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Abstract

Many music scholars share a belief in a deep-seated connection berween music and

language. This belief underlies the exploration of homologies berween musical and

linguistic structures that have been an important area of study within our field. In recent

years. however. a number of scholars have been considering larger units of musical

structure. taking as their model not the syntactic structure of the sentence. but rather the

organizational structure of whole narrative texts. One goal of narratology is to investigate

the ways that events experienced separately are comprehended as a unified whole. Because

of its attention to the interplay of schema-driven and data-driven perception. narrative

theory is suggestive of an approach to the study of the early post-tonal repertoire. music

that involves both tonal configurations and atonaL "intra-opus" processes.

Debussy's late works. which include the Etudes and the three Sonatas. exhibit a

distinct style which combines elements of late nineteenth-century chromaticism with atonal

features. innovative formai structures and new pitch resources. This study begins with the

assumption that the large-scale tonal structure of most nineteenth-eentury instrumental

music is analogous to the ··plot'· of a classical narrative text: in contrast. Debussy's quasi

tonal structures represent alternatives to chat classical narrative syntax. l view Debussy's

innovative musical language as a departure from a prevailing ·'narrative code." which is

embodied in the works of composers like Wagner. and dominated by notions of tension

and resolution. tonal departure and retum. and monumental formai structures. In contrast

to this tonal idio~ Debussy' s late works exhibit other modes of organization which cao be

more accurately modeled using alternative story-types. The alternative narrative models [

invoke come out of two main research areas: studies on the development of story-teUing

ability in children. and studies of the spatial and temporal relationships exhibited in the early

silent cinema Throughout this study l attempt to contextualize the array of narrative

strategies manifested in Debussy's music within the general cultural reorientations of the

early rwentieth century that we idenùfy as Modernism.
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Résumé

Plusieurs musicologues sont d'accord à estimer un rapport profond entre la musique

et le langage. Cette croyance sous-tend l'exploration d'homologies entre des structures

linguistiques et musicales. un domaine de recherche tres important de nos jours.

Récemment. un certain nombre de musicologues ont pondéré de plus grands unités de

structure. ayant comme modèle l'organization de textes narratifs en entier. et non seulement

la structure syntactique de la phrase. Un des buts de la narratologie est de comprendre

comment l'on englobe des événements perçus séparément dans un tout unifié. La théorie

narrative. de par son intérêt dans l'interaction des perceptions contrôlés par le ~chérna ou le

dat~ se dispose bien à l'analyse du répertoire post-tonal, une musique qui comprend à la

fois des configurations tonales et des processus atonales ·"intra-opus".

Les oeuvres tardives de Debussy. incluant les Etudes et les trois Sonates. exhibent

un style distinct, combinant des éléments du chromatisme fin-dix-neuvième-siècle et des

éléments atonales. des structures formelles innovatrices et de nouvelles ressources

hannoniques. Cette étude part avec l'idée que la macro-structure tonale de la plupart des

oeuvres instrumentales du 19ème siècle est analogique à l'intrigue d'un texte narratif

classique: en contraste. les structures quasi-tonales de Debussy offrent une alternative à

cette syntaxe narrative classique. Je perçois le langage innovateur de Debussy comme étant

une brisure avec le "code narratif' traditionneL perpétué dans les oeuvres de Wagner (entre

autres), et qui est dominé par des notions de tension-résolution. départ et retour de la

tonalité. et des structures formelles monumentales. En contraste avec cette idiôme tonale.

les dernières oeuvres de Debussy exhibent d'autres modes organizationnels qui peuvent être

modelés d'après des types de narration alternatives. Les modèles de narration alternatives

que j' invoque proviennent de deux sphères de recherche: les études du développement chez

les enfants de l'art de conter, et des études sur les relations spatiales et temporelles dans les

débuts du cinéma muet. A travers cette étude. je vais tenter de mettre dans un contexte
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culturel du début XXème siècle (le renouveau de la Modernité). la série de stratégies

narratives que l'on retrouve chez Debussy.

5



(

Acknowledgments

This dissertation presents research conducted at McGill University under the

supervision of Professor Brian Alegant. whose insights. thoughtful comments and great

advice continually motivated me to work through challenging issues and to pursue

interesting new directions with this topic. l am grateful for the financial assistance for this

project which was provided by a Doctoral Fellowship from the Social Sciences and

Humanities Research Council of Canada and a Principal's Dissertation Fellowship from

McGill University. Sincere thanks go to my parents. Leo and Joan Leydon. my sisters

Frances. Sara. and Genevieve. and my brother Michael for their support and

encouragement. to Marc Couroux for his EnglishIFrench translation. and tïnally. [0 Henry

Avison for his interest. support. and good humour.

6



(

(

Chapter 1. Introduction

Introduction

The music of Claude Debussy occupies a special position in Western musical

history. one in the midst of profound changes in musical syntactic structures. His career

spans a crucial historical period.. coincident with widespread social and technological

transformations that occasioned new economic realities. class relations. anistic movements.

and new conceptions of the nature of time and space. 1 Like aH music. Debussy's work

engages a social world and affords valuable insights into the broader culturallandscape

from which it stems. Debussy's music represents a compelling artifact for anyone

interested in the historicaI transition into modernity. For music scholars. his language

embodies the perplexing process by which western music. out of its tonal origins in the

nineteenth century. came to he the way we find it in the twentieth.

This chapter describes the general features Debussy's music that have presented and

continue to present challenges for the analyst. 1explore sorne of the reception history of the

music by citing examples of criticaI response to these "Debussyisms:' the characteristic

features of his musical language. To contextualize this language 1discuss the considerable

influence of Wagner on Debussy's music .. the nature of the changes that Debussy's style

undergoes in his mature career. and the special characteristics of Debussy' s late style. 1

then consider CUITent Debussy reception: the chapter examines the roles that traditionaI

music theories have played in fonning cognitive templates for our perception and awareness

as listeners. inasmuch as they have determined the discourse of critics. teachers. and

1Severa! recent publications explore the complex relationships between new technologies and the emergence
of modern conceptions of time and space. See especially Friedrich A. Kittler. Discourse Networks
1800//900. lrans. by Michael Metteer with Chris Cullens (Stanford: Stanford University Press. 1990).
Kittler investigates the sweeping cultural changes wrought by the invention of the typewriter. the
phonograph. the camera. and other technologies. (1 discuss sorne of Kittler's work below in Chapter 3.)
Stephen Kem takes up these issues in rus book The Culture ofTime and Space: /880-/9/8 (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press. 1983). Kem documents sorne of the far-reaching cultural consequences of the
military technology that arose in connection with first world war. including links between cubism and the
development of miLirary camouflage. soldiers' experiences in the trenches and their effect on musical
percepùons of temporality. and changes in international diplomacy brought about by j}e development of
telegraph communication.
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scholars. After outlining sorne of the premises of traditional analytieal approaches. 1

suggest new ways that we might formulate a more satisfactory theoretieal model for tbis

repertoire. 1argue that sueh a model can contribute in a significant way to the positive

reception and informed performance of this repertoire.

·~Debussyisms'·

Musicians throughout the twentieth century have always aeknowledged Debussy's

contribution of a number of new techniques to compositional praetice. Sorne of these

techniques represent a fundamental shift in the natw"e of pitch organization. They include

his much-celebrated whole-tone sonorities. pentatonicism. parallelism. a ··non-teleological"

or non-directional organization of harmony. and a blurred relationship hetween structure

and omament. between chord-tones and non-hannonic tones. These innovative features

have been precisely categorized by a nurnber of scholars. most recently by John Clevenger

who has rraced their chronological development in a series of papers dealing with

Debussy's early cornpositions.2 Scholars have aIse explored the relationship between these

musical features and the literary devices employed by the Symbolist poets with whom

Debussy is associated. First appearing in songs eomposed as early as the 1870s. these

techniques rernain hallrnarks of Debussy's style throughout his oeuvre. These

Debussyisrns may he eategorized very generally according to the kinds of effects they

achieve. Sorne of these devices. for example. represent ways of evading cadential closure:

the placement of seaIe-degree flat 7 at points cf tonie arrivai (as in V71IV instead of 1after a

dominant). for example. Related to this is the use of the modal cadence. v - I. where the

leading-tone is replaced by the subtonic. Another category of Debussyisrns has ta do with

exploiting pitch-spatial and inrervallie symmetries: ··planing,·' or harmonie parallelism. is

one such technique. Clevenger has described this as a technique which effects an

equalization of the structural weight of individual sonorities. Similarly. pentatonic and

2John CIevenger. Unpublished papers presented at Society for Music Theory meetings in Montreal t993.
Tallahassee 1994. and New York City 1995.

8
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especially whole-tone sonorities, because of their internal intervallic symmetries. tend to

dissipate tonal functional propensity. Other techniques accomplish a similar disruption of

normative harmonic syntax: non-functional chord successions. composed either of diatonic

chords. which momentarily suspend tonality. or of chromatic chords. which effect a more

drastic disruption of syntax: progressions based on root motion from scale-degree fiat 2 to

l: upper-third elaborations of tonic and dominant: and chord succession based upon

semitonal shifts or common-tone links. Finally. we may note Debussy's fonnal

idiosyncrasies. including the device Clevenger calls reiteration. the repetition of short

fragments so as to produce a "disjunctive interface between the statement and its

reiteration:'3 Other scholars have noted Debussy's predilection for "additive" forms. non

schematic structures built up from disjunctive blocks of material. as compared with the

··hierarchic" forms characteristic of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century instrumental music.~

Although sorne of these devices represent procedures aIready available within the

nineteenth-century tonal idiom. Debussy's saturation of the musical surface with such

devices radically undermines unitary tonaI identity. Their aim is to complicate the binary

oppositions of tension and resolution. structure and omament. departure and return.

consonance and dissonance--oppositions which are defming characteristics of the tonal

idiom. Yet while Debussy certainly obscures functional tonality. he does not entirely

abandon it either. Frequently. Debussy effects the destabilization of a unifying referential

tonie but still preserves the recognizable shapes of familiar tonal objects--triads and seventh

chords. While sorne new types of sonorities are introduced in bis music. such as quartai

and whole-tone harmonies and chords based on accumulations of upper partials, Debussy's

originality often lies in the new orderings and contexts for familiar sonorities. Chord

successions that are disengaged from explicit key centres are partly responsible for the

3This unusual fonnal device has aIso been discussed by Nicolas Ruwet in "Note sur les duplications dans
l'oeuvre de Claude Debussy," Langage, Musique, Poesies (Paris: aux Éditions du Seuil. 1972), p. 70-99. It
is subsequently discussed by William Benjamin in '''Pour les sixtes': An Analysis." Journal ofMusic
Theory 2212 (1978), p. 286. Benjamin adopts Ruwet's term "duplication" for this technique.
~See. for example Richard Parles. The Music ofClaude Debussy (New Haven: Yale University Press.
(989). p. 126. See below for further discussion of Parks' analysis of Debussy's form.
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impressions of "weightlessness:9··circuJarity:9 and ··stasiS.'9 observed by many writers.5 Il

is this aspect of Debussy's music that closely approximates the quality of language in

Symbolist poetry. which is often characterized by nebulous interconnections among vivid

images of indeterminate significance. Like the images in the poems of Mallarmé and

Baudelaire. Debussy's musical abjects. chordfunctions. are continuously convoked and

dissolved. with their tonal identity always remaining precarious. Debussy's illusory

tonality resonates not only with the major themes of Symbolism. but also with the linguistic

theories of his contemporary Ferdinand de Saussure. namely the unstable and arbitrary

relationship posited between signifier and signified in natural languages. "

Coupled with his harmonie language. Debussy's unique approach to register and

texture. his subdued dynamics. speech-like rhythms and fragmentary melodic structures all

work to create an impression of tentativeness in his music. Paradoxically. the most salient

aspect of Debussy's language is his refusai to allow musical ideas to assert thernselves as

full-fledged subjects. a reluctance to grant musical themes. as such. an independent

existence. Casual listeners to a work of Debussy are less likely to recall specifie tunes or

themes than to be left with a certain impression of tonal space or a sensation of movement.

