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Claude Debussy (1862-1918): Sarabande from Pour Le Fano.
Background

The French composer Claude Debussy (1862-1918), who was one of the most important
composars of his generation, helped to consolidate the bresk from the Germanic
traditions prevaent in previous French music. He wasinnovaive both in hismusica
language and his forma modd s which often reflected the influence of the Impressionist
painters and poets ranging from Verlaine to the 'symboalists. Musicd influences were
extremdy diverse and indude the music of Erik Satie, Wagner, Mussorgsky (especidly
Boris Godunov), Indian réga and Javanese gamdan. Thislaiter of theseis especidly
evident in his mature piano works written after 1900, with their exploration of the
indrument's percussive bell- and gong-like sonorities.

Harmonicaly, Debussy's music incorporates both modaity and tondity (eerlier Frerch
composers such as Fauré had used moda aspectsin their works) and he is reported by
Maurice Emmanue to have said around 1889-90 that ‘'mudic is neither mgor nor minor’,
something evident in the 'Sarabande from Pour |e piano. Here, despite having akey
sggnature of four sharps, the music never settles comfortably in E mgor or ¢-sharp minor,
with many more keys suggested than actualy reeched; thisis heightened by his generd
avoidance of ‘traditiona’ diatonic cadences. Linked to thisisthe use of pardld block-
chord harmonies, where a chord is used not within the context of a harmonic progression,
but spedificdly for its colour and timbre. One of the most common examples of thisisthe
use of pardld dominant seventh chords, where sonority replaces the traditiond harmonic
desre to resolve to the tonic.

On bath an harmonic and melodic level, Debussy made use of avariety of sces such as
the whole-tone, octatonic and pentatonic (see, for example, the use of whole-tone scaes
in'Vailes from the first book of Préludes).

Itischaracteridic of his music to present melodic materid in varying harmonic contexts
such asthe opening of Prélude a I'apresmidi d'un faune, where the same flute figure
occurs three times, first unaccompanied, then harmonised in two different ways. In the
‘Sarabande this technique can be seen in the recurrence of the opening meodic idea a
bar 42 with subgtantia change to the underlying texture.

Formally, there is an avoidance of traditiond ructuresin hisworks such asthe
symphony or concerto (dthough he did write severd sonatas). Thisis not to disregard the
importance of form; on the contrary, darity of Sructureisavitd dement to hismusc,
something that neads careful atention in performance, Snce the use of too much rubato
and rhythmic flexibility can obscure aspects of form that are inherent in the score (such
asthe hemiolaat the end of the 'Sarabande€). In this repect, Debussy shows Classicd
Characterigtics.

Although tond patterns are found in his works, they are not the only foundations on
which he built pieces. Studies have dso demondrated the occurrence of formd structures



based on numeric sequences such as the golden section and the Fibonacci series,
dthough the extent to which Debussy intentiondly incorporated these is debatable. In his
early years the medium of song dlowed him to develop a more fluid gpproach to form,
snce, to an extent, the form of the poem dictates the work's structure, thus leaving the
actud musdic to concentrate more on sub-textura matters.

Through the driking individudity and imagination of his gpproach to compaostion he
opened up new musica pathways for othersto explore, and many of the most important
twentieth- century composers (including notably Messaen, Bartok and Stravinsky) are
indebted to him in this repect.



Analyss

Key: E mgor/ C-sharp minor

Number of bars: 72

Bar \What Happens ‘Comment

1-2 Opening matif (moatif A) ispresented | Debussy ispresentingina
with each notein thefirs bar being concentrated formdl theman
harmonised by an added seventh characteridic features that will
chord, with pardld movementinthe  |gppear on both aloca and
RH. The bass notes movein thirds Sructurd scde.
goatfroma 2.1, wherethelegpis
inverted to asixth. Three out of a
possble sx of the intervas between
the notes of the matif are athird.

5 The second matif (moatif B), Note the way the phrase unfolds
congding of arigng fourth and from unison octavesin bar 5 to the

fdling third. Tondly thereis ashift

pausein bar 8 through the use of

intervals of matif B with afdling
third followed by ariang fourth. The
underlying chord progressonisA
magor - F-sharp mgor - D-sharp

to amoda c-sharp minor, suggested | cortrary mation between the hands,
by the pause on g-sherp minor inbar  |heping to emphasse thefind
4, confirmed by the g-sharp to ¢- chord of B mgor.
sharp legp a 5.1, but dissipated by
the move to aB mgor chord (the
dominant of E mgjor) in bar 8.
9 The third main matif (moatif C), The harmony descends by the
which reverses the sequence of interva of athird each time.

bar 14 showsittobell7 in g-sharp

minor seventh.

11 Imitation of matif Cinthetopof the | Typicd of French impressoniamin
RH, accompanied by pardld music (and especidly Debussy),
dominant saventh chords, gartingon  |the dominant seventh chord is
F-sharp, fdling amgor third then dripped of itstraditiona harmonic
rigng an augmented fourth. function as atonic preparation and

usad spedificdly for itsown
musica colour.

