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DIABOLUS IN MEMORIA
OBSERVATIONS REGARDING THE USE OF THE 

TRITONE IN DEBUSSY’S ENDINGS

ANDREA MALVANO
Università degli studi di Torino

,]YOHþHN��1D�]DþHWNX�����VWROHWMD�MH�&ODXGH�'H-
EXVV\�QD�UD]QROLNH�QDþLQH�HNVSHULPHQWLUDO�V�
WULWRQXVRP�Y�KDUPRQLML�LQ�PHORGLML��9�]DNOMXþNLK�
v njegovih instrumentalnih skladbah je pogost 
WULWRQXV�Y�WHPDWLþQHP�JUDGLYX��NL�VSRGEXMD�
primerjavo med sedanjostjo in preteklostjo. 
Za razliko od drugih francoskih skladateljev 
je Debussy bolj naklonjen latentnim glasbenim 
reminiscencam, ki zdrsnejo pod zavedno per-
cepcijo, kot pa jasnim povezavam.
.OMXþQH�EHVHGH: tritonus, Claude Debussy, glas-
bene reminiscence, spominski procesi

$EVWUDFW: In the first decade of the twentieth 
century Debussy experimented with different 
uses of the tritone in harmony and melody. The 
endings of his instrumental compositions exhibit 
a tritonization of thematic material aimed at 
stimulating a comparison between past and 
present. In contrast to other French composers, 
Debussy prefers latent musical reminiscences 
to explicit connections, in order to slip under 
the listener’s conscious perception.
Keywords: tritone, Claude Debussy, musical 
reminiscence, memory processes

The Tritone in French Treatises of the Early 1900s

An interval handled with care from the Middle Ages1 to Wagner,2 the tritone often proved to 

be an essential resource for twentieth-century composers. Many scholars have considered this 

interval to be the perfect way of explaining the popularity of octatonic scales. David Smyth, 

taking up a number of ideas put forward by Pieter C. van den Toorn and Richard Taruskin, 

KDV�KLJKOLJKWHG�KRZ�WKH�WHWUDFKRUG�>�������@��ZKLFK�DSSHDUV�IUHTXHQWO\�LQ�6WUDYLQVN\¶V�
compositions (particularly in The Rite of Spring), covers the entire octatonic scale when 

GXSOLFDWHG�DW�WKH�GLVWDQFH�RI�D�WULWRQH��>�������@�>��������@� �>����������������@�3 Allen Forte 

also noticed the result of a tritonal transposition in the frequent use of hexachord 6-30, 

formed by two octatonic fragments, in Jeux.4 Faubion Bowers, applying theories expounded 

by Boleslav Yavorsky in those same early decades of the twentieth century, analysed the 

presence of the octatonic scale in Scriabin’s music (particularly in relation to the Sixth 

1 Fux, Gradus ad Parnassum, 51–52.
2 Moser, “Diabolus in Musica”.
3 Smyth, “Stravinsky’s Second Crisis”, 120.
4 Forte, “Debussy and the Octatonic”, 150.

Prejeto / received: 8. 7. 2018. Odobreno / accepted: 4. 5. 2020.

CC BY-NC-ND 4.0, DOI: 10.3986/dmd16.2.03
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Sonata), connecting two successive tritones that resolve to major thirds.5 However, interest 

LQ�WKH�WULWRQH¶V�UHVRXUFHV�XQGRXEWHGO\�VWDUWHG�ZLWK�6FK|QEHUJ�6 one need only think of his 

6XLWH�RS������WKH�¿UVW�HQWLUHO\�VHULDO�FRPSRVLWLRQ�HYHU�ZULWWHQ��ZKHUH�PRVW�RI�WKH�HVVHQWLDO�
transpositions occur at a distance of three whole tones; or the same recurrent use of the 

interval in a number of ostinato passages (the Double of the “Musette” is structured over 

D�*�'ל bass);7 or even in “Farben”, op. 16, no. 3, where the very small movements of the 

¿YH�YRLFHV�LQ�WKH�ÀRDWLQJ�FKRUG�GHYHORSHG�E\�WKH�Klangfarbenmelodie all cover a tritonal 

interval.8 Elliott Antokoletz stressed the importance of that same element in the music of 

Béla Bartók: as far back as 1982, in an article on the theoretical approaches of American 

PXVLFRORJ\��KH�FLWHG�5R\�7UDYLV¶V�6FKHQNHULDQ�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�)RXUWK�6WULQJ�4XDUWHW��¿UVW�
movement, Allegro) as a model for a fresh new way of approaching tonal solidity (“the 

WULWRQH�DV�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�FKRUGDO�VWUXFWXUH�DQDORJRXV�WR�WKH�SHUIHFW�¿IWK�RI�WKH�WULDG�DQG�
set based on traditional harmonic-root associations”).9 Then in his landmark monograph, 

SXEOLVKHG�LQ�������$QWRNROHW]�LGHQWL¿HG�WKH�WULWRQH�DV�WKH�WRRO�HQWUXVWHG�ZLWK�D�QHZ�³WRQDO�
centricity”, based on symmetries in pitch levels.10 However, it is perhaps in Scriabin that 

this process asserts itself most clearly, thanks to a number of recurring superimpositions 

that are closely associated with a mystical meaning. The so-called “Prometheus Chord” 

is created by just such a layering of fourths, two of which are augmented; often, the ten-

sion of the dominant seventh (or ninth) in this Russian composer’s work is supplemented 

E\�D�GLPLQLVKHG�¿IWK�WKDW�SURGXFHV�D�YHUWLFDO�FURVV�EHWZHHQ�WZR�WULWRQHV��WKLV�DGGLWLRQ�
becomes entirely tritonal in the chord made up of hexatonic scale notes. After all, it was 

GXULQJ�WKLV�VDPH�SHULRG�WKDW�6WUDYLQVN\�GHYHORSHG�RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�H൵HFWLYH�LGHDV�RI�DOO�
time in Petrushka, thanks to the overlapping of two triads separated by an augmented 

fourth (C major + Fמ major).