Indeed. many descriptions of Debussy's work characterize the music as t1uid. shifting.

expressive of a state of flux or transition. This impression is conveyed in spire of the fact

that Debussy eschews the very devices that are traditionally understood to represent

transition and motion: harmonie sequences. motoric rhythms. and the tracing of long

5Such terms are employed by Arthur B.Wenk throughout his Claude Debussy and Twentieth-Cenrury Music
(Boston: Twayne. 1983).
6 In Cours de la Linguistique Génerale. (posthumously published in 1916. l'rom the notes for his lectures at
the University of Geneva) Ferdinand de Saussure argues that language is an imernally self-sufficient. rule
govemed system. Saussure illustrates the relationship between thought and language using the image of a
body of water and a mass of arr. Articulations. in the form of waves on the water's surface. only exist at
the point where the two masses meel. In the same way. the continuum of semiotic chom and that of ideas.
are each. by themselves. inchoate. They become organized and articulated through language into thought
sound pairs. defined according to a system of internal differences. The link between particular phonemes and
the thing they represent is thus essentially arbitrary: a linguistic meaning arises when a social group. such
as the community of English-speaker. invests sounds with particular values. This view counters the notion
of a pre·existing reality. independent of language. which somehow causes itself to be represented
linguistically. Instead of a direct mapping of words onto ideas. Saussure envisions a semantics that is
stabilized only through the force of social conventions. Debussy's treatment of tonal function seems to me
to represcnt a musical analogue of this precarious and contingent mapping.
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melodic arches. Instead. Debussy more often employs his idiosyncratic technique of

'~duplication:'or furnishes truncated themes and fragmented formai structures.

Music theorists set themselves the difficult task of reducing the complexity of the

listening experience to analytical information. For Debussy's music this has been

especially difficult. There is discrepancy between. on one hand. the overall effect of

propulsiveness and fluidity, and a sense of contrast between motion and stasis. and. on the

other hand. analYtical terminology that can only identify reiterations. discontinuities. and

fragmentation. Clearly this music is more than a sum of discontinuous parts. Music

theorists attempting to model musical processes are hindered by the curious intangibility of

these works. which undermine many of our most basic music-theoretical premises for

coherence. Among criùcs steeped in the canonical repeItoire of European tonal master

works. Debussy' s metaphysical unpretentiousness has at tirnes been seen as a shoItcoming.

a perceived unwillingness or inability to commit to a single style or ideology. This

sentiment plagued the early reception of Debussy' s music. and is sometimes encountered

even today. 7 The following citations reveal that initial critical response to many of rus

works was often coloured by conservative conceptions of musicallogie. Upon tïrst

hearing La l'vier, for example. one critie felt that the looseness of the work did not

sufficiently engage the intellect:

For perfeet enjoyment of this music there is no attitude more to be reconunended
than passive unintelligent rumination ... as long as actual sleep ean be avoided. At
all events. the practical result of this music is ta make the musician hungry for
music that is merely logical and beautiful.8

This American critie lamented the absence of any palpable melodic content in Prélude cl

l'après-midi d'un faune:

7A thorough examination of issues surrounding the reception of Debussy's music around the turn of the
century is Jann Pasler's "Pelléas and Power," Nineteenth-Century Music lO/3 (1987). p. 243-264.
8London Times. February 3, 1908. Quoted in Nicholas Slonimsky, A Le:cicon of Musical Invective (Seattle
and London: University of Washington Press. 1953), p. 96. No author is given for this remark.
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The work gives as much dissonance as any of the most modem art works in music.
AlI these erratic and erotic spasms but indicate that our music is going through a
transition state. When will the melodist of the future arrive?9

The same sense of dissatisfaction with the supposed architectural flimsiness of Debussy's

compositions was expressed by crities in Paris:

AlI in this music is indetenninate, vague. fleeting, indecisive. deliberately
indefinite: formless music without muscle or backbone: gray music forming a sort
of sonorous mist which one would like to pierce to see if there is anything behind il.
but whose somnolent opacity makes it impenetrable. lo

Doubtless these remarks reflect the critical response of a only a minority of Debussy's

audience and it is easy to dismiss them as wrong-headed or ~sinformed. Yet the authors

express an attitude that springs from the particular critical stance implicit in much music

theory, even today. As sorne scholars have recently argued. the particular analytical

methodologies that music theorists have developed tend to highlight the aspects of musical

structure that are most comPelling in our canonical texts, the tonal ··masterworks:' or.

altematively, the twentieth-century avant-garde. When such methodologies are applied to

Debussy's music. the analysis can often leave the uncomfortable impression that purported

logical relationships are being manufactured by the analyst rather than emanating from the

work itself. Furthermore, these analytical techniques can completely ignore whole

dimensions of the music which may impact heavily on listeners' experience. like timbre or

rhythm, not to mention intertextual factors and expressive content. As l shaH demonstrate

below, Debussy analysis has tended either to privilege Schenkerian principles. explaining

all deviations as temporary suspensions of an over-arching tonality. or else to retreat from

tonal explanations altogether. But the music is neither exclusively tonal or atonaL and thus

many questions arise. What makes it "go"? What accounts for the impressions of stasis

and of motion? How are seeming discontinuities perceived as a unified whole? ln absence

9Louis Eison. Boston Daily Advertiser Feb.25. 1904. Quoted in Sionimsky. p. 92.
IOArthur Pougin. Le Ménestrel. Paris. Apri19. 1910. Quoted in Sionimsky. p. 98. The author is writing
about Debussy's "La Damoiselle élue."
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of a unifying tonal framework, how can pitch events be implicative? What.. besides

tonality, can structure the musical fonn? Working within our conventional methodologies.

it is difficult to know just how to talk about this music in a way that is meaningful for more

than just a few specialists within the musically literate community. While the importance of

Debussy's contribution is widely acknowledged by scholars. teachers. and performers. our

discussion of his music remains problematic in classrooms and even in the highly

specialized scholarly literature. often forcing us to admit that our received "ru1es" of musical

logic are hopelessly intratheoretical. The purpose of this study is to address tbis problem

by developing sorne new analytical tools suited to the particularities of this repertoire.

thereby making it more accessible to pedagogical and scholarly discourse.

Debussy's Early and Late Styles

In sorne respects it is appropriate to consider Debussy's music as a form of post-

Romantic "extended" tonality. and in doing so we acknowledge at least one very real issue:

the profound intluence of Wagner on Debussy's music. That Wagner's prestige looms

iarge in the background of Debussy' s musical world is clear. A survey of the programs for

concerts given in Paris during the second half of the nineteenth century reveals that

performances of Wagner's works were given in increasing nurnbers through the 18705: by

the 1880s. Parisian audiences were being exposed to massive arnounts of Wagner. mostly

in the forro of concert pieces excerpted from the operas. 11 At the same tïme. Wagner was

becoming an intensely politicized symbol in France in a climate of political paranoia and

growing nationalism. 11 During Debussy's student days at the Conservatoire. it would have

been almost impossible for any French musician to rernain indifferent toward Wagner' s

music and artistic ideals. Debussy's attendance at the Bayreuth festivals of 1888 and 1889

and bis participation in the Symbolist idolatry of Wagner attest to the esteem in which he

IISee "Oeuvres wagneriennes au programme des concerts parisiens, 1841- 1914," in Martine Kahane and
Nicole Wild. 00.• Wagner et la France (Paris: Bibiotheque Nationale. 1983). p.1 58-165.
12See Pas1er. 1987.
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held the German composer in the early stages ofhis career. 13 Later. however. Debussy's

feelings about Wagner grow ambivalent. While his published remarks during tbis time are

characterized by an almost pathological aversion to Wagner. his own music abound~ with

Wagnerisms. including the leitmotiv technique. seamless formal plans. even direct

quotations of orchestration and harmony.14 '''Wagner has set us a number of precedents in

how to fashion music for the theatre.·· Debussy writes in La Revue Blanche in 1901: "One

day we shall sec how useless they all are:' 15 Eisewhere he describes Wagner's orchestra

as '''a kind of multicoloured putty, perfectly evenly spread.·' in which one "could no longer

differentiate between the sound of a violin and that of a trombone." In a well-known

passage in which he praises the unfenered melodies of Bach. Debussy remarks:

Certainly my method of composing--which consists above ail of dispensing with
'methods of composing'--owes nothing to Wagner. [n bis work each character has.
one might say. his own 'calling card.' his image--his leitmotiv--which must a1ways
precede him. 16

Debussy's criticisms are symptomatic of a more general tendency to disparage all things

German that characterizes French thinking at this time. [n a passage praising French

musicians he writes:

César Franck serves music without seeking any glory. What he takes from life, he
puts back into art with a modesty that is almost selfless. When Wagner takes
something from life. he conquers it. treads it under bis feet. and forces it to
proclaim the name of Wagner louder than the loudest trumpets of fame.·· 17

