Adhille-Claude Debussy was born in France in 1862. Hisfather, Manuel-Achille,
served in the Marine infantry for saven years before marrying Debussy’ s mother,
Victorine Manoury. During Debussy’s early years hisfamily lived in Cannes with his
aunt Clementine. Thisiswhere he received hisfirg musica training under Itdian
musician Jean Cerutti. In 1870, Debussy’ s father was imprisoned for one year of afour-
year sentence for fighting with the Commune in the Franco- Prussian war after which his
sentence was commuted to a suspengon of civil rights for the remainder. Debussy
referred to his early piano training as his aunt’s “ strange idea,” which indicates that he
hed previoudy given little interest in music (Nichols 6). However, because of the
family’ singtability and hisfather’ s imprisonment, “one might hazard Achille-Claude
might eadly have fixated on the piano and on music as congantsin a disurbingly mobile
world” (Nichols 8). During Manud-Achilleé s stay in prison he met aman named Charles
de Sivry who connected him to Claude' s next mgjor musica influence, Mme Maute. She
claimed to be a pupil of Chopin, which is disputable, but her merit as a teacher cannot be
denied and some of Chopin’s style can be seen throughout Debussy’ s entire career. It
was with her help that Debussy was accepted to the Paris Conservatoire in hisfirst
attempt at age ten.

At the Consarvatoire Debussy’ sindividualism became apparent. A fellow student
described Debussy’s playing by saying that “he literdly used to charge at the piano and
force dl its effects. He seemed to be in arage with the insrument...and occasondly he
would achieve effects of astonishing softness’ (Nichols 11). Heimpressed his piano

teacher by playing a“highly origind” performance of an F minor Prelude by Bachina
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“gpontaneous, romantic manner” (Lockspeiser 28-9). Debussy’s father now hoped that
Claude had a future as a concert pianist. However, Debussy was dready moving in the
direction of compaosition and referred to his father’ s aspirations for him as* castlesin the
arr’(Nichols 12). Thiswas apparent to his piano teacher who noted that, “he doesn’'t care
much for the piano, but he doeslove musc’ (Nichols 12). After asummer working for
Nadezhda von Meck, Tchaikovsky's patron, Debussy returned to Ernest Guiraud's
compodtion class. A friend of Debussy refers to Guiraud as the only person who could
influence Debussy and often only through Debussy’ s predictable opposition to him
(Nichols22). Thus, it can be said that Debussy was fiercdly individua and didn't
hestate to operate outsde of convention even a ayoung age.

Debussy won the Prix de Rome with his cantata L’ enfant prodigue in 1884. He

then spent the next two years a the VillaMedici, which he believed werelost years
(Dietschy 39). Being dways of an unsociable type and resenting his presence in Rome
because it involved leaving Mme Vasier in Paris, for whom he described himself as
having a*“love which ismad,” he managed to convince one of the directors of the Villato
let him live gpart from the other sudentsin a cottage in Fiumincino by the sea (Dietschy
41). He was satisfied in this Stuation where he was dlowed to take walks by the seaand
read and absorb its energy. It was the comfort he took in the sea that foreshadowed the
three movement orchestral work LaMer. Dietschy writes, “in Cannes when he was eight
he dreamed wordlesdy beside the sea, and absorbed it. In Fiumicino at twenty-three, the

seamoved him deeply, hetaked to it. In Cancae when he was twenty- seven, he reveled
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init, he summoned it; later, it ingpired him. * Surdly it isthe thing in nature that hedsthe
most’” (42).