On the Parisian scene writings about the function of the tritone recurred quite fre-

quently at the turn of the twentieth century. Even a late nineteenth-century composer and 

educator such as Louis-Albert Bourgault-Ducoudray challenged the historical prohibition 

that weighed on this interval, imagining that it was possibly the result of an incorrect 

interpretation of ancient treatises:

>«@�O¶KRUUHXU�GX�WULWRQ��TXH�O¶RQ�DSSHODLW�OH�GLDEOH��GLDEROXV�LQ�PXVLFD���±�QH�SHXW�YHQLU�
que d’une règle des traités anciens mal comprise et faussement interprétée par les moines, 

qui seuls à cette époque s’occupaient de littérature et d’art.11

5 Bowers, Scriabin, 161.
6 6FK|QEHUJ�ZDV� WKH�ILUVW� WR�GUDZ�DWWHQWLRQ� WR� WKH� OLQNV�EHWZHHQ� WULWRQHV�� WUDFLQJ�GRWWHG� OLQHV�

within the Circle of Fifths reproduced in the Harmonielehre: visual links between keys that 

stress the symmetries created by the C-Fמ axis. A relevant bibliographical reference discussing 

this subject is Perle, Twelve-Tone Tonality.
7 Whittall, Music since the First World War, 122–123.
8 Burkhart, “Schoenberg’s Farben”.
9 Antokoletz, “Music of Bartók”, 68.
10 Antokoletz, Music of Béla Bartók, 138–203.
11 Le Ménestrel, 8 December 1878, 15.
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Even Émile Durand, the teacher of Debussy and dedicatee of the Piano Trio (1880), in 

KLV�WUHDWLVH�RQ�KDUPRQ\��¿UVW�SXEOLVKHG�LQ������DQG�XVHG�DV�D�WH[WERRN�E\�VWXGHQWV�DW�WKH�
Paris Conservatoire for many years, handled the prohibitions regarding the use of the tritone 

ZLWK�D�FHUWDLQ�OHYHO�RI�ÀH[LELOLW\�DQG�REVHUYHG�DQ�HQRUPRXV�GL൵HUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�DXJPHQWHG�
IRXUWKV�DQG�GLPLQLVKHG�¿IWKV��WKHLU�LQYHUVLRQ���DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKLV�PXVLFDO�WKHRULVW��WKH�ODWWHU�
sounds less harsh thanks to its frequent use in ancient times.12 Though recommending 

that his students avoid the introduction of the false relation inherent in tritones, Thédore 

Dubois cited Palestrina in his Traité de Contrepoint et de Fugue of 1901 on account of 

the latter’s tolerance towards this way of handling parts; and in his earlier notes to Henri 

Reber’s treatise13�'XERLV�KDG�SUHDFKHG�WKH�H൶FDF\�RI�WULWRQHV�SRVLWLRQHG�EHWZHHQ�WKH�
bass and tenor in sequences built on diminished sevenths.14 In the theoretical-aesthetic 

section of the Encyclopédie de la Musique edited by Albert Lavignac, published for the 

¿UVW�WLPH�LQ�������WKLV�LQWHUYDO��LQ�LWV�GXDO�LGHQWLW\�DV�DXJPHQWHG�IRXUWK�DQG�GLPLQLVKHG�
¿IWK��ZDV�FODVVL¿HG�DV�D�FRQVRQDQFH��LQ�FRQWUDVW�WR�WKH�UXOLQJ�RI�PDQ\�HDUOLHU�WUHDWLVHV�

La quarte augmentée et la quinte diminuée sont consonances attractives ou appella-
tives, parce que les sons qui les composent ont une tendance naturelle à se porter, à se 

UpVRXGUH��VXU�OHV�QRWHV�YRLVLQHV��TX¶HOOHV�VHPEOHQW�WLUHU��DSSHOHU��>«@�/D�quarte augmentée 

et la quinte diminuée ne sont pas, à la vérité, des consonances de même nature que les 

DXWUHV��SXLVTX¶HOOHV�QH�SHXYHQW�SURGXLUH�TX¶XQ�H൵HW�VXVSHQVLI��HW�QRQ�SDV�FHWWH�LPSUHV-
VLRQ�GH�UHSRV�TXL�HVW�OH�SURSUH�GH�OD�YpULWDEOH�FRQVRQDQFH��>«@�&¶HVW�HQ�UDLVRQ�GH�FHWWH�
WHQGDQFH��QDWXUHOOHPHQW�UpVROXWLYH��TX¶RQ�OHXU�D�GRQQp�OD�TXDOL¿FDWLRQ�G¶attractives et 

aussi d’appellatives. C’est également cette raison qui les a fait considérer comme dis-

sonances par plusieurs théoriciens.15

Last but not least, Charles Koechlin’s Traité de l’Harmonie (1927) mentions the 

usefulness of the tritone when moving toward the dominant, taking up ideas exploiting 

WKH�WKLUG�LQYHUVLRQ�RI�WKH�FKRUG�EXLOW�RQ�WKH�¿IWK�WKDW�KDG�XQGRXEWHGO\�EHHQ�FLUFXODWLQJ�
in the Paris Conservatoire for years; he also suggested the natural melodic movement of 

the tritone in cadenzas built on the dominant seventh.16

Among scholars of the nouveau siècle, SHUKDSV�-XOLHQ�7LHUVRW�SDUWLFXODUO\�VWRRG�RXW�
on account of some illuminating observations by him on the importance of this interval 

in musical cultures other than those of Europe. His research had driven him to delve into 

the exotic language that many composers were discovering in this period. In his articles 

on musical ethnography, which happened to coincide with the Exposition Universelle of 

������7LHUVRW�GHYRWHG�D�QXPEHU�RI�SDJHV�WR�DQ�DQDO\VLV�RI�-DSDQHVH�GDQFHV��VWUHVVLQJ�WKH�
IUHTXHQW�XVH�RI�WKH�WULWRQH��ZKLFK�ZDV�SHUFHSWLEOH�GHVSLWH�WKH�GL൵HUHQW�WHPSHUDPHQW�RI�
oriental orchestras:

12 Durand, Traité Complet, 19: “Par ce renversement, le rapport de quarte augmentée qui existait 

primitivement se change en celui de quinte diminuée, beaucoup plus doux; ce qui rend plus 
admissible la succession des deux sixtes mineures que celle des deux tierces majeures.”

13 Dubois, Traité, 3.
14 Dubois, Notes & Études.
15 Lavignac, Encyclopédie de la Musique, 246.
16 Koechlin, Traité de l’Harmonie, 68–69.
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L’emploi du triton est, notamment, très caractéristique. On sait qu’au point de vue 

mélodique cet intervalle est, depuis le moyen âge, considéré comme contraire à notre 

sentiment musical: la raison de cette répugnance est que les deux notes qui le composent 

se repoussent mutuellement, de telle sorte que, dans l’harmonie, a sa résolution obligée 

HW�HQ�VHQV�FRQWUDLUH��&KH]�OHV�-DSRQDLV�ULHQ�GH�VHPEODEOH��OH�WULWRQ�QH�OHV�H൵UDLH�SDV�SOXV�
que la quarte la plus juste ou la quinte la plus parfaite.17

6RPHWKLQJ�VLPLODU�XQGRXEWHGO\�RFFXUUHG�LQ�WKH�PXVLF�RI�-DYD�WKDW�'HEXVV\�DQG�KLV�
contemporaries had the opportunity to admire at the Exposition Universelle. A number 

RI�H[DPSOHV�UHFRUGHG�E\�-DDS�.XQVW�LQ�KLV�LPSRVLQJ�VWXG\�RI�-DYDQHVH�WUDGLWLRQV�FRQ¿UP�
this taste for tritonal accompaniment: particularly in a dance known as kuda képang, 

where the harmony is often created by this very interval, so feared by Westerners (music 

H[DPSOH����GLPLQLVKHG�¿IWKV�LQ�WKH�penitir panengah part).18

Music example 1
$Q�H[WUDFW�IURP�D�-DYDQHVH�kuda képang WDNHQ�IURP�-DDS�.XQVW¶V�Music in Java (1973).