13See François Lesurc. Claude Debussy avant·Pelléas·. ou les années symbolistes (Paris: Klincksicck.
1992).
14Carolyn Abbate has argued that in the wriùng of Pelléas Debussy lOok great pains to erase the traces of
Wagner's innuence. but that mis intluence nevertheless remains obvious in aIl apects of the work. l'rom the
choice of libretto to the numerous musical "puns" invoiving the Tristan chord. See "Tristan in the
Composition of Pelléas," Nineteenth-Century Music 5 ( 1981 ), p. 117-141. Also of interest is Robin
Holloway's discussion of the song "Recueillement" in Debussy and Wagner (London: Eulenberg. 1979). p.
44-47. in which he compares the song with the opening of Tristan und Iso/de Act II. See also Roger
Nichois. who makes similar daims about Debussy and Wagner in Debussy (Oxford University Press.
1973). p. 9-11.
l50ebussy, La. Revue Blanche 15 May 190. Quoled in François Lesure. Debussy on Music (London:
Secker and Warburg, 1977), p. 35.
l6Debussy, "Pelléas et Mélisande: A reply to the Crilics," Le Figaro. 16 May 1902.
17Debussy, "At the Concerts Spirituels: César Franck's Les Béatitudes." Gif B/as 13 April 1903. Quoted in
Lesure, p. 173.
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In his latter career Debussy's pleas for a more genuinely French music. a music

that need not be evaluated by Germanic musical criteria. take on a less hysterical tone. He

makes the following statements in 1910. 1913. and 1917. respectively:

l am neither revolutionizing nor demolishing anything. l am quietly forging my
own way ahead. without any trace of propaganda for my ideas--as is proper for a
revolutionary. 1am no longer an adversary of Wagner. 18

An old friend of mine. M. Croche (who died recently). used to cali the Ring the
'Who's Who of the Gods'. An irreverent quip! But it does underline the fact that
even if Wagner no longer exerts the same influence as he used to on French music.
people will still he consulting this admirable reference book for sorne while yet. 19

For sorne years now. although we hardly seem to have been aware of it. French
music has had to put up with a great deal of importation. Our naturaI hospitality has
facilitated this. but we have not been enough on our guard against these often
contradictory disciplines. Even at this very moment. when France is sacrificing the
blood of her best children. without regard for birthright or class. one hears sorne
strange proposais about Beethoven put forward: Aemish or German. he was a
great musician. And Wagner. too--although he was more of a great artist than a
musician. But that has heen understood for a long time.20

The complex relationship between Debussy and rus Teutonic forerunner i~ probably

best understood in terms of "anxiety of intluence:' as formulated by Harold Bloom.21

Debussy's desire for an ethnically distinct musical tradition. with himself in the role of the

exemplary musicien français. can be read as an attempt to resist and overcome Wagner"s

18This passage is daimed by Léon Vallas. in Revue musicale de Lyon 8 January 1911. to have come l'rom
a publication in December 1910. Lcsure. however. is unable to trace il. See Lcsure. p. 243.
19Debussy...Apropos of the Wagner Centenary." Les Annales Politiques et Littéraires 15 May 1913.
Quoted in Lesure. p. 294.
:!00ebussy. "Preface in the Forro of a Letter:' Pour la Musique Française: Douze Causeries. December
1916. Quoted in Lesure. p. 324.
:!1 Harold Bloom. The Alu'iety of Influence (New York: Oxford University Press. 1973). Bloom argues thal
what he calls lhe "anxiely of influence" is. in facto the very subjecl matter of aIl post-enlightenment poctry.
The laler one arrives in poetic history. Bloom daims. the more conscious one becornes of other texLS. and
lhe more one's experience is structured by textuality. Kevin Korsyn. summarizing Bloom. states:

Hence the poet discovers poetry with a sense of belatedness. with feelings of guilt and indebtedness
lowards his predecessors. Love for anterior poetry--lhe love that awakened his poetic calling--soon
lUrns ambivalent. ... [T}he poet's preoccupation with self·hood is the anxiety that his precursors
have nOl left him room to become a self. ta speak with his own poetic voice. Self-consciousness
manifests itself as text consciousness.... Influence becomes something poets actively resist.
rather than something Lhey passively receive. and poetry becomes a psychic battlefield. an Oedipal
struggle against one's poeùc fathers. in which poems seek to repress and exclude other poems.

See Korsyn. '"Towards a New PoeÙcs of Musical Influence:' in Music Analysis 9 (1990), p. 7-8.

15



(

{

powerfuI influence~ itself born out of an unarticulated but deeply-felt attachment to

Wagner's music. Kevin Korsyn's recent study of the intertextual links between the music

of Brahms and that of his predecessors has obvious applications to the case of Debussy and

Wagner.:!:!

A marked change in Debussy's musical language coincides with the composer's

later. less perturbed relationship with the Wagnerian legacy. lt is these late works. those

cornposed after 1914~ that serve as the focus of this present study. The kinds of tonal

anomalies found in Debussy' s early works. particularly his use of nontonal pitch material

and his enigmatic "additive'~ formai structures. become more pronounced in these later

compositions.:!3 The specific period l am interested in begins in January of 1915. when

Debussy's publisher Jacques Durand assigned him the job of editing Chopin's piano

works. During the following summer Debussy produced bis Douze Études. apparently

rejuvenated by his reacquaintance with Chopin's achievements in that genre. These pieces

were soon followed by the publication of the Sanata for Cello and Piano. the Sooata for

Flute. Viola~ and Harp. En blanc et noir for two pianos. and. Debussy' s final work. the

Violin Sonata. This productive period follows nearly fruitless rnonths of 1914. a period

that the composer described as ··the long drought imposed on my brain by the war.·~4

Sorne scholars have pointed out that certain elements in these late works recall features of

~2Korsyndevelops his imertextual inquiry in sophisticated ways by drawing on Schenkerian analytical
techniques for the comparison of works by Brahms. Chopin. and Schumann. Korsyn daims:

Conventional source study tends to dissolve a poem into its allcged sources. without explaining
what constitutes a poem's unique daim on our attention. Formalist criticism treats poems as
autonomous cntities. leaving poems unconnected to history....[Wle need a model that cxplains
both tradition and uniqueness. that explains how a work becomes original by strUggling against
other texts. The model should a1so leave room for the imagination. so that we remain artists even
in our madel-building. lt should integrate knowing with feeling. lest our complex modes of
analysis a1ienate us from music.

See Korsyn. p. 13.
l3Roy Howat. who argues that most of Debussy's music is based on formal proponions derived from
summation series. considers the [ate compositions as conspicuous excepùons. He daims that Debussy's
formai procedures become increasingly individualized and that these late works "carry on the process of
subverting proportional systems to its full conclusion." See Howat. Debussy in Proportion (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press. 1983), p. [62.
24 Letter ta Jacques Durand. July 30. 1915 in Lettres de Claude Debussy à son éditeur (Paris: Durand.
1927). Debussy's inacùvity during this time is probably also connel:led to his suffering from the effects of
cancer. although sorne have attributed it ta a kind of creative after-shock following the premier of
Stravinsky's Rite in 1913.
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eighteenth-century French music-an emphasis on linearity. counterpoint~ and intricate

ornamentation~ for example-and that they represent a kind of homage to the French

clavecinists and to Rameau. In this respect~ these pieces prefigure the Neociassicai

movement of the 1920s. His use of generic titles ··sonata" and '''etude:' rare in his oeuvre.

reflects Debussy's self-consciousness of his own position within an historical musical

tradition going back to the eighteenth cennrry: at the sarne tirne~ however~ these are also the

works in his oeuvre which most radically underrnine that tradition. While many musicians

agree that these constitute sorne of the most interesting compositions in the early twentieth-

century instrumental repertoire~ these late works have received little significant anaiytical

attention in our theoretic literature.

Scholars generally agree that Debussy's late style properly begins in 1913 with the

orchestral work Jeux. 25 In arder to clarify what distinguishes Debussy 's '''late'' from bis

"'early'~ style~ it is instructive to consider how Jeux compares with works that predate it.

While 1will not undertake an analysis of this seldom-studied piece. it is among my goals in

tbis study to establish sorne kind of analytical context within which a discussion of trus

enigmatic work might be possible. The lack of scholarly attention paid JelLr has to do with

the work's extraordinary formai structure. Its nearly overwhelming complexity also

explains the public indifference to the first performance: lelLr garnered little response.

excepting that of a few critics.like Emiie Vuillermoz. who championed Debussy's formai

innovations: ··It changes speed and nuance every two measures~" Vuillermoz wrote

enthusiastically...it abandons a figure. a timbre. a gesture. in order to go headIong in

another direction.·~ Lawrence Berman has remarked on the ways in which Jeux

inaugurates the new. more formally amorphous style associated with Debussy's late works.

He illustrates this by pointing out sorne of the differences between Jeux and PréLude à

l'après-midi d'un faune. composed nearly twenty years earlier. Berman envisions Jeux as

a second. more successful musical rendering of the Mallarmé poem upon which Faune is

!5See Wenk. p. 73. Wenk observes that "in Jeta. Dehussy goes severa! steps beyond La Mer in exploring
fragmentation as a compositional procedure."
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based: Bennan believes that Jeux follows the structure and spirit of the poem more closely

than the Prelude itself.:!6 The Prelude~ he observes. has a singular consistency and tlow.

However:

In writing his poem ... such a smoothness of continuity may not have been what
Mallanné had uppermost in his mind. The French anist of the rime. in attempting to
catch the fugitive quality of an impression. had essentiaIly two means at his
disposai. One was to present the subject more or less in its entirety but to blur its
edges and contours--to have us see it through the distorting haze of impressionism.
The other way--the one offering more radical distortion-was to suggest the subject
by presenting parts and fragments of it only. Debussy's prelude. it seems to me.
represents the first way. Mallarmé's eclogue the second. Each work offers an
essentially different challenge to the reader or listener in coming to tenns with it.
With the prelude. repeated listenings will reveal subtle details which enrich and
confirm a sense of the work we have had from the start. With the poem~ repeated
readings are Imperative in arder for us to piece together the shards and fragments
which only gradually and resistingly yield up a unified idea.27

Berman argues that in Faune Debussy does not really capture the essence of the poem.

''The presence of a functional hannonic structure and what that implies of completed shapes

and fairly sharp distinctions between stable and unstable areas. limits the possibilities for

the sorts of side-steppings and tangents which are a major characteristic of the poem.·'28

The music of the Prelude. Berman cancludes. is formally more akin ta Wagner where ··a

new atrnosphere emerges by means of a slowly moving and ultra-graduated phase of

transition..,

[ have quoted Bennan at length because his descripuon highlights two general

features of Debussy's late works that warrant close inquiry: their collage-like formallayout

and the prevalence of non-tonal harmonic structures. Berman's idea that the earlier work.

