he wrote for Marie between 1880 and 1884 one can hear her voice almost as if she were in the room singing them. She was evidently a high soprano with a gift for fluid coloratura and for floating the almost accentless French language across high-lying melodies of an at times positively instrumental character. But there must also have been a great deal of sensual warmth in the voice, not only in the lower-lying lyrical passages that predominate, especially in the early bars of many of the songs, but at those moments – something of a fingerprint of the young Debussy – when the melody rises ecstatically, as it were, beyond the natural target note of the phrase then settles back down on to it. Certain expressions of this type were probably an intrinsic element of her voice, since Debussy exploits them over and over again. She must have been unusually agile for an amateur singer, and with a big, well-controlled range of two full octaves, from at least middle C sharp up to high D, over which she appears to have been able to range freely and with a measure of precision. Of course, it’s possible that she handled all these difficulties poorly or in an approximate, amateurish fashion; love can be deaf as well as blind. But it’s more likely that Debussy, who was becoming more and more particular about his music and the way it was executed, wrote in this way only because he could count on Marie to understand and to perform as he wished. As he wrote in his dedication of his Gautier song ‘Les Papillons’ (‘The Butterflies’): ‘To Madame Vasnier who alone has a voice light enough to sing songs where butterflies are involved.’


Taken as a whole, the Vasnier songs enabled him to find his feet as a composer on a track parallel with but distinct from Guiraud’s Conservatoire teaching and the official goal of the Prix de Rome. Not that there is a great deal in them stylistically that would have been likely to upset the severe adjudicators of the Prix, whatever they might have thought of their generally sensual tone and their tendency towards a certain musical weightlessness. To win the Prix, you had eventually to compose a big twenty-or twenty-five-minute cantata with orchestra to a set text and under exam conditions, something that might or might not suit your personal bent as an aspiring composer. As we shall see, Debussy eventually managed this, but only by suppressing his natural impulses and subduing much of his individuality. It was meanwhile through the songs, most of them short and fairly restricted in their emotional and spiritual compass, that he could begin to discover what kind of music he wanted to write and, no less crucially, how to write it.


The Banville and Leconte de Lisle poems he set in the first year or so of his association with La Vasnier are for the most part straightforward love poems that in one way or another use nature, or flowers, or the physical world as corollaries of amorous feelings or simple flirtations under the moon or stars to the sound of nightingales. Now and then a shadow may pass. In Banville’s ‘Les Baisers’ (‘Kisses’) there is a Heine-like conflict between the lover’s caresses and his or her (unspecified) black betrayals. In ‘Rêverie’ the shy beloved is compared unfavourably to the flowers that open readily to the amorous breath of the zephyr. But Debussy reacts to these nuances only in passing, and is mostly more interested in the general atmosphere of saturated sensuality that is typically the Gallic response to what Ruskin called the pathetic fallacy of Nature’s empathy with human passions.


The sensuality is expressed mainly in the vocal lines, and often without particular regard to the words: or, rather, with particular regard to their value as sound rather than as meaning. On the larger scale, Debussy is often cavalier with a poem’s structure. He will repeat lines or whole verses for no obvious reason, or for reasons connected with the form of the song rather than that of the poem. For instance, in Banville’s ‘Aimons-nous et dormons’ (‘Let us love each other and sleep’) he repeats the opening theme in the middle of a sentence, thereby overriding the sense of the poem with a (possibly) preconceived musical scheme. In ‘Souhait’ (‘A Wish’, also Banville), he cadences (puts a harmonic full stop) in the middle of a phrase, as if captivated by a single image, the ‘parfums embaumés’ (‘fragrant perfumes’) of the roses, and forgetting what the roses are supposed, somewhat repellently, to be up to, which is shooting from the lovers’ dead bodies. Now and then he seems simply to run out of text, so will repeat lines, or even have the voice carry on la-la-ing until the music is ready to stop. The most flagrant example of this is the Verlaine song ‘Pantomime’, where admittedly there is a textual excuse for the fourteen bars of vocalise (song without words) that end the song, in Colombine’s hearing voices, Joan of Arc-like, in her heart.