Observations such as these, combined with visits to the pavilions along the Esplanade 

des Invalides, undoubtedly left their mark on the imagination of many musicians searching 

for new lexical elements that could be used to modernize musical language.

Debussy, as we know, was particularly interested in research into Indonesian music. 

+LV�LQWHUHVW�LQ�-DYDQHVH�PXVLF�ZDV�SLTXHG�IURP�WKH�YHU\�¿UVW�WLPH�KH�FDPH�DFURVV�D�JDPHODQ�
in 1889, something he referred to many times in the years that followed. Again, in 1895 

����-DQXDU\���'HEXVV\�UHPLQGHG�3LHUUH�/RX¹V�RI�WKH�VHQVDWLRQV�KH�KDG�IHOW�RQ�KHDULQJ�
that surprising orchestra of percussion instruments, but his memory was not captivated 

as much by the timbre of South Eastern Asian music as it was by a harmony that was able 

to call into question the usual tonal poles:

Mais mon pauvre vieux! Rappelle-toi la musique javanaise qui contenait toutes les 

nuances, même celles qu’on ne peut plus nommer, où la tonique et la dominante n’étaient 

plus que vains fantômes à l’usage des petits enfants pas sages.19

The use of the tritone undoubtedly contributed, in the ways mentioned above, to the 

17 Tiersot, “Etnographie Musicale”, 347.
18 Kunst, Music in Java, 284–285.
19 Debussy, Correspondance, 237.
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feeling shared by French composers that such music had overcome (or perhaps avoided 

from the start) the tension produced by tonic and dominant. Accordingly, Debussy probably 

EHJDQ�WR�WKLQN�DERXW�WKH�UHVRXUFHV�WKDW�WULWRQHV�R൵HUHG�DV�KH�VWUROOHG�WKURXJK�WKH�SDYLOLRQV�
RI�WKH�([SRVLWLRQ�8QLYHUVHOOH��6XEVHTXHQWO\��KH�FRQWLQXHG�WR�ZRUN�RQ�WKDW�GHYLFH��R൵HULQJ�
his own personal contribution to the European debate of the early twentieth century. Allen 

Forte in particular has highlighted a systematic interest in the symmetry of hexachord 

6-30, formed by three tritones as well as one entirely octatonic chord.20 Richard S. Parks 

has often stressed, using the language of pitch-class set theory, the genetic importance of 

the interval in many compositions written after the Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune.21 

$V�ZH�VKDOO�VHH��RWKHU�PXVLFRORJLVWV�KDYH�IRFXVHG�RQ�VSHFL¿F�FDVHV��+RZHYHU��LW�LV�LQ�WKH�
endings of some of Debussy’s compositions that this composer resorts to the tritone in a 

particularly expressive way.

The Use of Tritones in Debussy’s Endings

We can start with an example in the Chansons de Bilitis, the collection of mélodies composed 

LQ������RQ�WH[WV�ZULWWHQ�E\�3LHUUH�/RX¹V��³/D�À�WH�GH�3DQ´�RSHQV�ZLWK�D�FOHDU�UHIHUHQFH�WR�
D�VKHSKHUG¶V�ÀXWH��JLYHQ�DV�D�JLIW�WR�HPSKDVL]H�VWURQJ�HURWLF�WHQVLRQ��WKLV�LV�WKH�REMHFW�WKDW�
brings the lyrical narrator closer to Pan, the faun, the couple’s lips touching to the notes of 

WKH�PXVLF��³HW�WRXU�j�WRXU�QRV�ERXFKHV�V¶XQLVVHQW�VXU�OD�À�WH´���0XFK�RI�WKH�VHQVXDOLW\�RI�
this score derives from the propulsive power of the tritone: the interval stands out (B-Eמ) 
LQ�WKH�PRGDO�VFDOH��/\GLDQ��WKDW�GRPLQDWHV�WKH�¿UVW�VHFWLRQ�RI�WKH�mélodie (a motif that 

FDQ�HDVLO\�EH�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�VRQJ�RI�WKH�ÀXWH��VHH�PXVLF�H[DPSOH��D���7KH�VFRUH�LV�
entirely generated by the B-Eמ relationship up to bar 12, where the piece takes another 

harmonic turn that leaves the tritone’s colour in the background (in the two repetitions of 

WKH�ÀXWH�PRWLI�RQ�WKH�/\GLDQ�'ל of bars 15–16). As Parks observes, Debussy uses a number 

of pitch-class sets LQ�RUGHU�WR�UHSUHVHQW��HYHQ�DW�D�IRUPDO�OHYHO��WZR�GL൵HUHQW�HSLVRGHV�LQ�
the text:22�¿UVW�WKH�PRPHQW�RI�VHGXFWLRQ�DQG�WKHQ�WKH�SK\VLFDO�XQLRQ��$W�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQ��
when the “chant des grenouilles” announces that night is falling and therefore the couple’s 

separation is at hand, the mind of the narrator returns to savouring those pleasures that 

ZLOO�VRRQ�EH�RQO\�D�PHPRU\��WKLQNLQJ�EDFN�WR�WKH�ÀXWH�PRWLI��PXVLF�H[DPSOH��E��
1HYHUWKHOHVV��WKHUH�LV�D�VXEVWDQWLDO�GL൵HUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�WKHPDWLF�DSSDULWLRQV��

WKH�VXSSRUW�LQ�WKH�ORZHU�UHJLVWHU�IRUPHG�E\�D�SHUIHFW�¿IWK�DW�WKH�VWDUW�EHFRPHV�D�GLPLQLVKHG�
¿IWK�DW�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQ��RFFXS\LQJ�WKH�SLWFKHV�RI�WKRVH�VDPH�QRWHV�%�(מ that had character-

L]HG�WKH�HURWLF�WHQVLRQ�RI�WKH�¿UVW�WZR�YHUVHV��'HEXVV\�KLJKOLJKWV�WKH�UHIHUHQFH�WR�PHPRU\�
by his direction “très lointain”, often encountered in his endings.23 The repetition of a 

20 Forte, “Debussy and the Octatonic”, 128.
21 Parks, Music of Claude Debussy.
22 Ibid., 31.
23 Compare, for example, the conclusions of “Fêtes”, “La puerta del vino”, “Et la lune descend sur 

le temple qui fut”, “Feuilles mortes”.
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familiar motif forces us to relish once more the déjà-entendu, but the transformation of 

the bass interval into a tritone acts as an element distinguishing the past from the present.