Faune, represents an "impressionistic" style characterized by the depiction of whole

"images" with smudged edges. while the later work utilizesfragments of images. is

:!6Laurence D. Bennan. ·'Prelude to the Aftemoon ofa Faun and Jetce: Debussy's Summer Rites:'
Nineceenth Century Music 11I/3 (March 1980). p. 225-238. Berman argues lhat the scenario for JelLr.
supplied by Diaghilev. may have been inspired by that of Faune. choreographed and perfonned by the
Ballets Russes the previous year. The two works share common narrative elements including a love triangle
and the therne of pursuit.
27Bennan. p.228
28Bennan. p.229.
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evocative. His linking of the earlier practice with Wagner conforms with my view of the

late works as those most resistant to the Wagnerian idiom. With these general stylistic

observations established. it remains to be seen exactly how such effects are achieved and

how we might develop more subtle theoreticaI models for this repertoire which signals a

transition from a Wagnerian tonal practice to a Modemistic idiom. The next part of this

chapter surveys three existing analYtical approaches and assesses the particular suitability of

each method for the analysis of Debussy's late style.

Analytical Approaches to Debussy's Music

Debussy's harmonie practice seems to fall rnidway between "extended" major-

minor tonality and a fully-tledged atonal language. The consideration of pitch structure in

this music has been problematic because writers have tended to embrace one or another of

two analytical paradigms. Schenkerian analysis and atonal pitch-class set theory. Sorne

authors. such as Matthew Brown. have chosen to view Debussy's language as essentially

tonal. with temporary anomalous interruptions.:!9 [n bis analysis of Prélude ci l'après-midi

d'unfaune. Brown is concemed with showing "the degree to which Schenkerian theory

can cope with extreme chromaticism. modal or exotic harmonies. free dissonances. parallel

chords. and many other anomalies in Debussy's style.":'0 Brown addresses both harmonic

and formai issues in the work. He begins with a rather schematic conception of the form.

in wbich discrete sections function as "transition:' development:' '''second theme:'

"dominant pedaI." and so on. Brown then shows how various techniques obscure these

formai boundaries. He asserts that '''Debussy's music is often extremely complex

polyphonicaIly, especially at critical moments in the forrn.·· This is an important point:

counterpoint is an aspect of this music that is rarely discussed. Brown accounts for as

many of the unorthodox pitch events as he can in terms of complex counterpoint and

29Matthew Brown. "Tonality and Fonn in Debussy's Prélude à l'après-midi d'un fawre, "in Music Theor-)'
Specrmm 15 Vol. 2. (1993), p. 143.
3OBrown. p. 143.
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according to variations of normative tonal paradigms. Thus when he encounters a passage

based on whole-tone harmonies~ he invokes an altered dominant harmony. y7 with a

lowered tïfth. Brown daims that many such exotic passages represent parenthetical

interruptions which merely serve to delay an anticipated functional harmony. Brown thus

analyzes the opening of the Prelude--a controversial passage that has heen variously

construed as an implied E major with contrapuntal elaborations31 • a double-tonie complex E

- C#32. and as a configuration of complementary set dasses33_-as a fairly unproblematic

transformation of the functional progression vii7N - y9 - 1 in E major. Following bis

Schenkerian analysis of the complete Prelude. Brown quotes Arnold Whittall. whose views

on Debussy's language resonate with his own: '''As a language:' Whittall maintains~ '"it can

best be described as 'expanded tonality', a language in which tonality still acts as a basic

term. giving perspective to all other harmonic activity."3-l Brown and WhittalI both imply

that many of the supposedIy Debussean devices are already available within the tonal idiome

Certainly it must he admitted that non-syntactic hannonic successions and upper-third

elaborations of chonis can be found in the music of the eighteenth century and earlier.

Hexatonicism and suspensions of tonal centricity can conceivably he understood as

prolongations of functional harmonies and complex linearity. Brown concludes that

'"[Debussy's) genius was perhaps not 50 much in creating entirely new principles of

harmony and form. but rather in exploiting established techniques in bold and unusual

ways. "35 This approach can make for a convincing analysis of sorne of Debussy's music.

In bis Faune analysis. Brown successfully demonstrates that tonality structures the piece to

a great extent. ln other pieces. however. a tonal reading will seem forced. Clearly. other

alternative organizing principles are at work in Debussy's music, panicuIarly in bis later

compositions. To consider ail non-syntactic chord successions as prolongations of

31Felix Salzer. Structural Hearing (New York: Boni. 1952). Val. 1. p. 209-210. and Vol. 2. cxample 455.
32John Crouy. "Symbolist influences in Debussy's Prelude ta the Afternoon ofa Faune." ln The01-y On/y
Il (1982). p. 17~30.
33Parks. p. 156-157.
34Amold Whittall. "Tonality." in The Music Review 36 (1975). p. 271.
35 Brown. p. 143.
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functional harmonies would greatly oversimplify the subtleties of Debussy's non-tonal

materials. For tbis reason. sorne theorists have turned to post-tonal analytical

methodologies.

In order to better address the particularities of Debussy's pitch material. Allen Forte

has approached this music from the perspective of atonal pitch-class set theory. In bis

article ··Debussy and the Octatonic" Forte classifies Debussy's pitch vocabulary according

to pc set labels. and argues that many of these pc sets are manifestations of an underlying

octatonicism that pervades his music.J6 As a theoretical construct Fone proposes an

octatonic genus. a potential repertoire of set-classes characterized by particular intervallic

content. In Forte's theory. oetatonic sets include all the subsets of the oetatonic scale (plus

the complementary hexachords of the octatonic z-hexachords and the heptachordal

supersets of these). Many of these set-classes also double as diatonic sonorities. such as

major. minor. and diminished triads. dominant and half-diminished seventh-chords: but

Forte argues that oetatonicism structures pitch material more and more as Debussy' s

language evolves. while functional tonality is increasingly remote. As justification for his

theoretical model Forte points out that incipient oetatonicism is already present in the work

of composers known to be important intluences for Debussy. like Wagner and especially

Mussorgsky.n He cites other possible intluences--Liszt. Berlioz. Rirnsky-Korsakov. and

Scriabin--and points out that oetatonicism was becoming a conspicuous pitch resource in

the early twentieth century. appearing in the works of many of Debussy's

contemporaries..18 Forte's theory. then. is likely to have great explanatory power for

36Allen Forte. "Debussy and the Octatonic." Music Analysis 1011-2 (1991). p. 125-169. This article
funher develops theoretical work begun in "Pitch·class Set Genera and the Origin of the Modem HarmonÎl..:
Species." Journal of Music Theory 3212 (1988). p. 187-270. In the earlier article. Fone proposes his pitch
dass set genera as a means of subdividing the set-c1ass table. resolving the 223 different set-classes into
broad categories based on attributes other than set cardinality. In shon. the interval content of the twelve
trichordal set-classes provides the basis for twelve genera: set-classes that are supersets of one or another of
the trichords are grouped together into the same genera.
37A famous example of octatonicism in Mussorgsky's music is the celebrated "Coronation Chard" from
Boris Godunov: study of the score for this work is known to have occupied Debussy throughout 1889.
38Forte mentions Strauss's Elektra. Webem's Four Piecesfor Violin and Piano, Ravel's Trois poèmes de
Mallarmé. and Stravinsky's Petrouchka and Rite ofSpring.
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Debussy's late compositions. Forte not only provides analyticallabels for nontonal pitch

events. he is aIso able to link surface events with the "deep" structure of the music. Many

of the anomalous pitch events that remain unexplained in a tonal reading can he resolved

into an underlying octatonicisffi. Forte's set-theoretical approach is (ess strong, however.

when it cornes to linear aspects of the music. If the octatonic collection can be thought of as

a kind of ··background.·· it is a static one that does not determine how the music progresses

over time. And by relying exclusively on pc set labels. Forte completely overlooks the role

of vestigial tonal propensity. the functional allusions that still operate along side octatonic

organization. even in Debussy' s most unconventional works.

Among recent attempts to overcome the traditional division of analysis into tonal

and post-tonaI methodologies that has served Debussy (and many composers) so poorly, i5

Richard Parks' study The Music ofClaude Debussy. W Parks begins by determining the

extent to which tonal principles do structure Debussy's music. He examines such factors

as the structural soprano and bass progressions characteristic of tonal works. the role of

structurallevels. and harmonie organization based on tïfth-relations. Parks quickly

condudes that conservative tonal features are relatively unimportant in Debussy' s music.

except perhaps in his student compositions. Rather Parks demonstrates Debussy' s

proclivity to employ more eccentric tonal devices. such as reroote forms of modal mixture.

and rus tendency to exploit the functional ambiguity of the subdominant. In place of

functionally-based chord progressions, Parks notes how sonorities often succeed one

another by means of common-tone progressions and voice leading based on semitonal

proximity. He employ the term "kinesthetic shifts" for such successions. which cao replace

functional syntax and diatonic melodic tendencies as a way of moving linearly through pitch

space in this music.

Parks' solution to the problem of Debussy's unconventional pitch organization is to

establish a range of "referential collections" by which pitch-elass resources may he

39Richard Packs. The Music of Claude Debussy (New Haven: Yale University Press. (989).
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classified. he they diatonic or modal sonorities. hexatonic. octatonic. or dodecaphonic.

These are pitch-grouping categories other than "keys" and "chords" that lie between the

polar extremes of tonality and atonality. As in Fortets analytical method. sonorities are

identified according to their membership in sorne ··cynosural.·· or representative super-set.

Five such pc-set genera are posited: the octatonic. diatonic. whole-tone. and chromatic

collections. plus an additional collection that Parks calls the "8-17/18/19 complex.·' a kind

of distorted variant of the octatonic.-«J Parks claims that these pc-set genera were tïrst

employed by Debussy in 1887-88 in bis Cinq poèmes de Charles Baudelaire. marking a

break with the exclusive diatonicism of his early works:-u thereafter they are an integral part

of rus vocabulary. After determining criteria for pc sets' membership in the various genera.

Parks now demonstrates the role of pc subsets that are shared among two or more

collections. These may act as pivots for "modulations" between different referential

collections or "mutations" (in the Guidonian sense) between different transpositions of the

same genus. A half-diminished seventh-chord. for instance. which belongs to both the

diatonic and octatonic genera. may signal a modulation between one genus and the other.

Genera changes can structure large-scale form and cao he linked on the surface by these

pivot sonorities. Thus Parks elucidates a kind of ··back-ground" of shifting referential

collections. replacing the function of an Ursatz in a tonal work. Like Forte. he is able to

link surface events with a "deep" structure in the music. Debussy's hexatonicism.

modality. parallelism. and many of unorthodox chord progressions cao be resolved into an

intelligible background. and one that is a more dynamic and fluid construct than Forte' s in

that the referential collections are in flux.