But Debussy was much more careful about formal schemes than these examples might suggest. Among the earliest poems he set are a pair of rondels by Leconte de Lisle, ‘Jane’ and ‘La Fille aux cheveux de lin’ (‘The Girl with the Flaxen Hair’) in each of which the opening couplet is repeated twice in the course of the poem and again at the end. Debussy duly repeats the music to these couplets, with or without minor variation (and with the single exception of the third couplet of ‘La Fille aux cheveux de lin’). The idea is a very Parnassian one, an antique device (the rondel is a medieval form) taking precedence over romantic freedom of imagery, elegance of form disciplining the free flow of emotion. His very first Banville setting, ‘Nuit d’étoiles’ (‘Starry night’), not itself a rondel, turns it into one by repeating the first quatrain after the second and again after the third, each time to the same music, leaving out one of Banville’s verses in order to make the form neater.


These early songs may not be profound psychological or mini-dramatic studies like the lieder of Debussy’s Viennese contemporary Hugo Wolf, but they have, song after song, an exquisite beauty of vocal line that somehow matches the easy fluidity of the French language, especially in the hands of poets such as Banville and, a little later, Verlaine, who went out of their way to make music out of the pure vowels and soft consonants of their native tongue. Debussy would later make much of the idea of melodic arabesque – of the decorative and unruly vocal or instrumental lines that seem to copy the curves and swirls of Art Nouveau design. But already in the Vasnier songs the shape of a melody and the flicker of an ornament can seem far more significant than any heavier penetration into the meaning or symbolism of the words. We’ve seen Debussy dwell on the beauty of a single image while apparently ignoring its consequences for the poem. And in setting the metre, he makes full use of that wonderful property of French, so baffling to foreigners: its supposed indifference to verbal accent. Even a francophone Englishman can look at Debussy’s ‘Aimons-nous et dormons’, for example, and raise an eyebrow at the metric accents on the weak second syllable of ‘dormons’, the supposedly even weaker mute ‘e’ on the end of ‘reste’, and the definite article ‘Le’ in the phrase ‘Le soleil s’éteindrait’. In Wagner’s Nüremberg, such absurdities would have had Beckmesser scratching furiously at his slate. But in French they are expressive nuances that in no way seek to apply undue weight to unimportant details. They carry no emphasis. Rather, they help counteract what Debussy later referred to as ‘the tyranny of the barline’, which can straitjacket French in a manner unproblematic in languages such as English or German, which have strong natural accents.


At some time around new year 1882 Debussy for a while turned away from Parnassus, and set Paul Verlaine’s ‘Fantoches’ (‘Puppets’), a Watteauesque scene in which an array of characters from the old theatre of masks, the commedia dell’arte, gesticulate in the moonlight or flit through the undergrowth in search of love. Debussy must have known about Verlaine’s poetry before this, just as he must have known about the poet himself from his visits to Mme Mauté, even if he never witnessed Verlaine’s drunken violence towards his young wife after Rimbaud’s arrival on the scene a year or so after their marriage. The discovery, such as it was, was specifically musical. Verlaine triggered a new level of imagination in Debussy’s writing, something less effortlessly charming, more precise and suggestive. A decade or so later he would take ‘Fantoches’ in hand and provide it with a completely new ending. But the original version already captures the essence of the tiny Fêtes galantes poem, its elusive, scurrying sophistication naughtily grafted on to the colourful, childish images of the popular theatre: hence the sliding chromatics of the main piano theme and passing figures in the vocal line, laid against fragments of what might be nursery songs, as at the moment when the doctor’s daughter slips half naked through the arbour to a suspiciously merry fragment of C major.


‘Fantoches’ as a whole is in A minor, almost Debussy’s first song in a minor key, not counting the early ‘Rondel chinois’, whose A minor is a picturesque orientalism. More to the point is the song he wrote immediately before ‘Fantoches’, a setting of Leconte de Lisle’s ‘Les Elfes’ in G minor, a ballad (story) song that mixes up, more garrulously, some of the elements Debussy would then refine in the Verlaine song. Then, having found a particular voice in ‘Fantoches’, he turned back to Banville and set a trio of poems that similarly evoke the commedia and Watteau, all three of them, significantly, in minor keys. But these are by no means sad songs, or at least not tragic ones. Instead they evoke an antique world through the modal harmony of distant times.