Something similar, though reversed, occurs in the Prélude à l’après-midi d’un 
faune. This composition (1894), written just before the Chansons de Bilitis, has often 

attracted the attention of scholars because of its links with Stéphane Mallarmé’s text: 

Anne Roubet noticed an extraordinary similarity in the way the text and music treat 

myth non-narratively, preferring a representation of the dialectical relationship between 

GUHDP�DQG�UHDOLW\��D�SHUVSHFWLYH�WKDW�ZRXOG�DOVR�PDNH�URRP�IRU�D�QRQ�VSHFL¿F�FRPSDULVRQ�
EHWZHHQ�WKH�WULWRQHV�DQG�SHUIHFW�IRXUWKV�DQG�¿IWKV��24�'DYLG�-��&RGH¶V�LPSUHVVLYH�SDUDOOHO�
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�FRPSDULQJ�'HEXVV\�DQG�0DOODUPp�KLJKOLJKWV�WKH�DPELJXLW\�RI�WKH�¿UVW�
interval, particularly in the harmonization of the central section (bars 63–78), where the 

bass moves between Dל�DQG�*��HPSKDVL]LQJ�ERWK�WKH�DOWHUQDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�GLDWRQLFLVP�DQG�
the hexatonic scale and the elusive contrast between the poem’s “je” and “tu”.25 Working 

within the bounds of his chromatic Circle of Fifths (a diagram of keys that allows us to 

LGHQWLI\�VLPSOH�VLPLODULWLHV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�KDUPRQLF�UK\WKPV�RI�EDUV���6WHSKHQ�-DEORQVN\�
has highlighted an important tritonal relationship in the chordal movements of the last 

bars (94–110), and – as we shall see – has spoken of a tritonal compression in bar 107.26

+HUH��WRR��WKH�¿QDO�HSLVRGH�RI�WKH�FRPSRVLWLRQ�XVHV�WKH�WULWRQH�LQ�RUGHU�WR�WULJJHU�WKH�
SURFHVVHV�RI�PHPRU\��7KH�LQWHUYDO�SOD\V�DQ�HVVHQWLDO�UROH��SDUWLFXODUO\�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�SDUW�
of the Prélude (up to bar 54), expressing the heightened sensuality of the text. The faun 

motif itself seems to melt away (thanks to a gradual rhythmic relaxation) within a tritone: 

Cמ�DQG�*�DUH�WKH�WZR�SLWFKHV�WKDW�OLPLW�WKH�UDQJH�RI�WKH�PHORGLF�OLQH��PXVLF�H[DPSOH��D���
The two notes are the poles around which the motif revolves, and therefore the tritonal 

relationship strikes the sensibilities of the listener with all its harmonic force. Sensuality 

PHDQV��¿UVW�DQG�IRUHPRVW��WHQVLRQ��DQG�LW�LV�WKLV�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�XQVWDEOH�
EDVVHV�WKDW�WULJJHUV�WKH�HURWLF�SRZHU�RI�WKH�PDLQ�LGHD��7KLV�GHVLUH�FRQWLQXHV�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�
chord of the composition, played by clarinets and oboes, that isolates another tritone 

(E-Aמ��LQ�WKH�KLJKHU�UHJLVWHU��WKH�LQWHUYDO�LV�LPPHGLDWHO\�UHSHDWHG�LQ�EDU����LQ�WKH�¿UVW�
violin part, after a striking bar of silence that helps to heighten the intensity of this overlap. 

Even the Tristan Chord that forms at bar 19 in the strings owes much of its strength to the 

tritone (B-Eמ), played there by the cellos and violins. The subsequent four repetitions of 

24 Roubet, “Debussy et le Mythe”, 53–54.
25 Code, “Hearing Debussy Reading Mallarmé”, 541.
26 -DEORQVN\��³,QWURGXFWLRQ�DX[�*UDSKHV�GH�7RQDOLWp �́���±����

Music example 2a–b
Claude Debussy, La flûte de Pan, bar 1 (left) and bar 27 (right).
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WKH�IDXQ�PRWLI�FRQWLQXH�WR�VWUHVV�PHORGLFDOO\�WKH�SRODULW\�FUHDWHG�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�EDU��&מ�*���
The central section’s atmosphere subsequently changes radically, harking back to motifs 

RI�ODWH�5RPDQWLF�PXVLFDO�OLWHUDWXUH�ZLWKRXW��KRZHYHU��DEDQGRQLQJ�WKH�WULWRQH¶V�SUR¿OH��
which from bar 55 generates most of the movements in the bass. In all these combinations 

Debussy avoids traditional ways of resolving the tritone, thereby increasing the tension 

created by that interval and accordingly the representation of the frustrated desire that 

undoubtedly lies at the heart of Mallarmé’s poetic thought. Even in section A’, where the 

faun motif reappears in a consonant harp accompaniment (bar 79), the tritone continues to 

be present in the two interruptions (bars 83–85 and bars 90–93) that give the impression 

of stabilizing a momentary contact with a parallel dimension: both fragments are actu-

DOO\�SURGXFHG�E\�D�IDOVH�WULWRQDO�UHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�GRXEOH�EDVVHV�DQG�FHOORV��¿JXUH����

Figure 1
Tritonal relationships in bars 79–93 of Claude Debussy’s Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune.

In the conclusion (bars 94–110), following the development occupying the central 

section, the faun motif reappears in its original form, albeit “avec plus de langueur”, as 

'HEXVV\�QRWHV��7KH�XQEURNHQ�GLDORJXH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�VROR�YLROLQ�DQG�ÀXWH�VHHPV�WR�H[SUHVV�
an emotional contact between the faun and nymph; a general lengthening of notes in the 

decorative arabesques in combination with Debussy’s agogic instructions (retenu, très 
UHWHQX��WUqV�OHQW�HW�WUqV�UHWHQX�MXVTX¶j�OD�¿Q) creates a sense of relaxation for the listener, 

culminating in nothing less than an unmistakable moment of rest in the perfect cadence 

RI�EDUV����±�����$V�-DEORQVN\�HPSKDVL]HV��WKH�SURFHVV�WKDW�OHDGV�WR�WKLV�WUDGLWLRQDO�
close is in actual fact anything but conventional.27 However, the agogic relaxation gives 

listeners the time they need to savour the IV–V–I progression. Debussy, perhaps slightly 

contradicting what is expressed by Mallarmé’s text, ends his composition with a sense 

RI�JUDWL¿FDWLRQ��ZKLFK�KHOSV�UHOLHYH�DOO�WKH�WHQVLRQ�FUHDWHG�GXULQJ�WKH�SLHFH��DOPRVW�DV�LI�
WKH�IDXQ¶V�GHVLUH�KDV�EHHQ�VDWLV¿HG��WR�ZKLFK�WKHUH�LV�QR�UHIHUHQFH�LQ�WKH�SRHP��7KH�HURWLF�
WHQVLRQ�LV�UHPRYHG�WR�WKH�VSKHUH�RI�PHPRU\��DQG�HYHQ�WKH�¿QDO��ÀHHWLQJ�UHSHWLWLRQ�RI�WKH�
main theme loses its electric charge, fading away in an en plein air reference in the horns. 

Nevertheless, the theme’s tension becomes relaxed by that same variation of the melody 

at bar 107, which reduces the ambitus from a tritone to a major third (music example 3b).