After working out ms system of pc-set genera. Parks begins exploring the

connections between pitch materials and extramusical factors. By looking at the texts

associated with particular pitch materials in Debussy' s vocal music. Parks is able to map

-IDrhe status of the 8-17118119 collection as "referential" IS. however. highly problematic.
"uParks, p. 91. Parks singles out the (WO songs "Le jet d'eau" and "Recueillement" as the first cxamples of
this compositional strategy.
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words and images onto particular pc sets. and. by extension. pc-set genera. In an analysis

of the text and music of Pélleas et Mélisande. Parks associates representative pc-set genera

with specifie affects. psychological implications. characters. and actions. He notes. for

example. that throughout Pélleas. the diatonic genus has a benign quality. and is associated

with passivity. while the octatonic genus has opposite characteristics. malignancy and

activity. Whole-tone materials are expressive of fate. death. and mystery. while the

chromatic genus. which is often mixed in with the other genera. simply serves to intensify

the affect of whatever genus accompanies it. Thus Parks Inakes the link between elements

in the narrative and particular harmonic choiees made by the composer.

Parks devotes the last part of his book to questions of forme He concedes that

formai schemes. as such. are ooly marginally operative in Debussy: even terrns like

'''phrase'' and "period~' or "cadence" can be problematie "where the defining characteristics

long associated with them are either incomplete or lacking altogether. ··..2 Debussy' s

avoidance of traditional phrase and period structure means that "his works do not easily

reveal their architectonie levels.·' It seerns that Debussy "subordinates the customary role of

continuity as a means of grouping like events into coherent entities to that of discontinuity

as a means of determining their boundaries."43 This observation supports the notion of

Debussy's forros as "additive" rather than "hierarchic" sorts of structures. Parks now

distinguishes between what he terms morphological fonn and kinetic form. The former is

a conception of fonn derived from spatial metaphors. like symmetry or contrast and return:

the latter "addresses the sense of vitality that we perceive in music....[nt treats the

disposition of musical events as metaphors for motion: acceleration versus deceleration. ebb

versus flow. building towards versus receding from."44 Debussy' s morphological designs

in bis early works exhibit fairly strict regularity and later evolve into "those of remarkable

fluidity and astonishing complexity."45 So an early song like "Beau Soir" From 1880

"2Parks. p. 203.
~3Parks. p. 204.
44Parks. p. 203.
-45Parks, p. 203.
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divides neatly into [wo sections of equal length~ while later works (end to exhibit marked

asymmetries. Late works~ like Jeux, are often based on what Parks calls a ··developing

variation/reprise" form~ in which ··opening material is modified to generate new but related

material. which in tum becomes the basis for more new rnateriaI. The process is repeated

over and over ... until an advanced stage is reached~ followed by a brief and rather literai

reprise.·..~ Parks sees a graduai evolution frOID hierarchical designs to additive ones in

Debussy' s oeuvre.

[n contrast to morphologicaI forro. kinetic form. Parks claims. direcùy confronts

temporality. The analysis of kinetic fOnIl begins with the identification of spans in the

music whose boundaries are determined according to sorne saIient event in sorne parameter-

-change of tempo. meter. genus. texture.. etc. Essentially a work's kinetic form is

determined by the changes in duration between consecutive spans. This approach promises

to address formai issues with sorne subtlety. Rather than simply ascribe attributes of

"circularity" or "stasis" to a passage based on a static harmonic field. for example. the

anaIyst might distinguish between one such passage that is anticipatory. one that acts as a

point of arrivai. or one that is expressive of equilibrium. Unfortunately Parks' strict

reliance on his system of "fonn-defining parameters" means that his formai analyses often

tend to become rather reductionist. and do not always achieve the goal of capturing the

vitality of musical changes over time. What finally stands out most in Parks' approach is

bis demonstrations of the interconnections between fonn and harmony in Debussy' s music.

The particular strategies in each domain, Parks argues. serve a common aim:

Debussy's earliest constructional fonnal principles are consistent with those of the
late nineteenth-century French Romantic tradition that characterized the
Conservatoire' s milieu. His subsequent innovations entail formai principles
compatible with his innovations in the realm of pitch rnaterials. As a compositional
resource, mutation and modulation [between different pc-set genera] point directly
towards the exploitation of contrasts between and interconnections among sonorities
and kinesthetic patterns and expose the latter' s essential paradox of unity within
variety. Debussy explores this dichotomy over and over in a continuing testament

-Uiparks. p. 220-221. Parks views this type of design as derivaùve of traditional ternary fonn. A-B-A. and
represents it schemaùcally as A---(developing variaùon)--->A·.
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to its rich potential. Since a distinctive sonorous type can he established very
quickly (and contrasted with another type that it replaces), a technique that
juxtaposes very brief formai units, each differing in sonority or pc content. is an
efficacious way to project and compare those special properties and relations.
Dramatic fluctuations in the lengths of formal units and. therefore, in the rapidity of
changes. provides a temporal analogue to the range of fluctuation in sonority
inherent in modulation and mutation: together they widen the listener! s range of
experience:~7

Parks daims that Debussy! s pitch organization is intimately connected with the

listener's experience of kinetic and morphological form in bis works. Yet Park's range of

possible fonnal configurations is ultimately limited by his exclusive reliance on pc-set

analysis. [n spite of bis discussion of tonality at the beginning of the book. Parks greatly

underplays the role of functional harmony. even at times when tonal centres are clearly

operative in the music. This shortcoming is most apparent whenever pc sets are identified

as members of a diatonic collection. The diatonic genus is routinely treated as an unordered

collection without regard for any of the internal asymmetries of the rich tonal and modal

associations that diatonic sets engender. Thus sorne of the same problems that attend the

atonal theoretical approach of Forte arise here as weIl. Parks' analytical method overlooks

the melodic subtleties that create tonal and modal allusions. and this in tum affects rus

conclusions about kinetic forme Relying exclusively on kinesthetic sbifts as the vehicle for

harmonie motion. Parks does not treat the processive aspects of the music that arise from

tonaI tendencies. By focusing exclusively on pc sets. Parks chooses to underplay certain

linear aspects and the elusive but still considerable role of tonal propulsion. Furthermore.

as Douglas Green has pointed out in bis review of the book. Parks provides no theory of

melody or of generative process for this music."S Parks' method offers many insights into

the structure of Debussy's music but there is still more to say about both ilS pilCh and

formal organization.

~7Parks. p. 232.
~Douglas Green. Music TheOl·Y Speclrum 14/2(992). p. 214.
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Issues of Coherence and Heterogeneity in Music Theorv

A major obstacle to the development of a holistic approach to Debussy analysis has

been the emphasis placed on tightly-knit logical systematicity in structuralist theories.

Structuralism takes the internai relationships of an anwork as its analytical object.

Traditional music analysis is structuralist insofar as it is characterized by an immanent

critical method which considers every musical event as predicated upon the internai

structure of the piece. It seeks sources and motivations for the compositional surface

strictly within the work itself. For Debussy's music. however. a theory that nails down

every note into a consistent. intricate. hierarchically interrelated framework is not always

practicable nor especially desirable. Frequently. much of a piece of music appears to

escape this kind of logical systematicity. A theoretical approach that privileges internai

structural "coherence" and excludes fragmentation and disorder is not capable of elucidating

the vital role played by the disruptive elements. Thanks to recent post-strllcruralist trends in

musicology. however. theorists are becoming better equipped to deal with the transgression

of musicallogic as an integral part of a musical language. Trends in the so-called "new

musicology" have legitimized alternative theoretical approaches which. in tUffi. have opened

up previously unregarded repertoires for investigation. These alternative approaches tend

to focus more on the listener as the object of analysis: they concede that listeners bring the

experience of other pieces and of other media to bear upon their encounter with a work.

Post-structuralist methodologies consequently accord a important role to intertextuality and

to the discourse. both casual and scholarly. within which music is inscribed.

Many of these new trends ultimately owe a great deal to French feminist writers like

Julia Kristeva.·N Indeed. one of the most significant contributions of the new musicology

has been the infusion of feminist ideas into traditional music theory. Feminist critique has

~9See Julia KriSleva. 'The System and the Speaking SubjecC in Times Literary Supplement October 12.
1973. p. 1249-50. In her critique of generative grammar and of linguistics as a tïeld. Kristeva has argued
that we must go beyond the reduction of signifying praclices to their systematic aspects. She insists that
any consideration of "speaking subjects" outside of the context of signifying praclice is necessarily artificial
and sterile. See also her Revolution in Poetic lAnguage trans. Margaret Waller (New York: Columbia
University Press. (984).
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provided a forum for exploring how and why discourse surrounding music has tended to

become gendered. In her book Feminine Endings. Susan McClary discusses the subtle.

and sometimes blatant. gender-mappings that take place in much supposedly neutral

musical discourse.5o She shows how musical events that escape logical systematization.

like chromaticism. have typically been linked with excess and sensuality. and linguistically

marked as '"feminine.·' This is especially relevant to the music of Debussy. where

systematic tonal relations are often radically undermined. McClary notes that "Debussy

reception has been waged in terms of the 'masculinity' or 'effeminacy' of his musical

style:' 5l As an example she offers this passage from a 1929 publication:

Sybaritism. too has its own vulgarity: the question of mm is fundamental in art: and
in judging the distinction of Debussy's aims we can not evade the question whether
physical pleasure, however refined. is the highest good an artist can seek. His
charm. beyond doubt. is great enough to justify his popularity. Yet it would he
regrettable if the student of modem French music. satisfied with trus charm. \Vere to
neglect the less popular but more virile. more profound. and more spiritual music of
Cesar Franck. Ernest Chausson. and Vincent d'Indy.52

Here the author implies that the appeal of Debussy's music is primarily sensual as opposed

to intellectual (something for which the composer himself would not likely have

apologized). But Mason contrasts this with what he sees as a less trivial kind of music. one

that expresses virility rather than charm by transcending the mere sensuality. Other

examples of this kind of gendered discourse cao be found among critical reviews of the

premieres of Debussy's works. In both of the following examples. tonal and thematic

ambiguity is associated with decay. feebleness. and weakness in the fonn of Feminine

persona:

We clung like a drowning man to a few fragments of the tonal wreck. a bit of a
theme here. and a comprehensible figure there. but finally tbis muted-hom sea

SOSusan McClary. Feminine Endings (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 1991).
5lMcClary. p. 172.
52McClary's example is from Daniel Gregory Mason's Contemporary Composers (London: Macmillan.
1929).
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overwhelmed us. If tms be Music. we would prefer to leave the Heavenly Maid
until she has got over her hysterics.53

The music of Debussy has the attractiveness of a pretty tubercular maiden.. with her
languorous glances. anemic gestures. whose perversity had the charm of one
marked for death. A symphony, a piece of music. are organisms. A Debussyan
organism reminds us of the jellyfish whose translucid substance lights up brilliantly
at the touch of a sunlit wave. but which will never he anything but a protozoan. AlI
this lacks fiber and blood. 1have the sensation of originality covering up a kind of
impotence.54

These remarks return to the same themes of architectural flimsiness and vagueness

expressed by the critics quoted earlier. McClary would argue that the theoretical stance

responsible for the views of these writers, a stance which equates logic with heauty,

ultimately stems from a masculinist bias which has far-reaching social and political

implications. Ferninist approaches to musical analysis take seriously the role played by

extraneous discourse in our musical experiences: referential meaning, it is argued. accrues

to music because we access our understanding of music though language. CUITent aesthetic

theories. especially those inforrned by writings of Michel Foucault and by psychoanalytic

theory. all tend to share this preoccupation with the role of discourse and the ways that

language can structure aesthetic experience.