Strictly speaking a mode can be any selection of notes. For instance, the five- and seven-note modes used by the gamelan orchestras of Java divide the octave in proportions that make them unplayable on Western keyboard instruments. On the other hand, the Western church modes with their enticing (if oddly classical) names – Ionian, Dorian, Phrygian, etc. – are the origin of our modern twelve-note chromatic scale, the white and black notes of the piano; you can play their music on that instrument if you want to, even if the tuning won’t be exactly how it would have been when sung in the fifteenth or sixteenth century. Among these modes are some with a major character and some with a minor character. The Ionian mode is our major scale; the Dorian mode is the white notes from D to D, which sounds minor; the Phrygian is E to E, also minor, and so on. The character of each depends on the relative position of the smaller and larger intervals, the semitones and tones. But perhaps because the Ionian mode provided our modern major scale, we tend to think minor when we want to think modal; or at least that has been the tendency when modal writing has wanted to create a feeling of antiquity. So Debussy, imagining an ancient world of serenading guitarists, street players, or minuetting gallants, imagines it in the minor mode, not sadly, but perhaps with a hint of the melancholy of time past and passing.


One further qualification is necessary to all this. Old music and folk music were strictly modal, but modern composers using modes can treat them as freely as they like, mixing them with tonal elements or with other modes. With Debussy, modalism is more a way of thinking about melody and harmony than a set of rules or restrictions. Among other things, it was a means of escape from the textbook harmony of Durand’s solfège class, itself derived from the tonal grammar of the classical German repertoire. It thus came to be seen as something specifically anti-German, in Debussy’s case specifically French – which brings us back to Watteau, Banville and Debussy’s somewhat Gallic version of the commedia dell’arte.


In ‘Sérénade’ the first thing we hear is the plucked strings of Harlequin’s guitar as he steals up below Colombine’s window, only to find she has closed her shutters. The intervals of a fourth are those of the guitar’s tuning (except that the real guitar also has one major third), but their effect here is to create a momentary doubt about the song’s key before the singer himself strikes up. The main part of the serenader’s melody is then modal, with one or two tonal asides, and with piano (alias guitar) chords that likewise mainly stick to the mode, until Colombine (the music rather than the poem tells us) peeps seductively round the closed curtain, and the harmony turns briefly, amorously tonal. The whole effect is precise and economical, like a pen-and-ink sketch, using the musical language as the sketching medium, without undue concern for its own native proprieties. ‘Pierrot’, though fun, is less convincing, being rather crudely designed as a fantasy on the children’s song ‘Au clair de la lune’. But ‘Fête galante’ captures all the elegance and sensual promise of Watteau’s woodland glades in a slow minuet, hybrid in style like the blended modalities of ‘Sérénade’, and which Debussy himself liked sufficiently to use, seven years later, as the basis for the minuet in his Petite Suite for piano duet.


These Banville songs from early 1882 are all, still, written for and dedicated to Marie Vasnier, and reflect what I have imagined as the particular quality of her singing. The voice floats high and light with an airy grace and joyous bursts of coloratura. Something, nevertheless, seems to have changed. Evening after evening, Marie sang Debussy’s songs to his accompaniment, and one wonders whether he always played from a fully composed piano part. In the earliest songs there is a faintly generalised character about the accompaniments, as if one could just as well have served for another, allowing for changes of harmony and adjustments to the melody. Exquisitely refined though they are in the published versions, they work a similar vein of fluttering or arpeggio figures, the tonal harmony enriched with added notes of the kind that lie easily under the hands of the instinctive improviser. Debussy, one feels, could have turned out accompaniments of this kind till the cows came home. Significantly, most of the songs end more or less with the voice; there are few if any piano postludes of the individualistic type cultivated by Schumann, a pianist songwriter who did not have a Marie Vasnier as his vocal muse.