It was not only his love of nature and his saunch individuaism but aso the
influence of the symbolist movement on him that contributed to the style of composition
that he was famous for when he composed LaMer. After he returned from Rome he
lived alife of financid sruggle. He spoent much of histimein literary and artistic cafés
that were frequented by symbolists. Symbolism in France, while lasting only about
twelve years starting in 1885, opposed naturaism, reaism, and clear-cut forms. It
celebrated mydtery, the indefinite and the esoteric while possessing a hetred for emphasis
and an indifference to the public. The movement was primarily within the poetic, artidtic,
and theatricd circles (Lesure and Howat 101). Debussy often pulled influence from
outside the music scene as he fdlt that artists could teach him much more than musicians
who, “know nothing but music and obey barbaric laws’ (Lesure and Howat 101). Lesure
and Howat and Lesure refer to this symbolist period in the New Grove article on Debussy
as his“most enduring education” (101). During this period he delved deeply into
studying Wagner, but by 1890 he, “recognized that he had to free himsdf from Wagner's
influence’ (Lesure and Howat 97). Laoy wrotein 1909 that, “ he received his most
profitable lessons from poets and painters, not from musicians’ (Lesure and Howat 101).
Thisinfluence of visud artists was evident as Debussy often referred to music regardiess
of gylein visua art vocabulary and, in turn, hiswork came to be described by many as

Impressionism, aterm applied firg to painting.
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After afew hard years of trying to make money through compostion to help his
parents and himsalf and struggling to take what he could from his influences and create

hisown origind style, Debussy began work on his opera Pelléas et Mdisande.

Debussy’s style had congealed with thiswork and, “ Pelléas et Mdisande does stand out
as the centrd work of hislife for which his earlier works served as experiments’
(Lockspieser 54). Debussy struggled during the sketching of this work to avoid what he
referred to as the “the ghost of old Klingsor, adias Richard Wagner, appearing at the
turning of abar” (Lesure and Howat 103). This drove him to become amost anti-
Wagner announcing that he would write an article entitled, “ The Futility of Wagner.”
While he never actualy made good on this satement he managed to dienate many of his
Wagnerite friends. Thisisnot to say that Debussy ever succeeded or realy wanted to
completdy excise his Wagnerian influence but instead “subsumed it to his own ends’
(Lesure and Howat 109). However, in the process of turning away from Wagner, he fell
into Russan, Asan, and Javanese influences, which he described as making Palestrina s
counterpoint look like “child’ s play” (Lesure and Howat 104).

After 1896, most of the work on Pelléas that remained involved staging it. This
process stalled until 1902 when Pelléas was findly staged. However, during the year of
1898 Debussy logt hislover and many of hisfriends and plunged into the depths of
loneliness. 1t was during this time that he met Lilly Trexier, and while “he knew she was
not the woman he needed,” he determined to marry her (Dietschy 106). He expressed
doubts about marriage to his poet-friend Louys but after Louys s marriage Debussy

feared losng Lilly and returning to the depths of his londiness and so he wrote her a
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dtirring letter of proposa that she accepted (Dietschy 107).  While Debussy sincerely
cared for Lilly, his marriage of desperation would prove to be a mistake.

He began work on LaMer in August of 1903 while he was gtill married to Lilly.
In October of the same year, he met Emma Bardac. While Lilly and Debussy’s marriage
gppeared to be happy, in July of 1904, he fled to Jersey with Emmawho would
eventualy become hiswife. Lilly attempted suicide in October, 1904 in an effort to
bring Debussy back to her, but it had the opposite effect of pushing him further away.
Severd of hisfriends deserted him under the impression that he was attracted to Bardac
only for money. Hisresentment was so that he scribbled down aferocious attack upon
Lilly and hisfriends, “If Madam D. had not been awhore, had been an honest woman, it
is probable that my friends would not have supported her so much!!” (Trezise 4). Lilly's
wrath came through the press: Debussy told his publisher that he had been hounded by a
press campaign that Madam Debussy had been “kind enough to launch againg me”’
(Trezise 6). Ther divorce was not settled until August of 1905. Debussy lost the divorce
auit. Lilly continued to litigate for the rest of hislife and even after hisdeath. During dl
of this persond upheavd, Debussy finished LaMer (Trezise 6).