A New Approach to Debussy's Late Style

Theories which accord a crucial role to language have rich potential for the analysis

of music. The specifie method 1 propose for dealing with Debussy's music is a

narratologicalone. Narratology, the study of narratives. is suggestive of applications to

musie in that it investigates the ways in which events experienced separately are

comprehended as a unified whole. In taking a narratological approach. my research

complements that of a numher of rnusicologists and music theorists in recent years. The

53Slonimsky. p. 93. Louis Elson, Boston Daily Advertiser. March 4. 1907.
54Slonimsky. p. 97. Alfred Mortier. Rubriques Nouvelles, Paris, December 1909.
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ways in which music is or is not like a narrative~ questions about the nature and

significance of symmetry and closure in music~ and the possibility of paradigmatic musical

"plots'" are sorne of the issues currently being debated by scholars such as Jean-Jacques

Nattiez~ Carolyn Abbate~ Leonard Meyer. and Anthony Newcomb. Many of these scholars

share a belief in a deep-seated connection between music and language. This belief

underlies the exploration of homologies between musical and linguistic structures that has

for sorne time been an important area of study within our field. A particularly influential

work in tbis area is Fred Lerdahl and Ray Jackendoff. A Generative T/leory of Tonal

MllSic~ in which the authors explore the musical implications of generative grammar.

painting out isomorphic relations between sentences and musical phrases.55 ln recent

years. however. a number of scholars have been considering larger units of musical

structure. taking as their model not the syntactic structure of the sentence. but rather the

organizational structure of whole narrative texts. This approach has severa! advantages

over generative grammar-type approaches. First. it attempts to go beyond the reduction of

musical language to its purely systematic aspects inasmuch as a narrative model impliciùy

acknowledges an anthropomorphic element in the listening process. Secondly. it allows the

analyst to talk about whole pieces without first having to build up a large structure from

little "analyzable" fragments: narrative theory can begin with analysis of large-scale forro.

and it eliminates the need to maintain consistent reduction criteria tr..rough a series of

hierarchicallevels.56 The structure of a whole narrative i5 looser and more tlexible than is

the syntax of an individual sentence: narrative structure is not simply a direct extension of

sentence syntax and neither are whole pieces simple enlarged harmonie periods. The

relatively underdetermined structure of a complete narrative pennits more "fuzziness" in the

mapping of a narrative onto musical forrn~ avoiding the strained analogies that attend

55Fred Lerdahl and Ray Jackendoff. A Generative Theory afTonal Music (Cambridge Mass: MIT Press.
1983).
56This is a constraint imposed in Lerdahl's and Jackendorrs analyses which often scems cumbersome and. at
times. completely counterintuitive.
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attempts to correlate. for example. harmonie entities with the grammatical parts of a

sentence.

1begin with the assumption that the large-scale tonal structure of most nineteenth-

century instrumental music is analogous with the ··ploC of a classical narrative text: in

contrast. Debussy's quasi-tonal structures represent alternatives to that classical narrative

syntax. 1view Debussy's innovative musical language ac; a departure from the prevailing

."narrative code." which is embodied in the works of composers 1ike Wagner. and

dominated by notions of tension and resolution. tonal depanure and retum. and

monumental formal structures. Speaking of this idiom. Susan McClary writes:

Tonal music is narratively conceived at least to the extent that the original key area-
the tonic--also serves as the final goal. Tonal structures are organized
teleologically. with the illusion of unitary identity promised at the end of each piece.
But in order for pieces ta have any narrative content. they must depan from the
tonie and enact an adventure in which other key areas are visited (theorists
sometimes say 'conquered~) and in which the certainty of tonal identity is at least
temporarily suspended. Otherwise there is no plot. Yet with the exception of a few
pieces in the nineteenth century and early twentieth century that deliberately calI into
question the premises of tbis narrative schema the outcome--the inevitable retum ta
tonic--Ls always known in advance. To the extent that the "Other" keys stand in the
way of unitary identity. they must finally he subdued for the sake of narrative
c1osure.57

The particular narrative structure that tonal works deploy resonates with the narrative codes

of the bourgeois novel and with broader cultural codes of representation. 1believe McClary

would include many of Debussy's compositions among the rare works which challenge this

prevailing narrative code. But rather than consider these as antinarratives. representative of

an ··Other" ta a monolithic ··Narrativity." it is perhaps more useful to explore what

characteristics create the differences between Debussy' s idiom and tonal narrative.

Narrativity itself can he constnled as a complex and multifarious phenomenon. comprising a

wide range of possible kinds of stories and story-structures. which serve a variety of social

57McClary. p. 155.
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or psychological ends. Debussy's works may he seen as representative of alternative

organizational strategies for the telling of new musical stories.

The remainder of this dissertation consists of three main parts: Chapter 2 explores

the field of narratology and looks at sorne of the ways that narrative theory has been applied

to music: Chapters 3 and 4 develop an analytical methodology based on narratological

models: Chapter 5 presents an analysis of a work in which 1apply the method developed in

the previous chapters. A final chapter summarizes the main arguments of the dissertation.

The overview of narratology that 1provide in Chapter 1. begins with a brief account of the

history of the field: narratology has its roots in the early twentieth century ~ in the research

of Russian scholars such as Vladmir Propp~ who sought to reveal the general

configurations common to all narrative texts. 1 introduce Propp ~ s theories and then move

on to discuss more recent formalist theories. including the structuralist model proposed in

the early writings of Roland Barthes. While these formalist theories l'ocus exclusively on

the properties of a text. other studies have attempted to go beyond a reductive structuralism

by considering narrative from the perspective of the reader or narratee. In Barthes' larer

work the foeus of analysis shifts more towards the reader and what the reader brings to a

narrative. Barthes provides an account of the various organizational strategies that come

into play when processing a narrative text. Chapter 2 continues with a discussion of

Barthes system of "narrative codes:' each of which represents one way in which a reader

processes information according to recurring patterns of narrative convention.

Currenùy. narrative theories draw on two main disciplines in varying degrees:

cognitive science. which aims at an empirical understanding of cognitive behaviour. and

semiotics. which accounts for knowledge through the logic of signification and discourse.

Narratology inforrned by phenornenology and cognitive science focuses on the

'·competence" of readers and the conditions that make possible the comprehension of

narrative texts. What we caU Hnarrative." then. is seen not only as an attribute of a text. but

also as a particular type of strategy for organizing data. This strategy is viewed as a more
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general attribute of human cognition which can he applied in the creation and perception of

··fiction:~but also in the reading and wriùng of history, science~ law~ education~

psychoanalysis~ etc.~ and~ arguably, music. Narrative theory based on cognitive science is

represented by the work of a number of scholars in the field of Psycholinguistics. Those

working within this branch of narrative theory are primarily interested in what narrative

structures can teach us about cognition. Narratology informed by serniotics~ on the other

hand~ rnaintains that discourse and linguistic signs are in fact constitutive of cognition. lt is

useless. sernioticians argue. to speculate about underlying principles of mind that language

supposedly reflects, since these principles could only ever be accessible through funher

language. Rather, language itself is taken as a starting point. and narrative is seen as pan of

the larger structural properties of language in general. To contrast these two positions. 1

summarize sorne representative research in each camp: psycholinguistic work by Ruth A.

Berman and Dan Isaac Slobin, Arthur Applebee, and others demonstrates the cognitive

science angle. while the writings of A. J. Greimas represent the semiotic approach.

Throughout Chapter 2 1discuss the musical applications of narratology that have

been proposed by Anthony Nev,,'comb. Fred Maus~ Patrick McCreless, Eero Tarasti. and

other music scholars. These scholars draw on a variety of theoretical premises from the

formalist, structuralist~ cognitivisc and semiotic positions within narratology. For the most

part their work consists of proposed analytical methodologies for and actual analyses of

tonal music. To date~ the potential applications of narratology to post-tonal music have

been overlooked. This dissertation thus explores sorne new territory in this respect.

One reason narrative theory is attractive to many music theorists is that it foc uses on

the interplay between expected contïgurations and instantiated patterns in a composition.

An encounter with a work, either a musical or a literary one, always combines a schematic

arrangement of knowledge already PQssessed by the perceiver that is used to predict and

classify information. with a linear~ chronological presentation of information which

engages a "bottom-upn type of processing in the perceiver. It is the interaction of these two
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dimensions that narrative theory highlights. A narratological approach to analysis thus

meshes weil with a post-structuralist view of the musical artwork as something that is

forged at the site of tension hetween a logical symbolic system and an encroaching

"rneaningiessness" that threatens to undermine that system. l feel that narrative theory is

especially useful for the study of early post-tonal repertoire: questions about the interplay

of schema-driven and data-driven perception becorne increasingly consequential as tonality

becomes more attenuated. Narrative theory can he particularly illuminating for music that

involves both tonal configurations and atonal. "intra-opus" processes. Narrative theory can

reveal something about the nature of succession and continuity in this music. taking inta

account the roles of sophisticated chromatic harmony as weIl as modernist techniques.

unconventional fonnal structures. and innovative pitch relationships. This idea of the

complex play of configuratianal and episodic dimensions is a key to understanding

Debussy's style. When we listen to these compositions. the musical data acts as inductive

samples that are projected onto a range of possible organizational strategies: chords. keys.

tonalities. paradigmatic harmonic progressions. referential collections. pc-set genera. etc.