However, in ‘Fantoches’, and then particularly in the next three Banville settings, the piano gradually takes on a more precise, considered role. In ‘Fantoches’ it paints the shifting moonlit backcloth against which the activities of Scaramouche, Colombine and company unfold, not quite as innocently as they’d like you to think. In ‘Sérénade’ the piano is the serenader’s guitar; in ‘Fête galante’ the piano part is in a sense the whole inspiration of the slow, stately minuet, with its classical poise but curiously ambiguous modal harmony. Finally, ‘Pierrot’, though not one of Debussy’s best songs, evolves a technique that will prove useful later. The piano part is based entirely on repetitions of the first phrase of the children’s song ‘Au clair de la lune, mon ami Pierrot’, while the voice tracks a somewhat devious course above, quoting the song phrase just once in augmentation (slowed down). Because the tune is very familiar, the composer can use what everyone knows about it with a freedom he might not risk with a tune he has made up. Accordingly, the harmony wanders about like Pierrot ‘drifting dreamily along the boulevard’, as Banville pictures him, and with no very clear aim. The song’s texture is fragmented by the montage of repetitions, left hand, right hand, both hands, with or without chords. The result is curiously provisional, but not disagreeable, because we feel at home with the material. It’s a description we shall come across again with works by Debussy that cut a great deal more ice than this insignificant little song.




*





Debussy had meanwhile spent a second summer, 1881, with the von Meck household, and this time they were for the first two-and-a-half months based in Moscow, before proceeding to Rome and, finally, Florence by way of Vienna, Trieste and Venice. It was a trip with two nodal points that were to resonate in his subsequent life. He later told Paul Vidal that he had loathed Rome on sight (though, according to Mme von Meck’s son Nikolay, ‘he looked back longingly on the Villa Medici’ as they walked past the home of the Prix de Rome winners). But on his reaction to Russia at that time, musically and otherwise, history is virtually silent.


The year 1881 was tragic for Russia. The death of two of her greatest artists, Fyodor Dostoevsky and Modest Musorgsky, within weeks of each other in February and March had framed the assassination of the reforming Tsar Alexander II at the beginning of March. Yet it seems almost as if echoes of these unhappy events in St Petersburg barely penetrated the walls of the von Meck household in Moscow. Music reigned as before, but Debussy later assured the music critic Pierre Lalo that Musorgsky’s name had not even been mentioned.7 Naturally there was Tchaikovsky: the Fourth Symphony once again, Romeo and Juliet, his opera The Maid of Orleans – a work that is unlikely to have roused Debussy to more than polite enthusiasm. What other Russian music he heard or played is known only circumstantially. Nikolay claimed that his mother introduced Debussy to all of the kuchka (the ‘Mighty Handful’ group of composers, or ‘The Five’), but without specifying which of their works.8 By the late 1880s he certainly had in his possession songs by Balakirev and Borodin, brought from Russia in 1881 or 1882, and he might conceivably have played Borodin’s symphonies, four hands, with Mme von Meck. But publication of the kuchka was still in general patchy, not least because their completion rate was so erratic: of Musorgsky, some songs and the opera Boris Godunov were available; of Rimsky-Korsakov somewhat more, including songs, the symphonic poems Sadko and Antar, and his first opera, The Maid of Pskov. The question is only of interest because Debussy later conceived a passionate admiration for, especially, Musorgsky, and was audibly influenced by Borodin and Rimsky-Korsakov. But there is no sign of these influences in his work of the early 1880s.