As soon as desire turns into a distant memory, Debussy chooses to work with an 

interval associated with our déja-entendu; and he does this in a bar that stands out in 

FRPSDULVRQ�ZLWK�WKH�UHVW�RI�WKH�HQGLQJ�IRU�YDULRXV�GL൵HULQJ�UHDVRQV��WKH�VXGGHQ�DFFHO-
eration of harmonic rhythm; the timbre of the horns, which creates spatial depth; and a 

&�PDMRU�(�PDMRU�UHODWLRQVKLS�KDV�FRQWLQXHG�WR�UHDSSHDU�HYHU�VLQFH�WKH�¿UVW�YDULDWLRQ�RI�

27 Ibid., 101.
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the main melody (bar 21).28 At the end of the piece the listener has heard the faun motif 

too many times to fail to assimilate its tritonal impact: our memory of it continues to 

SHUFHLYH�WKH�JKRVW�RI�WKDW�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�SLWFKHV��ZKLFK�FDQ�WKHQ�R൵HU�XV�D�FKDQFH�
to compare it with our previous experience. Debussy may seem to make the impression 

of having chosen an opposite approach to the one described for the Chansons de Bilitis 
(there, the presence of the tritone unleashed mnemonic processes, while here it is its 

absence that does so), but in actual fact he is once again using the same interval to create 

a connection between distant moments. The tritone’s disappearance forces us to distance 

ourselves from the rest of the composition where that colour dominated; and, with a rapid 

gesture, Debussy manages to suggest a temporal change that his listeners can perceive.

Once again, Nuages (1900) owes much of its harmonic construction to the same 

resource. Taruskin has highlighted this process, visualizing the composition’s axes in 

this way:

Figure 2
Richard Taruskin’s diagram of the harmonic polarizations in Claude Debussy’s Nuages.

According to Taruskin, Debussy exploits the scalar symmetries created by the tritone 

in order to polarize the entire composition around B in a condition of reduced tonality, as 

28 It returns in bars 26, 79–85 and 94.

Music example 3a
Claude Debussy, Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune, bars 1–3.

Music example 3b
Claude Debussy, Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune, bar 107.
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argued by Mark DeVoto.29 Most of this logic stems from the hypostatization of the interval 

in the cor anglais part, via that strident and isolated call that keeps repeating itself. The 

melody culminates on F only to gradually descend to B, and Taruskin sees in these two 

extremes the poles forming the basis of an obsessive thematic idea. Nevertheless, his 

comments on the formal structure, which he sees as divided into three parts, are equally 

interesting. This simple interpretation30 of the general architecture of the piece is disputed 

E\�-DPHV�+HSRNRVNL��ZKR�SUHIHUV�WR�WKLQN�LQ�WHUPV�RI�D�URWDWLRQDO�VWUXFWXUH�XQIROGLQJ�
LQ�¿YH�F\FOHV�RI�GL൵HULQJ�OHQJWKV�31 But I want to point up the relevance of a tripartite 

VWUXFWXUH�WKDW�GRHV�QRW�UHÀHFW�DQ\�SDUWLFXODU�SURSRUWLRQDO�UHODWLRQVKLSV�

Table 1

Section A (Modéré) Section B (Un peu animé) Section A’ (First Tempo)
Bars !–"# Bars "$–%& Bars '(–!()
Static pattern in ^ + English horn 
phrase

Pentatonic melody in *ute and harp Cor anglais phrase, fragments of the 
static pattern in ^ and the pentatonic 
melody

The A’ section not only divests itself of the static pattern (^) to which the main idea 

seemed tied: it also condenses itself in a few bars of recapitulation. Rather than being a 

reprise, it seems a reminiscence of what has been presented earlier, isolating part of the 

IDPLOLDU�PDWHULDO��7KH�¿OWHU�RI�PHPRU\�LV�WULJJHUHG�E\�D�QXPEHU�RI�GL൵HUHQW�SURFHVVHV��D�
general disruption of the phrase, which dissolves the rhythmic solidity of the initial bars; 

the partial disappearance of the static pattern according to a selective system that is typi-

FDO�RI�PQHPRQLF�SURFHVVHV��WKH�YLEUDWR�RI�WKH�VWULQJV�RQ�DQ�HYDQHVFHQW�¿IWK��(�%���ZKLFK�
seems to conceal the main melodic prompts; the prolonging of the cor anglais phrase in a 

kind of fragmentary echo that twice delivers only the last three notes of the phrase (bars 

��±����EDUV���±�����DQG�¿QDOO\��LQ�WKH�VHFWLRQ�EHJLQQLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�Encore plus 
lent (bar 98), a hint of the pentatonic phrase of the central section; and, just before that, 

a skeletal restatement of the static pattern in the cello part that becomes progressively 

deprived of its chordal nature (bars 94–97). All these features contribute to turning the 

last page of Nuages�LQWR�WKH�SK\VLRJQRP\�RI�D�ÀRDWLQJ�PHPRU\�WKDW�KDV�GL൶FXOW\�IRFXV-
ing on one single object; and the use of the tritone heightens this impression, becoming 

a destabilizing element within the compositional fabric. This interval continues to sound 

in the oboe and horn parts, interrupting the continuity of the phrase: it recalls an interval 

pattern with which the listener is familiar, but it always intervenes as an interruption of 

the melodic reminiscences of the ending. The melody in the cor anglais begins to fall apart 

ULJKW�DIWHU�WKH�RERH¶V�WULWRQDO�FDOO��PXVLF�H[DPSOH��D���MXVW�DV�WKH�ÀXWH¶V�SHQWDWRQLF�SKUDVH�
is similarly interrupted by the augmented fourth in the horn section (music example 4b).

29 DeVoto, Debussy and the Veil of Tonality, 96–125.
30 DeVoto summarizes this consolidated interpretation by speaking of a “three section-form” 

resembling that of many Debussy works from Arabesques to Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune 

(ibid., 113–114).
31 Hepokoski, “Clouds and Circles”.
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Music example 4a
Claude Debussy, Nuages, bars 84–89 (oboe and cor anglais parts).

Music example 4b
Claude Debussy, Nuages, bars 98–99 (flute and horn parts).

This interval, in the same descending pattern, has already been heard in section A 

(bars 23–24; bars 27–28), where it is once again associated with the tone colour of the horns. 