On October 15, 1905 LaMer was performed for the first time at the Concerts
Lamoureux. The performance incited intense controversy atributed not only to
Debussy’s private life but aso to the revolutionary nature of the music. Debussy was not
pleased ether. He found the conductor’s, Camille Chevillard's, efforts unsatisfactory.
“The combination of an unsatisfactory performance, a hostile audience gtill seething over

Debussy’s private life, and the novety of the music, militated against a successful
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outcome’ (Trezise 21). However, what many regard as the first performance of LaMer
did not occur until January 1908 when Debussy himself conducted the work (Trezise 22)
and after the press had turned warm to the composer (Smith 143).

LaMer hassnce been cdled “thefirg great impressonistic work in music”
(Lockspeiser 17), “passonate and vigorous’ (Smith 119), and & sentimenta storm”
(Trezise 10). The Musical Times reported on March 1, 1908:

Such atmosphere strains, so unlike what oneis accustomed to, must be
listened to in a passve frame of mind, perchance in a darkened room.
There can be no question as to the cleverness of the music or its poetic
import; the only thing isto get one's ears educated, so to speak, in order to
gppreciate its srange idiom. (Smith 144)
Many refer to thismusical didect as Impressonism. The Indtitut de France was the first
to cal Debussy’smusic Impressionigtic in 1887 but thetitle did not stick until La Mer.
Even the origina programme note for La Mer dtates, “it is, in aword, musica
impressioniam, following an exatic and refined art, the formula for which is the exclusve
property of the composer” (Lesure and Howat 102). The term Impressionism derives

from Monet’s Impression: lever du soliel that shows water and sky merging cregting a

formless“impresson” (Lockspeiser 18). LaMer can be said to contain Smilar merges as
the congtantly changing matifs overlgp cregting a smooth and flowing but ever-trangtory
fed. Debussy did not compose the work by the seaside, “he bdieved that his ‘ countless
recollections were worth more than *a redity whose charm generdly weighs too

heavily'” (Dietschy 126). LaMer was not intended as direct representation of the seaand
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furthermore, to interpret it as a representation isto devaue it (Trezise 36). Debussy’s
impressionigic harmonic styleis arguably more impressonist than the impressonist
paintings that created the word. Because music takes place in time and not space,
Debussy used his variety of ideas and quickly changing themes that are vague enough to
keep the ligener from fully understanding any structure while dlowing them to
completely understand the emotiond moment. Each emotiona ingtance is followed by
the next and while the orchestra effects change they leave behind imprints of their
emotiond notions. Thus, Debussy preferred that the listener be passive because the
active anayss wantonly destroyed the mystery that was the core of the music (Trezise
iX).

The three movements of LaMer aretitled as“ Three Symphonic Sketches” This
is because Debussy didiked the idea of following the established symphonic form but the
pieces were certainly not symphonic poems. In fact, the word “ sketches’ is an obvious
visud reference, hinting that the work has a more “free-hand” type of form. Vdlas
clamstha the movements might as well be caled a symphony because despiteits
extraordinary embellishments the harmony isfairly smple (Lockspeiser 193). WhileLa
Mer can be twisted into eccentric forms of old moddls, the music, like the man was really
his own modd and this “symphony” marks a new stage among orchestra works
(Lockspeiser 193).

The firs movement exhibits some characterigtics of an Allegro sonata but in the
end isits own beast. The movement fulfills the tona requirements of a soretaform by

moving away from and back to Db but is different because there is no devel opment of
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themes. Themes are repeated but only, like Monet's studies of stationary objects at
different times of the day, to show them in adifferent perspective. Thisis not to say that
there is no development section but given that new motifs are being introduced even in
the coda, Debussy creates an environment where development and exposition are
occurring Smultaneoudy. The two are merged and so the music flows dong unconfined
by apreexising modd (Trezise 53). It openswith pentatonic figures risng up through
the middle strings symbolizing the sun riging in the esst. The mativic activity then comes
in spurts, risng and faling while the next but different “wave’ of activity quickly
follows. The tondity while grounded around Db is quite ambiguous much of the time.
Different voices are added to build before changes of tond center and each voice
generdly has its own moatif, dthough the motifs are switched between voices. The
movement seems to be going nowhere but at the codaawanein energy is broken by the
midday sun and its new motif. The movement returns to Db before the coda but at the
end of the coda a Bb is emphasized leaving room for a response to this unresolved issue
(Trezise 54-60). .