Instead by early 1882 he was still searching for a personal style in the setting of French lyrical poetry, while trying hard to satisfy the strait-laced requirements of his Conservatoire courses. There he had advanced along a somewhat tortuous path. In April he entered for the Prix de Rome for the first time, and though he failed to get beyond the preliminary round, his work, a setting of Anatole de Ségur’s ‘Salut printemps’ for women’s voices and orchestra, drew a grudging, slightly barbed compliment from Guiraud: ‘Progress in some respects. Ill-balanced nature, but intelligent. Will get there, I believe’, while the examiner who had grumbled about his convolutedness the previous summer now found his work ‘ingenious, making progress’.9 Debussy was still composing on parallel tracks. Guiraud may never have seen or even been aware of the Vasnier songs, which he would probably have regarded as frippery. For his teacher, Debussy wrote a cantata called Daniel on an old Prix de Rome text; a suite for piano duet, Le Triomphe de Bacchus, and probably an Intermezzo for orchestra, which he submitted for the end-of-year exam. These tasks were clearly intended to develop an ability to think and work on a larger scale, which Debussy still had some difficulty doing and which tended to distract him from the search for an individual style. The suite, for example, is boldly written, with here and there some interesting, mildly risky harmony, but it is raw and unrefined in total effect, like a poor imitation of Chabrier.


Towards the end of that summer of 1882 he again travelled to Moscow, spent September with the von Mecks at their new home outside the city, then went with them to Vienna, returning to Paris only in December. He must have had with him a copy of Verlaine’s Fêtes galantes, since he set two of the poems – one in Russia, the other in Vienna – and it seems unlikely that such an item would have been found in the von Meck house or baggage. During the summer he had evidently been distracted from composition by almost daily visits to the Vasniers’ rented house at Ville d’Avray, half an hour from Paris by train. In any case it looks as if the Verlaine songs were a prior intention, part of the inspiration that had produced ‘Fantoches’ and the subsequent Banville settings, and developing some of the same impulses as well as some new ones.


The attraction of Verlaine, one supposes, lay not only in the density and conciseness of its lyricism, not only in its sheer musicality, but also in its lurking ambiguities, its undertow of irony and doubt. The title ‘En sourdine’ is essentially musical: it describes a muted violin or a quietly humming voice, and purely as sound, the poem’s assonance has the quality of a musical instrument with its single characteristic timbre:








Et quand, solennel, le soir


Des chênes noirs tombera,


Voix de notre désespoir,


Le rossignol chantera.











But why is the nightingale ‘the voice of our despair’? We lie together in the half-light created by the oak branches, and abandon ourselves to the sensual oblivion of love. The image – though Verlaine is unlikely to have known this when he wrote the poem in 1869 – is that of the second act of Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, where the lovers on their flowery bank invoke the world of love beyond death: ‘Oh, sink down, night of love, make me forget that I’m alive, take me up into your bosom, set me free from the world.’ But Brangaene in her tower intones a warning: ‘Habet Acht! habet Acht! Bald entweicht die Nacht’ – ‘Beware! Beware! Soon the night will pass.’ Hers is the voice of their despair, though, alas, they ignore it.


Debussy had heard very little Wagner in performance at this stage, and certainly not a note of Tristan. But to assume he was ignorant of it would be another matter altogether. Albert Lavignac, his solfège teacher, had been a keen Wagnerite; they had discussed the music and, surely, played it. At Chenonceau, the atmosphere had been positively Bayreuthian; Mme Wilson-Pelouze had attended the first Bayreuth Festival in 1876 and was a co-founder of the Revue wagnérienne, the short-lived journal of the Parisian Wagnerites. It would stretch credulity to imagine that a vocal score of Tristan und Isolde, in print since 1860, would not have been in her possession and that it would not have been taken down and played through, given the presence of such an adept sight-reader as Debussy. ‘En sourdine’ is concrete evidence that he had played or studied the score, and remembered it. The opening is so close in harmony and texture to the opening of Wagner’s love duet that one could even suspect that Debussy had sensed the textual parallel and looked for a musical equivalence: the throbbing syncopations; the rich chording (Debussy’s sumptuous second chord is identical to the chord on Isolde’s first ‘Liebe’, with the omission of one note); the descending quaver figure for the voice of despair, and so on. These are similarities beyond the realms of coincidence.