However, it is much harder to recognize, given the invasive presence of the static pattern 

in ^; moreover, its function is not that of a disruptive cell: instead, it seems to match the 

surrounding material perfectly – so much so that the cor anglais motif continues to expand 

in all its song-like quality. In contrast, when we reach the conclusion, this element, which 

remained in the background at the beginning of the piece, gains most of its prominence, 

taking precedence over any memory of the past; and it is this very overlapping of sounds, 

QRZ�LVRODWHG��WKDW�EHFRPHV�WKH�SLHFH¶V�¿QDO�PHORG\��EDU������
What happens at the end of La Boîte à joujoux (1913) is perhaps even more obvi-

ous. This ballet pour enfants relates the love story between dolls and toy soldiers that 

FRPH�WR�OLIH�LQ�D�WR\�VKRS��$�VROGLHU�DQG�3ROLFKLQHOOH�¿JKW�RYHU�D�SUHWW\�GROO��WKH�VROGLHU�
LV�VHULRXVO\�ZRXQGHG�E\�KLV�ULYDO��EXW�KLV�GHIHDW�LV�LQVX൶FLHQW�WR�H[WLQJXLVK�VXFK�VWURQJ�
feelings, destined to unite the two puppets forever. In the epilogue Debussy works on the 

theme of memory, evoking the main motifs of the work. The plot leaps forward in time: 

the two lovers are observed in their daily lives, twenty years after they have married. They 

have become successful sheep farmers, while the belligerent Polichinelle has become a 

groundsman; and the music leads us from one moment in time to another via an episode 

where it is none other than the tritone (Cמ�*��WKDW�DFFRPSDQLHV�3ROLFKLQHOOH¶V�EUD]HQ�
theme and the playful motif initially associated with the dolls’ awakening. This interval 

appears in harmonic form, colouring the bass for eight consecutive bars: its static quality 

contrasts with the lively nature of the themes that are re-evoked, perfectly recreating the 

mental image of a distant memory. The melodies are the same, but their spirited quality 
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has become corroded through the passage of time, as if the joys of yesterday have actually 

become the sorrows of today.

Music example 5
Claude Debussy, La Boîte à joujoux, epilogue.

In Pelléas et Mélisande the tritonal relationship undoubtedly plays a key role. Richard 

Langham Smith has highlighted this aspect, reworking observations made by Carolyn 

Abbate concerning the C-Fמ contrast that characterizes the tonal scenario of the main 

character: the same contrast that had been used earlier in the “Prélude” to Rodrigue et 
Chimène.32 Antokoletz has stressed its importance for the octatonic compression of the 

hexatonic scale through tritones common to two tetrachords.33�+RZHYHU��ZH�DOVR�¿QG�D�
number of moments where the sonority of the interval acquires an obsessive feel: in the 

cave episode (Act 2, Scene 3), for example, the entire introduction features the recurrent 

SUHVHQFH�RI�D�GLPLQLVKHG�¿IWK��$ל-D), constantly introduced in melodic form in the viola 

part at the beginning of the bar. Pelléas and Mélisande enter the cave to look for the lost 

ring, but a strong sense of foreboding oppresses them. This place, shrouded in night, feels 

sinister, and the tritonal sound, assigned to the dark timbre of the violas, is a constant 

companion to the characters’ emotional pulse. This obsessive quality seems threatening, 

as if that place – a kind of womb that attracts and yet frightens – is concealing something 

KRUUL¿F��7KH�OXJXEULRXV�DWPRVSKHUH��RQ�D�UD]RU¶V�HGJH�EHWZHHQ�D�SHUVHFXWLRQ�FRPSOH[�
and fear of the unknown, reaches its peak with the appearance of the three old beggars 

32 Smith, “Tonalities of Darkness”, 138–139.
33 Antokoletz, Musical Symbolism, 131–135.
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asleep in the cave; just as Pelléas’s anguished observation (“Entendez vous la mer derrière 

QRXV"�(OOH�QH�VHPEOH�SDV�KHXUHXVH�FHWWH�QXLW´���VHW�WR�D�SURJUHVVLRQ�RI�WZR�WULWRQHV��*ל-C 

ĺ�$ל-D), constitutes the spoken expression of an unease that has been palpable in the 

orchestra since the scene began.

+RZHYHU��LW�LV�SHUKDSV�LQ�WKH�¿QDO�VFHQH�RI�WKH�RSHUD�WKDW�WKH�WULWRQH�UHDSSHDUV�ZLWK�
JUHDWHU�LQVLVWHQFH��:KHQ�$UNHO�DQQRXQFHV�WKH�DUULYDO�RI�*RODXG��WKH�GRZQ�WR�HDUWK�FKDU-
acter who has never been able to raise himself to Mélisande’s metaphysical heights, the 

tritone (C-Fמ��DSSHDUV�LQ�WKH�VRQJ��LQWHUUXSWHG�E\�D�ORQJ�IHUPDWD��³&¶HVW«�LO�QH�IDXW�SDV�
W¶H൵UD\HU´���7KDW�VLOHQFH�PHDQV�D�JUHDW�GHDO��$UNHO¶V�LQGHFLVLRQ��WRUQ�EHWZHHQ�IDWKHUO\�ORYH�
DQG�KLV�D൵HFWLRQ�IRU�0pOLVDQGH��WKH�JLUO¶V�FRQIXVHG�VWDWH��VLQFH�VKH�QR�ORQJHU�UHFRJQL]HV�
the people around her; and the logical disintegration of the thoughts of those who face 

the borderline between life and death. The interval acts as a bridge between interruptions 

LQ�VSHHFK��FUHDWLQJ�DQ�LPSUHVVLRQ�WKDW�WKLV�PRPHQW�RI�VLOHQFH�DFWXDOO\�¿OOV�$UNHO¶V�PLQG�
with thoughts and memories.

(YHQ�WKH�PRPHQW�WKDW�LQWURGXFHV�WKH�LQWLPDWH�GLDORJXH�EHWZHHQ�0pOLVDQGH�DQG�*RODXG�
VWDUWV�ZLWK�DQ�GLPLQLVKHG�¿IWK��%�)���UHSHDWHG�WZLFH�LQ�WKH�VDPH�SODFH��WKH�GRXEOH�EDVV�
pizzicato); this solution creates the impression of a sinister bell tolling twice, presaging a 

GL൶FXOW�HQFRXQWHU�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�FKDUDFWHUV��*RODXG�ZDQWV�WR�NQRZ�WKH�WUXWK��KH�ZDQWV�
to know his woman’s sexual past, whereas in actual fact Mélisande has been the most 

VSLULWXDO�¿JXUH�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�RSHUD��KH�LQVLVWV�RQ�XQHDUWKLQJ�WKH�GHWDLOV�RI�D�SDVW�WKDW�
he cannot know, and the same interval (F-B) contributes towards stressing his explicit 

GHPDQG�IRU�D�FRQIHVVLRQ�E\�FORVLQJ�WKH�VWDWHPHQW�³$V�WX«�DYH]�YRXV�pWp�FRXSDEOHV"�'LV��
dis, oui, oui, oui,” as well as Mélisande’s confused answer (in the viola part) to the violent 

GHPDQG�IRU�WUXWK��³/D�YpULWp«�OD«�YpULWp´��
:KHQ�*RODXG�UHVLJQV�KLPVHOI�WR�FRPPHQWLQJ�RQ�0pOLVDQGH¶V�LUUHSDUDEOH�GLVWDQFH�

IURP�HDUWKO\�WKLQJV��³-H�QH�VDLV�ULHQ��F¶HVW�LQXWLOH«�HOOH�HVW�GpMj�WURS�ORLQ�GH�QRXV«´���D�
bassoon interrupts with an ascending visionary melodic fragment enclosed within a tritone 

(D-Aל). The presence of the interval as a signpost forces us yet again to use our memory, 

because Mélisande has always seemed far away from all the other characters. When, in 

WKH�¿UVW�VFHQH�RI�WKH�RSHUD��*RODXG�DVNV�KHU�DERXW�KHU�SDVW��³'¶R��rWHV�YRXV"�2��rWHV�YRXV�
QpH"´���VKH�HQLJPDWLFDOO\�DQVZHUV�³2K��RK��ORLQ�G¶LFL«�ORLQ«�ORLQ« �́�GHFODULQJ�KHUVHOI�
from the start to be entirely estranged from a world in which she seems to have suddenly 

appeared from a parallel universe, and the entire opera forces us to consider the vision 

of a princesse lointaine who seems to have erased her past following some traumatic 

event. As spectators, we cannot help but attempt to explore the character’s memory in an 

H൵RUW�WR�XQHDUWK�D�UHSUHVVHG�PHPRU\��KRZHYHU��0DHWHUOLQFN¶V�OLEUHWWR�QHYHU�VDWLV¿HV�RXU�
curiosity, since the mystery remains unsolved at the end of the opera.

7KH�¿QDO�EDUV�RI�Pelléas et Mélisande repeat that same ambitus (music example 6); 

the opera’s last melodic fragment is encased within a tritone (Cמ-F⊚). Once again, it is 

the interval that stands out in the Lydian scale, as Smith rightly observes, theorizing the 

construction of the opera’s main harmonic relationships by working backwards from its 

last chord.34 A touch of harp harks back to the perpetual motion of the tower scene, which 

34 Smith, “Tonalities of Darkness”, 135.
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was undoubtedly key to creating the erotic tension between the two main characters. For 

D�ÀHHWLQJ�PRPHQW��'HEXVV\�UHPLQGV�KLV�OLVWHQHUV�RI�WKH�RQO\�PRPHQW�LQ�WKH�RSHUD�ZKHQ�
Mélisande had taken on physical substance, using timbre and rhythm: Pelléas had enjoyed 

a fetishistic relationship with the physical substance of her hair. Now that she is dead, the 

HSLVRGH�FDQ�DFW�PHUHO\�DV�D�PRPHQWDU\�³ÀDVKEDFN´�RI�DQ�H[SHULHQFH�WKDW�UHPDLQV�RQ�WKH�
ERUGHU�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WDQJLEOH�DQG�LQWDQJLEOH��MXVW�D�TXLFN�PRPHQW�RI�UHÀHFWLRQ��UHFDOOLQJ�
D�ÀHHWLQJ�H[LVWHQFH�EHWZHHQ�WZR�GLPHQVLRQV�WKDW�ZH�FDQQRW�XQGHUVWDQG��7KH�SUHVHQFH�RI�
WKH�WULWRQH�LQ�WKLV�ODVW�LPSUHVVLRQ�LV�SUREDEO\�QR�FRLQFLGHQFH��WKURXJKRXW�WKH�HQWLUH�¿QDO�
scene the interval is used to open a door between past and present; and the concluding bars 

UHSUHVHQW�WKH�SHDN�RI�D�UHÀHFWLRQ�WKDW�ZRUNV�EDFNZDUGV��WKDQNV�WR�ZKLFK�WKH�FKDUDFWHUV��DQG�
audience) have attempted to explore Mélisande’s history in vain. Her long, blond hair is 

the only part of her that we feel we have actually touched; these concluding bars therefore 

bring us to clasp for one last moment the memory of that now-distant physical sensation.

Music example 6
Claude Debussy, Pelléas et Mélisande, Act 5, final bars (harp and horn parts).

Conclusion

These observations provide further proof of the importance of the tritone in the musical 

language of the early 1900s. France in particular was already expressing a certain prefer-

ence for the sonorities of this interval at a theoretical level. The interest in the symmetries 

created by the tritone within the scale and the Circle of Fifths was much greater in the 

*HUPDQ�PXVLFDO�ZRUOG��LQ�FRQWUDVW��)UHQFK�WHDFKHUV�DQG�FRPSRVHUV�ZHUH�IDVFLQDWHG�E\�
the overlapping (or sequence) of sounds that could shed an unmistakable light within the 

PXVLFDO�SURFHVV��3URRI�RI�WKLV�HPHUJHV�ZKHQ�ZH�H[DPLQH�SURFHGXUHV�W\SLFDO�RI�WKH�-DYDQHVH�
music that was so admired by Debussy during the Exposition Universelle: a percussion 

accompaniment where the tritonal sound acts as a repetitive drone employing complex 

rhythm changes and polyphony.

This interest may have also stemmed from Russian music, much loved by Debussy. 

Roy Howat, for example, has highlighted the possible contact between this compositional 

practice and lexical habits found in Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov: he particularly focuses 

on the similarities between the tritonal sequences in the latter’s coronation scene and 

those of a number of piano pieces (Images oubliées and “Hommage à Rameau” from the 
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Images, series 1).35 This is not surprising, given Debussy’s clear interest in that opera: 

his admiration for Mussorgsky continued for most of his career. In 1908 a debate arose 

in Paris regarding the similarities between that particular Russian opera and Pelléas,36 

and a few years earlier (in 1903) Debussy himself had remarked on the performance of 

Boris Godunov at the Opéra in the columns of Gil Blas.37

In the examples mentioned above, Debussy uses the tritone to stimulate a comparison 

between past and present: its naturally dark physiognomy (particularly in a low register) 

HQFRXUDJHV�D�FRPSDULVRQ�EHWZHHQ�GL൵HUHQW�PRPHQWV�LQ�WKH�FKURQRORJLFDO�D[LV��OHQGLQJ�
one’s memory of the past an unmistakable colour. In the introduction to Debussy’s Sonate 
SRXU�À�WH��KDUSH�HW�DOWR� it immediately confers on the cyclical material that harmonic 

originality advocated so passionately by Vincent d’Indy in his Cours de Composition,38 

while at other points during the composition it can prove to be a clear element of latent 

UHFXUVLYLW\�DV�GHHSO\�UHFRQVWUXFWHG�E\�-HDQ�/RXLV�/HOHX�39 This French scholar has espe-

cially highlighted the texture of infra-thematic relationships generated by the interval class 

���HVSHFLDOO\�&�±�*ל), observing its importance in conferring unity on the composition.40 

However, it is an obsessive presence that emerges in the endings of many other pieces 

by Debussy: in Des pas sur la neige the tritone leaves its insistent mark on the harmony 