The second movement is characterized by flowing foundationa motive that are
constantly deflected by diversonary interruptions of instrumentsin other registers.
Tondity is scarce and is hinted at much more often than it is actualy achieved. Severa
different methods of analysis have been proposed but none seem to be adequate. The
movements moves aong just as the sea would; some things repeat themsdves but many
seemingly unrelated hits of information appear out of nowhere and rapidly return to the

same place. Images come to mind, but they are not necessarily specific. This movement



Dreyer 9
explores the mystery of thesea. Thisiswhy no andyss of form or tondity suffices. The
music is created to defy andyss because it is written to evoke fedlings of mystical
wonderment. These fedings are “killed in cold blood” by the analysis of the methods
used to creste them (Treziseix).

In the third movement, which istitles“The Diaogue of the Wind and the Sea,”
two forces are at odds: a chaotic rhythmic force and melodic contragting theme. The
music is more violent and motifs from earlier in the work are returned and transformed
into more aggressve manifestations (Trezise 69). It isin this movement that the work
climaxesin agreat whirling and churning of instruments but not at the very end. A
second group of motifs then swirls around the principle theme until the two groups
become synthesized and the work ends in a series of faling cadences that findly resolve
the great storm that has formed (Trezise 73).

There are sections of LaMer that with respect to the interrelated proportions of
sections within the movements seem to follow the Golden Ratio. Thisusudly occurs at
the climactic points (Lesure and Howat 110). This could explain why sections of the
work are confounding anayticaly but quite logical to the ears. Thereisno proof that
Debussy planned these proportions conscious of the Golden Ratio and the fact that it
shows up in other works as well would be counter to Debussy’ s obsessive aversion to
repesting himsdf. However, it is quite possible that the presence of the Golden Ratio
within Debussy’ swork is more of an indication that the level he functioned on
compogtionaly was more in tune with the innate nature within humans. Much of La

Mer seems random under the microscope of analytical study, but the work tells a story.
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While the details of the story are up for interpretation the feding thet it is a narrative
holds the work together. The listener may not always hear everything twice, but the end
of the journey isreached in a carefully planned manner (Trezise 76). Thisjourney wasa
redity created by Debussy and he grew to disdain the term Impressionism when applied
to him, “what imbeciles cal impressoniam, just about the least gppropriate term
possible’ (Lesure and Howat 102). Using thetitle of impressionist blurred the true
origindity of Debussy’swork. LaMer was aturning point in Debussy’ s aesthetic
development, in which he no longer looked to poets or visud artists for ideals or model
for ismudc. After LaMer he even began to completdly regject the simulus of other
musc, “There comes amoment in one slife when one wants to concentrate, and now
I’ve made aresolution to listen to as little music as possible’ (Lesure and Howat 102).
The composition of LaMer was the accomplishment that established Debussy as an
origind forever.

In Retrospect, La Mer was awork that was inevitable for Debussy. His father
was asalor and until Debussy’s musical taent was discovered his father dreamt of
Debussy becoming asailor as well (Lesure and Howat 96). 1t was adream shared
secretly by Debussy and in response to the question, “1f not yourself, who would you
be? Hereplied in aquedionnaire, “A salor” (Dietschy 56). It was hisdeep lifelong
love of the seathat wasthe origin of LaMer, “The sky and seathrilled him; their
immengty, their restless mgesty hdd for him something implicitly unique and
mysterious’ (Dietschy 58). The seaand sky that Debussy created in La Mer continues to

thrill generations as “we have seen La Mer aquire the gpped and sgnificance...of such a
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work as the Beethoven fifth Symphony at. . .the beginning of the century” (L ockspeiser

196).