But even at this early stage Debussy seems not to have been at all interested in Wagner’s discourse. What excited him, and stayed in his ears, was the sound and phraseology, the depth of colour, and the intensely erotic instant. It’s a very French response, to adopt a crude generalisation. The German master, typically, is taking the erotic as paradigm of a philosophical concept; the Frenchman by contrast takes the erotic as an image of the beautiful, or even as an end in itself, a virtual equivalent of the feelings described. And in so doing he distils the expansive paragraphs of the opera into a series of concise musical moments, not disconnected, but not insistently consequential either, the harmony intensifying the melody, rather than all the time ‘leading’ it towards a logical ending, towards closure. Debussy’s harmonic grammar is still ‘correct’; it wouldn’t have been marked down on technical grounds by Lavignac or Durand. But in a typological sense, it is weak: not weak-equals-inadequate, but weak-equals-secondary, as against classical harmony – of which Wagner was merely the latest exponent – which is typologically strong.


If ‘En sourdine’ suggested Tristan to Debussy, the other Verlaine song he wrote while on tour with the von Mecks, ‘Mandoline’, is essentially French in its modelling. This is another song about serenading, but now the serenaders and their ‘belles écouteuses’ – their fair listeners – are out of Greek pastoral poetry by way of Molière, Corneille and, eventually, Watteau. The pastoral setting is an excuse for light flirtations under the trees between elegantly dressed ‘rustics’ beneath a pink and grey moon, and the music recognises the casualness of the sensations (Verlaine’s ‘frissons de brise’) in music as deft as ‘En sourdine’ is sultry. Elements of Carmen (Nietzsche’s antidote to Wagner) seem to have leaked into Debussy’s writing, with its dancing melody, its suggestive chromatics, and its eyelash-fluttering la-la-las. The style is clean and airy, with dissonant harmony only such as a mandolinist might produce by strumming the instrument’s open strings.


Debussy exploited these topics and idioms in two further Verlaine settings after returning to Paris. ‘Clair de lune’, the opening poem of the Fêtes galantes, sets the agenda, with its








… charming masks and bergamasks,


playing the lute and dancing and almost


sad behind their fanciful disguises.











Here, for the moment, the subtlety and precision of Verlaine’s oxymorons escape the young composer: the melancholy revellers with their songs in the minor key about ‘love triumphant and the opportunistic life’. Instead he comes up with a pretty but slightly wooden setting that reacts to the words rather than the poem, repeats lines, and overlooks the cycle’s starting-point, the idea that these are all images from the ‘choice countryside’ of the recipient’s soul. He will do better with this poem in a later setting. In the second poem, ‘Pantomime’, the characters of the commedia flit past in four brief three-line verses: Pierrot, Clitander, Cassandra, Harlequin, Colombine. But for Debussy more is still needed, so he repeats two lines of the first verse, and ends with a fourteen-bar wordless cadenza gratuitously illustrating the voices that Colombine is surprised to hear in her heart.


It’s instructive to compare this song with his setting of Théophile Gautier’s ‘Séguidille’, made at about the same time. Gautier’s portrait of a dancing manola is vivid and slightly over-coloured, as befits the dancer herself in her exaggerated costume, a permanent cigarette dangling from her mouth. Debussy expands the picture still further with a long wordless vocalise to start, and composes in effect a complete dance along the lines of Bizet’s famous seguidilla. It’s effective and fun, but not very individual. In Verlaine, he was evidently attracted by the economy and sharpness of the imagery, but hadn’t yet evolved the technique to capture those qualities with any consistency in his own music. In a sense, though he set them beautifully, the Parnassians were a bad example, and so was the poet Paul Bourget, to whose verse Debussy suddenly for some reason turned in 1883.


Bourget’s word-pictures are not dissimilar to Banville’s, even if the verse is inferior. Nature, the setting for tragedy, betrayal or profound thought in so much nineteenth-century German song, is here mainly a place for that form of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation significantly known as French kissing. ‘Ah! How your mouth gave itself to my mouth more tenderly still in this great silent wood,’ sings the poet of ‘Paysage sentimental’. In ‘Voici que le printemps’, ‘the blackbird whistles at those who aren’t loved, and for lovers, languishing and charmed, the nightingale spins out a touching song’. Debussy, still thinking of Marie Vasnier (as is apparent from the range and character of the vocal writing), seems to have relished this kind of thing, and these six Bourget songs are enchanting, highly polished, immaculate lyrical outpourings, remarkable work for a student barely out of his teens. In a sense, they bring to a head his course of private study in the art of song-writing in the Romantic manner but, like his Vasnier affair, they are pleasure without prospects. In both cases, it would soon be necessary to break with the past. Luckily for Debussy, and for us, his hand was soon to be forced.