RI�WKH�¿UVW�EDUV��XS�XQWLO�EDU������ZKLOH�LQ�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQ�LW�DSSHDUV�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�LQ�
melodic form at the height of the episode characterized by the direction “comme un tendre 

et triste regret” (bars 29–31), leaving the listener with a sense of déjà-entendu; whereas 

in the “Sérénade” from the Sonate pour violoncelle et piano it is the disappearance of 

the tritone in Section A’ (bar 56) that forces the listener to think back, in the search for a 

psychological explanation for the removal of an element that has been obsessively repeated 

ever since the introduction.41

It is interesting to link these choices to memory processes. Debussy associated tri-

tones with reminiscence, using the interval to contemplate a path that has already been 

completed, thereby looking at the past in a complex and problematic way. In actual fact, 

35 Howat, “Russian Imprints”, 34–45.
36 Debussy, Correspondance, 1098.
37 The perhaps excessively aggressive tone was soon moderated by Pierre Lalo and the composer 

himself. Cf. Debussy, Monsieur Croche, 117.
38 For d’Indy, a cyclical sonata had to have a number of essential features. The cyclical theme had 

to be easy to memorize, thanks to a well-formed melodic profile, harmonies designed to satisfy 

the expectations of the listener and simple repetitions. These cyclical elements had to be central 

to each movement and not secondary to other material. Last but not least, the harmonic move-

ment had to start from the tonic only to return to it, confirming the circularity of its progress. 

Cf. Indy, Cours de Composition Musicale, 391.
39 Leleu, “Spécificités de l’agencement formel”.
40 Ibid.
41 In “Dialogue du vent et de la mer” from La Mer the tritone often appears to alter the shape of 

the cyclical theme (bars 110ff); in Des pas sur la neige it systematically appears in harmonic 

form, only to return in melodic form during the conclusion at the moment where the instruction 

“comme un tendre et triste regret” appears (in this case, Debussy – at bar 31 – explicitly refers 

to an act of memory); in the “Sérénade” it disappears at the end, depriving the main idea of a 

distinctive characteristic, as occurs in Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune.
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this is not a version of the familiar closing devices appearing in music of the late nineteenth 

century, where the repeat of a motif is used to add an organic element to a composition, 

appearing to the ear of the listener in an explicit way. The examples commented above 

VKRZ�D�GL൵HUHQW�FRQFHSW�RI�F\FOLF�XQLW\��ZKLFK�VWUD\V�IURP�WKH�PRGHOV�RI�&pVDU�)UDQFN�DQG�
Vincent d’Indy proposed by Mark DeVoto, to favour a principle of latent connections.42 

Debussy prefers to work on involuntary memory, on those subtle, hidden connections that 

we do not perceive in any conscious way. Marcel Proust can maybe prove helpful when 

we attempt to understand this approach. The two men met, but they did not seek out one 

another’s company. This lack of contact has often been used as a pretext for not examin-

ing more deeply the aesthetic links between their respective oeuvres. Only recently has 

light really been shed upon the grid of poetic connections between Debussy and Proust. 

,Q�SDUWLFXODU��LW�LV�-HDQ�<YHV�7DGLp�ZKR�KDV�JLYHQ�XV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�LQ�GHSWK�VWXG\�RI�WKLV�
problematic theme, consisting of numerous threads tied to a common source: Proust’s 

admiration for Pelléas et Mélisande, inhabited by the seductive force of the sea that they 

both felt, the idea of arabesque and above all an interest in mental intimate thoughts and 

the complex workings of the unconscious with particular reference to underlying move-

ments of memory, which leads both Proust and Debussy to examine real life in all of its 

IRUPV��³>«@�OH�SDVVp�VXVFLWp��OH�SDVVp�UHJUHWWp��OH�URPDQ�GH�FH�TXL�DXUDLW�SX�rWUH�>«@ �́43

In À la Recherche du Temps Perdu, there are not only epiphanies of the past: there 

are, above all, detailed examinations of the moments that precede the appearance of the 

past. When the narrator dips a madeleine in his tea, his memory of the past does not sud-

denly appear: initially, his mind wanders in search of a tangible contact with the origin 

of that memory.44 Proust dedicates a number of pages (in this case, as in the episode 

where he comes to terms with the loss of his grandmother, or the apparition of temps 
retrouvé�DIWHU�KH�IDOOV�RQ�WKH�SDYHPHQW�RI�WKH�SDODFH�RI�WKH�*XHUPDQWHV��WR�UHÀHFWLQJ�RQ�
the sensation, somewhere between the conscious and the unconscious, that precedes the 

FRPSOHWH�UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�WKH�SDVW��'HEXVV\�RIWHQ�DWWHPSWV�WKH�VDPH�PQHPRQLF�H൵RUW�
described by Proust: that mental state where every image struggles to take on a clear 

IRUP��,Q�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQV�ZH�KDYH�DQDO\VHG��WKH�WULWRQH�FRQWULEXWHV�WR�FUHDWLQJ�WKLV�H൵HFW��
forming subterranean associations that cannot always be consciously discerned. The basic 

42 DeVoto, Debussy and the Veil of Tonality, 13–14.
43 Tadié, “Proust et Debussy”, 116.
44 Proust, À la Recherche du Temps Perdu, 45–46: “Et je recommence à me demander quel pouvait 

être cet état inconnu, qui n’apportait aucune preuve logique, mais l’évidence de sa félicité, de 

VD�UpDOLWp�GHYDQW�ODTXHOOH�OHV�DXWUHV�V¶pYDQRXLVVDLHQW��-H�YHX[�HVVD\HU�GH�OD�IDLUH�UHSDUDvWUH��-H�
UpWURJUDGH�SDU�OD�SHQVpH�DX�PRPHQW�R��MH�SULV�OD�SUHPLqUH�FXLOOHUpH�GX�WKp��-H�UHWURXYH�OH�PrPH�
pWDW��VDQV�XQH�FODUWp�QRXYHOOH��-H�GHPDQGH�j�PRQ�HVSULW�XQ�HIIRUW�GH�SOXV��GH�UDPHQHU�HQFRUH�XQH�
fois la sensation qui s’enfuit. Et, pour que rien ne brise l’élan dont il va tâcher de la ressaisir, 

j’écarte tout obstacle, toute idée étrangère, j’abrite mes oreilles et mon attention contre les bruits 

de la chambre voisine. Mais sentant mon esprit qui se fatigue sans réussir, je le force au contraire 

à prendre cette distraction que je lui refusais, à penser à autre chose, où se refaire avant une 

tentative suprême. Puis une deuxième fois, je fais le vide devant lui, je remets en face de lui la 

saveur encore récente de cette première gorgée et je sens tressaillir en moi quelque chose qu’on 

aurait désancré, à une grande profondeur; je ne sais ce que c’est, mais cela monte lentement; 

j’éprouve la résistance et j’entends la rumeur des distances traversées.”
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attitude, deep down, is perfectly in line with the root of symbolism: that which Mallarmé 

considered to be a stimulus to suggesting rather than saying. The result lies somewhere 

between consciousness and unconsciousness, exploiting a melodic-harmonic element in 

RUGHU�WR�DFWLYDWH�D�GHHS��\HW�ÀHHWLQJ��PQHPRQLF�SURFHVV�
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