13-14 The a-sharp minor saventh chordon  |Further evidence thet the piece is
beat 3.1 seemsinitidly to act likea often tonally ambiguous,
chord VII in B mgor, reinforced by uggesting more keys then it
the fluctuation with an F-sharp mgor  |actudly reaches. We can now view
chord (the dominant of B). However, |that the three main harmonic

resing points o0 far, g-sharp minor




minor, whereall-V cadence takes inbar 4, B mgorinbar 8and D
the music to pause on a D-sharp sharp mgor in bar 14 aredl athird
major chord. apart.
115-18 |Exact repest of bars 1-4 |
19 Motif B gppearsin the RH with the The chord progression drops
origind legp of afourthreducedtoa  |through athird.
third. The origind bare-octaves
presentation is replaced by a
descending progresson c-sharp
minor - B mgor - A myor.
20-22 Thefirg section of the piece doses Thefeding of E mgor asthetond
with arepeet of themodified motif B |centre in bars 20-21 islost withthe
from the previous bar inlow octaves.  |move onto C sharpin bar 22,
shifting the music again towards a
modd ¢ sharp minor.
23-26 Introduction of non+progressive
harmonies based around atond
centre of C sharp. Thereispardld
movement up aminor third on 23.3
and 25.3.
27-28 Repeat of 23-24 transposed up a Debussy isdeveloping
minor third. harmonicaly theinterve of athird.
Also bars 25-26 exactly copy bars
23-24 gpart from an added quaver
in the RH. Thisideamirrorsthe
opening bars of the piece where
bars 3-4 repeset the previous two
bars with a quaver added at beet
3.1
29-30 Moatif Cissuggestedina Thereisharmonic movement in
rhythmicaly displaced versoninthe  [thirdsin bar 30.
RH from 29.1-30.1.
31 'RH plays amodified motif B. |
32 The musc pauseson an E mgor The previous harmonic pause was
chord. centred around C sharp in bar 26;
thereforetheintervd of athird is
agan highlighted.
33 \(see bar 29). |
3541 Moatif Cisrhythmicaly digplaced, Therigng texture, together with the
trangposed and harmonised by marking animez un peu creates a
pardld seventhsin bars 36 and 38 dimedtic feding which subsides as
(the second of theseisathird higher  |ananti-dimax. This building up of
than thefirg). Thewhole passaoeis intengty happens haf way through




underpinned by an F sharp in bars 36
and 38. Pardld seventh chordsare

the piece (thereare 72 barsin
totd), thus acting as afulcrum on

usad throughout. which the dructure rests. As
mentioned previoudy, extensve
use of pardld seventh chords are
typicaly of Debussy's music.

42 Return of thefirg section materid The drop of the bassnoteto aD a
with subgtantia modification. Motif bar 42 shows another mediant
A isreharmonised more sparsdly, (third) relationship asthe previous
with jus aD mgor chord inthefird  |important bass note was the F sharp
bar in bar 38.

46-49 Moatif B returns, trangoosed up an
octave and reharmonised. The
contrary motion feature iskept in
bars 47-48 dthough the actud
harmonies are dightly different.

50-55 New meterid, the only gpparent link | These bars bascaly consst of a
with previous materid being the cadence which initidly suggeststhe
device of repeating abar or par of key of CG-sharp mgor through the
bars which occured most memorably | |E-sharp at 50.3 but turnsto c-sharp
at bars 1-4 and 9- 10 and appears here |minor a 51.1. The repest of this
in bars 50-53, dthough the repeet progresson isfollowed by a
deviatesat 53.2.. movement to E mgor (dthough the

use of ab minor chord gtill evokes
amoda sound) before veering on
to a D-sharp mgor chord.

56-57 Moatif C presented mgedticaly and ff | Thisaccompanying progresson
Jtrangposed up a perfect fifth and hed first been used in bar 1910
reharmonised with the progresson c- | |accompany amodified motif B.
sharp minor - B magor - A mgor.

60-61 Bars 56-57 are here transposed back
down to the origind pitch of motif C

63-65 Usng the rhythm firgt found in ber Thetondity of g-sharp minoris
54 the music seemsto settle around being used as a dominant
the tondlity of g-sharp minor preparation for the music to return

toamodd ¢ sharp minor in bar 66.

66 Matif B played initsorigind
unharmonisad form in alow register
of the piano.

67-70 A hemiolaturnsfour barsof 34into | Thishemiola dows down the
two bars of 3/2. Both hands consst harmonic paceto cregte the feding

of rigng thirds from bars 67-69.1.

of condluson (it isafegture

common in much early musc). The




harmony in bars 69-70 outlines a
dominant seventh chord of B

mgor, leaving the possibility of a
perfect cadencein E mgor tofinish
the piece. However the music dips
back on to a chord of ¢sharp minor
in bar 71 to bring thework to a
more sombre close,

Summary

A Saadbandeisadanceintripletime of Latin American origin. It wes adopted by the
Spanish during the Sxteenth century, athough its controversd characterigtics limited its
use to the extent that Philip I banned it in 1583 dueto its effect of ‘exciting bad

emotions. The English and French developed a more dow and dady verson when the
dance was introduced in the early seventeenth century and in the following century it
became a sandard movement in suites of dances. Debussy's adherence to this version can
beimmediatdy seen in hismarking Avec une é égance grave et lente (with aseriousand
dow degance). The characteridtic rhythm of the Sarabande is aleaning on the second
beet of the bar, which can be seen here on many occasons such asbars 2, 8, and 24 to
name but afew.

Structurdly it can be observed from the andlyss teble that the number three permegtes
the music on many different levels. Mogt obvioudy thereisthe time signature (3/2) and
the way the piece divides into three main sections, bars 1-22, bars 23-41 and 42-72. The
interva of athird is exploited meodicdly in each of the main three motifs on which the
work isbasad, and pardld chord movement often rises or fdls through this sameinterva
(eg LH bars 9, 19 and 56). On agtructurd leve, it was pointed out that consecutive
harmonic pauses, such asthose a bars 4,8 and 14 digplay smilar rdaionships. The key
sgnature shows four sharps, suggesting ether E mgor or ¢-sharp minor asthetonic and
the music is often ambiguous as to which of theseisthe true home key. It could be
pointed out thet thereisamediant (third) relationship between these keys.