The relative contribution of various types of schema results in a graded set of expectations

that infonns our listening. A narratological approach suggests sorne interesting ways to

unravel these complex organizational strategies in Debussy's music.

In this study 1 will be drawing on narrative theory from both the cognitive science

and from the semiotic camps. Since l am interested in developing a musical modeL [ will

take a pragmatic approach to these two theoretical positions. side-stepping the issue of

whether cognition or language is more fundamental. l am most interested in finding and

describing a repertoire of staries which represent alternatives to the well-known "plot'"

structure of the classical narrative rext. While eighteenth- and nineteenth-eentury musical

works have been regarded as having a structural affmity with the classical narrative.

Debussy's late works exhibit other modes of organization which might be more accurately

modeled by these alternative story-types. The alternative narrative models l invoke come
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out of two main research areas: studies on the development of story-telling ability in

children. and studies of the spatial and temporal relationships exhibited in cinema

Chapters 3 and 4 are devoted to a detailed investigation of each of these areas. respectively.

[n Chapter 3 l return to sorne of the psycholinguistic research outlined in Chapter 2.

research in which narrative is treated as a cognitive phenomenon--Le.. a particular type of

strategy employed by a perceiver for organizing data. The first part of the chapter focuses

on the development of story-telling abilities in children. on their gradual acquisition of

narrative competency. 1 invoke studies which suggest that children tend to progress

through a series of identifiable stages in the development of complex narrative syntax.

outline a variety of narrative categories which model the different levels of organizational

complexity which children's own stories exhibit as they mature. At the earliest stages a

child's stories are characterized by "minimal event packaging," that is. a child tells of an

arbitrary event X. then Y. then Z, and so on. treating each as an isolated elernent. A new

stage is reached when the child begins to create a chain of cause-and-effect relations

between contiguous elements in a story. After this stage. children's narratives begin to

exhibit an overall plan with a hierarchical organization. Finally. children learo how to fit

events to both the local and global events of an overall plot. and to handle features like

"closure" and the development of a central core in a story. The variety of different ways

that children create narratives suggests sorne ways of modeling musical form. [n the

second part of Chapter 3 1propose a model for musical event-succession based on the

different organizational strategies manifested in children' s stories. l explore a range of

modes of musical organization, designed according to various rnusic-theoretic schema.. and

1develop the idea of a hierarchical arrangement of these modes. Selections from Debussy' s

late works demonstrate each stage of this model.

In the fourth chapter of the dissertation. l discuss Debussy's organizational

strategies in connection with the devices of the early silent cinema. As a form of temporal

medi~ cinema is situated sornewhere between exclusively narrative medi~ like written or

35



•

•

spoken stories. and petfonnative media like music. Therefore a discussion of cinema can

draw together observations about narrativity and temporality. bringing music' s narrative

aspects into sharper focus. 1 treat the silent cinema as a source for new kinds of story

structures that emerged in the early twentieth century in a period of time coincident with the

composition of Debussy's mature works. 1see meaningful analogies in the ways that

cinematic devices disrupted existing narrative conventions and the ways that Debussy's

formai and hannonic practices disrupted musical conventions. Although very few of the

actual films from the early 1900s have survived. extant film reviews and contemporary

criticism evoke a vivid sense of the early cinema. how it was received and what its most

salient devices were. For modem cinema audiences. these devices have been largely

intemalized as part of a "film-reading" competence, but early film reviews by Emile

Vuillermoz. Louis Delluc. Louis Aragon, and others. as weIl as remarks made by Debussy

himself reveal the extent to which early cinema impressed its spectators. Chapter 4 begins

with a discussion of early film criticism that refers to the new cinematic techniques made

possible by and peculiar to the motion-picrure camera. These new devices and film-editing

practices express a new kind of visuallogic; they include: the "fade," in which the screen

gradually tums black: the ""dissolve," in which one image gradually disappears while

another emerges: the "cut-in:' an instantaneous eut to a close shot: the juxtaposition of

different camera angles; a variety of special effects involving stop-motion tricks.

adjustrnent of film speed and direction, double-exposure of the fùm, and matted images.

What is clear from the accounts of early film reviewers is that such devices represented a

radical departure from the temporal and spatial orientations to which traditional theater

goers were accustomed. 1 argue that these cinematic devices represent disruptions to a

traditional narrative idiom. and as such are comparable to the fonnal innovations found in

Debussy's music. 1examine a variety of cognate musical and cinematic situations and 1

argue that the particular narrative situations that give rise to these devices in films can
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suggest specific formai functions for the musical passages in which analogous devices

occur.

ln Chapter 5 1present an analysis of one of Debussy ~ s most enigmatic late works,

the second movement of the Sonata for Cello and Piano. 1have chosen this piece because 1

believe it vividly demonstrates the "cinematicn and "alternative-narrative" techniques that 1

discuss in the other chapters. 1speculate that the music's expressive power derives from

the ways that particular musical techniques map ante a network of extra-musical

experiences--experiences of visuality and narrativity. 1argue that the anomalous and

asystematic aspects of tbis work relate to a broader preoccupation at the tum of the century

with issues of ··primitivism." "naïveté·' or artlessness. and the hidden world of the

unconscious.

Essentially. the goals of this study are to try to account for the full range of

compositional techniques in Debussy's late works, and to explore sorne of the ways that

this music is made rneaningful through its participation within the network of relationships

among various narrative media. Throughout this study [ will attempt to contextualize the

array of narrative strategies manifested in the music within the general reorientations of the

intellectuallandscape of the early twentieth century that we identify as Modernism. [

anticipate that my theoretical work here will have applications beyond the specifie musical

works 1discuss. Thus~ although 1 will deal ex.clusively with the late works of Debussy, 1

hope that this study will suggest sorne ways of formulating a more generalized theory of

musical narrative strategies.
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Chapter 2. Theories of Narrative

lntroduction

The goals of this chapter are to outline sorne of the contributions to narrative theory

that bave corne from literary criticisrn. semiotics, cognitive science, and linguistics. and to

address the issues that arise wben we attempt to forrnulate a narrative theory for music.

The chapter begins by situating a narrative model for music within the context of language

models in general: a narrative model is shown to have certain advantages over other tyPes

of linguistic models when we are discussing particular kinds of musical works. 1 argue that

a narrative model is a convincing and plausible model because of severa! attributes that are

shared by both pieces of music and narrative texts. 1supply a number of examples of these

shared structural and functional characteristics. The chapter then surveys severa! specifie

narratologies. beginning with theories of folklorist Vladimir Propp. the structuralist theory

of Roland Barthes's. as weIl as his later work on Text~ and A. J. Greimas's semiotic

account of narrative. Each of these narratologies is presented along with examples of music

theories tbat have drawn upon these different approaches: work by Anthony Newcomb.

Patrick McCreless, Fred Maus, and Eero Tarasti is discussed. l then turn to theories of

narrative that have come from cognitive science; these suggest further musical applications.

The chapter concludes with a summary of the criticisms of musical narrativity that have

been voiced by music scholars. l respond to these arguments, and 1 try to reinforce the

theoretical basis for a narratological analysis of Debussy's music.

Musical Linguicity and Musical Narrativity

The ways in which music and language are alike have been of great interest to many

music theorists. In tuming to language models for music, rather than, for example, models

drawn from architecture or mathematics, we explicitly acknowledge music's temporal

dimension, its sound-io-time condition. In bis article "Language Models and Music
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Analysis." Harold Powers considers the various ways that theorists have relied upon the

attributes of spoken and written language to expIain musical phenomena. 1 Powers points

out that there are three separate aspects of language which are invoked when we posit

analogies with music: phon%gy, semantics, and syntax. Of these three. the phonological

aspect of language is perhaps the most easily translated into musical terms. As sound in

time, spoken language has rhythm, tonal inflection. and accentuation, all of which may be

identified with musical parameters; the regular periodicity of measured verse corresponds

ta musical meter and phrasing. In vocal genres, the characteristic inflections of ordinary

speech are often taken as a model for the musical setting or singing by composers and

performers. A phonological model is implicit in sorne of our assumptions about purely

instrumental music as weil. in that we often take vocal music as our model for instrumental

gestures.

The semantic aspect of language presents more complex problems when translated

into musical terms. Inasmuch as words are ordinarily understood to refer to specific things

or ideas, there is less agreement among listeners as to music's semantic referents.

Nevertheless cenain musical "affects" and "topoi" have enjoyed widespread corroborability

at different times in music history and in different musical cultures. Moreover, the recent

interdisciplinary explorations in our field, including forays into semiotics and critical

theory, have motivated anempts to minimize the differences between linguistic and musical

signs. This has led to a renewed interest in music's semantic dimension and its capacity for

signification.

Finally, the syntactic aspect of language has been shawn ta have great explanatory

power for music analysis. Tonal music, in particular, has been weIl served by linguistic

syntax models. Analysts have focused on the similarities between the generative structure

of language grammars and the hierarchical structure of tonal works, especially as revealed

through Schenkerian analysis. Studies like that of Lerdahl and lackendoff have overtly

1Harold Powers. "Language Models and Music Analysis." in Ethnomusicology 24 (1980), p.1-60.
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taken over the analytical rnethodologies from context-free generative grammars in order to

elucidate tonal structure. Computers have been the test-bed for such theories. and sorne of

the most compelling research in this area has come out of work in musical computation.

Linguistic-syntax models have been implemented and tested in computer programs that are

meant to generate real music. David Cope's EMI (Experiments in Musical Intelligence)

program is representative of this type of work.:! In his book. Computers and Musical

Style. Cope describes EML a program designed to replicate musical styles. Predictably,

EMI employs Schenkerian principles of parsing and hierarchy in order to replicate tonal

music.3 What is more surprising, however. is that the same hierarchical structure of

generative trees is used by EMI to produce music in non-tonal styles. Cope's book

reproduces sorne examples of EMI's compositions in the style of Prokofiev and in the style

of the Balinese gamelan. Cope remarks:

Grappling with quasi-tonal styles demonstrates the effectiveness of the hierarchical
approach to machine composition. The harmonie progressions that one finds in the
piano music of Sergei Prokofiev might lead one ta expect that a fundamental
revision of the code would he necessary to replicate them. In EMI. however. this is
not the case. Even though this composer's style differs drastically from the music
presented so far [Bach and Mozart], only the ATN [automated transition networkl
part of the program requires alteration. The entire work tree that functions so weil
for language as well as music stays intact. This substantiates the premise that all
music, no matter what the vocabulary, has progressions that are antecedents,
consequents. and so forth.4

To the extent that EMI's quasi-tonal compositions are stylistically accurate. these examples

seem to show that the linguistic syntax model for music has applications weIl beyond those

that have been developed to date by theorists who have concentrated primarily on tonality.