*





He had tried for the Prix de Rome for the first time in 1882, but had not got beyond the preliminary round, despite carefully tailoring his setting of the prescribed text – Ségur’s ‘Salut printemps’ – to the supposed conservative stylistic preferences of the judges. In 1883 he was more successful. This time the text for the qualifying stage was an excerpt from Lamartine’s long poem Invocation, to be set for male voices and orchestra. Once again Debussy reined in any inclination he might have had to liven up these somewhat dull verses with innovative harmony. Guiraud had been looking at some experimental sketches he had made for a stage work based on Banville’s ‘heroic comedy’ Diane au bois, and had strongly advised him against risking anything of the kind in his Prix de Rome offering. Accordingly his Invocation is a studiously unadventurous piece of writing, and it duly took him through – admittedly only in fourth place – to the final, for which the set project was a dramatic cantata called Le Gladiateur, on a text supplied by one Émile Moreau.


For the final stage, the candidates were hauled off to Compiègne, fifty miles north-east of Paris, and incarcerated in the castle there for upwards of three weeks, like criminals or wild animals, while they composed their masterpieces. In the circumstances, Debussy’s version of Le Gladiateur was a remarkable piece of work, an expertly composed piece of sub-Massenet, grandly orchestrated and forcefully written for the three solo voices that were part of the requirement. By French standards the style is perfectly modern. It belongs to that distinctive school of Gallic post-Wagnerism, the school of Lalo’s Le Roi d’Ys (1875) or Massenet’s Hérodiade (1881), in which superficial attributes of Wagner’s music dramas – the continuous discourse, the intense chromatic harmony, the heavy orchestration – are translated into swifter-moving French melodrama with frequent relaxations of tension and plenty of full stops.


For all its polish and assurance, Debussy’s Le Gladiateur came only second to the work of his friend Paul Vidal. It was found to display ‘a musical nature generous but ardent to the point of intemperance’.10 At the performance at the Institut de France on 23 June, it was praised for its originality, a quality that, it must be said, is far from evident today and was certainly not sought by its composer, who was clearly trying to avoid any tendencies that might strike the judges as unduly challenging. In any case, his second place made him a natural frontrunner for the prize the following year.


The 1884 preliminary exercise was a four-part choral setting of Le Printemps, a poem by the co-librettist of Gounod’s Faust, Jules Barbier. Debussy’s setting was, according to François Lesure, ‘rather well-behaved, but not without technical errors’.11 It nevertheless squeezed him into the purdah at Compiègne, again in fourth place, and this time his prize cantata, L’Enfant prodigue (‘The Prodigal Son’), at last won him the first prize. It seems to have been only at this point that he took full account of the fact that his victory would require him to spend a minimum of two years at the Villa Medici in Rome, far away from his beloved Marie. They tracked him down to the Pont des Arts, he recalled years later, ‘where I was awaiting the result of the competition, contemplating the delightful coming and going of the bateaux-mouches on the Seine … All of a sudden someone tapped me on the shoulder and said in a breathless voice, ‘You’ve won the prize.’ Believe it or not, I can assure you my heart sank! I saw clearly the tedium, the anxieties that the least official recognition fatally entails. Above all, I felt I was no longer free.’12


L’Enfant prodigue is a good enough work to have stayed on the fringes of the repertoire to this day, though, as with Le Gladiateur, it would be hard for even a discriminating listener, not in the know, to identify its composer. This was certainly more or less Debussy’s intention. He was by this time practised enough and well enough taught to be able to produce on demand a well-wrought score, without warts or blotches, in the idiom of the day, a work moreover by no means without inspiration, effective, colourful and even moving in its way. But it was not a music he had any desire to go on writing, and L’Enfant prodigue was to have no successor in his output.
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