2David Cope. Computers and Musical Style (Madison. Wisconsin: A-R Editions. Inc., 1991). Briefly. EMI
takes real music as input. and looks for "signatures"-typical recurring patterns and motives within a given
work or group of works. It then generates new signatures similar to the ones it finds. EMI now categorizes
these signature units according to a limited range of grammatical functions; units may function as
statements. preparations. extensions. antecedents. and consequents. EMI then organizes the material using
an automated transition network. a kind of grammar which specifies rules for connecting networks of
signatures.
3The success of EMI's tonal replication was recently demonstrated at a lecture given by Douglas Hofstader
at McGill. during which the audience was asked to determine which of a group of recorded piano works were
by Rachmaninov and which were by EMI. At least half of the audience. which consisted largely of
musicians. was unable to identify the works correctly.
4COpe. p. 173.
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Not all scholars are in agreement about the utility of language models for music.

Harold Powers~ writing from an ethnomusicological perspective, points out that not all

musics are language-like to the same degree. He claims that "the linguicity of languages is

the sante from language to language. but the linguicity of musics is not the same from

music to music. "5 Sorne cognitive scientists~ such as Howard Gardner, go so far as to

argue that music and language represent two quite separate aspects of human cognition:

therefore any structural similarity between the two may he merely epiphenomenal.6 It is

important to keep in mind~ however, that, as language scholars such as Roman Jakobson

have emphasized~ literary language differs from ordinary language in significant ways;

and musical compositions in the western tradition may have more in common with this

literary style of language than with ordinary language. Most music scholars, induding

Powers~ would concede that western music is language-like to a high degree. But it would

he more accurate to daim that western music is fiterary. Unquestionably~ high status has

heen accorded literary creation in the west; the culture itself, as we come to know it~ is

largely structured by its own canonicalliterary texts. Given the exalted position of

literature, it is reasonable to daim that other media intentionally aspire to the conditions of

literature. Very generally then, a suitable metaphor for compositions of western music

since the eighteenth-century is not spoken or written language per se, but rather composed

literature.

A literary model for music has severa! advantages over a rigorous linguistic model.

For one thing, it allows us to shift our emphasis onto works of music rather than rule-

govemed systems of music. For another, it grants a place to the musical equivalents of

literary ambiguity and metaphor~ logical anomalies not generally represented in strict

grammatical models. Also~ a literary model brings with it the critical methodologies of

literary scholarship~ many of which may he usefully employed in the service of music

theory. The ways of thinking about texts that are peculiar to literary criticism offer a fresh

5Powers. p. 38.
6See Howard Gardner. Frames ofMind (London: Paladin. 1984).
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perspective for music theorists accustomed to viewing musical works as manifestations of

rule-govemed systems. The literary-historian Stephen Greenblatt's position is typical of

much recent scholarship that seeks to interpret literary texts in tenns of the cultural work

that they perfonn.7 He cautions against theoretical positions which overemphasize

authorship on one hand~ or purely abstract.. ahistorical narrative systems on the other:

Literature functions within a system [ofculture] three interlocking ways: as a
manifestation of the concrete behaviour of its particular author. as itself the
expression of codes by which behaviour is shaped.. and as a reflection upon those
codes.... If interpretation limits ilself to the behaviour of the author, il becomes
literary biography, (in either the conventionally historical or psychoanalytic mode)
and risks losing a sense of the larger networks of meaning in which both the author
and his work participate. If, altematively, literature is viewed exclusively as the
expression of social rules and instructions, it risks being absorbed entirely into an
ideological superstructure.... Finally, if Iiterature is seen only as a detached
reflection upon behaviour~ a view from a safe distance, we drastically diminish our
grasp of arfs concrete function in relation to individuals and to institutions, bath of
which shrink into an obligatory 'historical background' that adds litde to our
ünderstanding. 8

Greenblatt's caveat rings true for many music scholars who have found problematic the

traditional division of musical scholarship ioto its separate theoretical and musicological

branches: the feeling is that theory has tended to become enthralled with the internai

structure of the musical object, while musicology has sometimes concentrated on cultural,

biographical, and historical contexts at the expense of "the notes." The theoretical stance

advocated by Greenblatt and other literary cntics infuses musical scholarship with a more

pluralistic~ interpretive spirit, one that recognizes the role of personal. social. historical. and

technical factors in musical compositions.

Besides its underlying premises about the position of art within culture. literary

theory offers a variety of analytical too1s that have potential applicability to music.

Narratology, the study of the organization of stories, is one such tool. Roland Barthes has

described narratology as a kind of "second linguistics," a linguistics of discourse. This

second discursive level is required because "linguistics stops at the sentence, which is the

7Stephen Greenblatt. Renaissance Self-Faslzioning (Chicago: University of Chicago Press. (980).
8Greenblatt. p. 4.
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last unit it considers itself entitled to deal with; ... Hence linguistics cannot take an object

superior to the sentence~ because~ beyond the sentence~ there is never anything but more

sentences. "9 Barthes sees a homological relationship between the organization of the

sentence and that of narrative: "structurally. narrative participates in the sentence without

ever being reducible to a total of sentences: narrative is a great sentence, just as every

constative sentence is. in a way. a Httle narrative." 10 A musical application of narratology

will likewise consider large-scale musical fonn as an irreducible entity with its own

syntactical logic~ but one which shares certain characteristics with smaller units of musical

structure.

In sorne ways. a narrative model cao conflict with the analytical and interpretive

goals outlined by Greenblatt. At frrst glance such a model might appear to retreat into a

theoretical position which attends to rule-governed systems. rather than to individual

works. Furthennore. a narrative model can seem to lead the theorist back to intrinsic

musical structure. away from the broader "networks of meaning" that Greenblatt urges we

explore. Later in this chapter [ will address the work of severa! music scholars who have

criticized narratology on these very grounds. At this point [ will simply assert that the

exploration of the organization of a work's structure does not preclude the possibility that

such structures or syntactic systems are produced within a broader cultural context, or that

structure can have meaning. The point is simply to establish the behavioural and cultural

nonns as they are manifested in the conventional aspects of works~ a necessary step before

determining the ways in which an individual work subverts, confonns with~ escapes,

universalizes, personalizes, etc., those nonns. [n the next part of this chapter [ will argue

that music and narrative do share certain significant traits, and that these shared attributes

are sufficient to justify a narrative model for music.

9Roland Barthes. The Semiotic Challenge. Trans. by Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1988),
p.98.
IOBarthes. p. 100.
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Naturally the assumption that there are concrete similarities between music and

narrative depends upon the way that narrative itself is defined. The possible definitions of

narrative range from conservative interpretations in which narrative is construed simply as a

category of fiction. to more radical ones in which narrative is seen as a fundamental

attribute of cognition and socialization. Narratologist Gerald Prince's definition is one that

is widely accepted and is suitably broad for the present purposes: Narrative. he states is

"the recounting ...of one or more real or fictitious events communicated by one. two. or

severa! (more or less overt) narrators to one. two. or several narratees." Il Significantly.

this definition includes the reader or audience as an integral part of narrative. A narrative

theory for music. then. would acknowledge the vital social dimension and communicative

function of musical works. What Prince calls in the following paragraph "the contract

between narrator and narratee" may he understood to apply to the relationships among

composers. performers. and listeners in a musical context:

The very depiction of a narrator and narratee emphasizes the fact that narrative is not
only a product but also a process. not merely an object but also an act which occurs
in a certain situation because of certain factors and with a view to fulfilling certain
functions (informing. diverting attention. entertaining. persuading, etc.). More
specifically. narrative is a context-bound exchange between two parties. an
exchange resulting from the desire of (at least one of) these parties. and the "same"
story can have different worth in different situations.... This sheds light on the
tendency of many narrative texts to underline the contract between narrator and
narratee. that contract on which the very existence of the narrative depends: l will
tell you a story if you promise to be good: l will listen to you if you make it
valuable: ... This also explains why unsolicited narratives. in particular. must
awaken and maintain desire in the audience by relying on the dynamics of surprise
and suspense~ why narrators try to make it clear that their narrative has a point~ and
why the very shape of the narrative is affected by the situation in which it occurs
and the goal which it seeks to attain, with the sender of the message giving certain
kinds of infonnation. disposing it in a certain way, adopting one kind of
focalization as opposed to another. underscoring the importance or strangeness of
certain details, 50 that the receiver can better process the information in terms of
certain imperatives and ends. 12

Here Prince emphasizes the fact that narrative always has a kind of exchange value. But he

adds that narrative, as its etymology suggests. aIso represents a particular mode of

11Gerald Prince. A Dictionary ofNarratology (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 1987). p. 58.
12Prince. p. 59.

45



1

(

knowledge. 13 In other words. one way (the way. sorne wouId argue) that the construction

and maintenance of knowledge about the world is attained is through stories. A story

represents a way of creating meaning out of daily happenings. and this story. in turn. will

serve as the basis for anticipation of future events. This partly explains the acquisitive

nature of reading and listening. and the readers' motivation to learn new stories. Inasrnuch

as musicians are motivated to seek out new works for listening and performing. music

might be understood to possess something like this same attribute.

As for the structural characteristics of narrative. Prince begins with the classical

Aristotelean concept of the story as a coherent entity with a beginning, middle and end:

In order to distinguish narrative from mere event description. sorne narratologists ..
. have defined it as the recounting of at least two real or fictive events (or one
situation and one event). neither of which logically presupposes the other. In order
to distinguish it from the recounting of a randorn series of situations or events.
narratologists ... have also argued that narrative must have a continuant subject
and constitute a whole.l~

The musical counterpart to this notion is found in rnany theories of musical forma The idea

that events should cohere. yet not explicitly infer one another is an underlying premise in

such musical concepts as developing variation. departure and return. and perhaps even

consonance and dissonance. Granted. tbis represents a somewhat conservative view of

fonu in both literature and music. one that has been challenged rnany times by creative

writers and cornposers. Nevertheless. the notion of "unity in variery" continues to he a

significant issue in theoretical conceptions of both musical and narrative forma Prince

continues:

Narrative can thus shed light on individual fate or group destiny. the unity of a self
or the nature of a collectivity. Through showing that apparently heterogenous
situations and events cao make up one signifying structure (or vice versa) and. more
particularly. through providing its own brand of order and coherence to (a possible)
reality. it fumishes examples for its transformation or redefinition and effects a
mediation hetween the law of what is and the desire for what may he. Most

l3The word "narrative" derives from Latin gnarus. meaning "knowing," "acquainted with." or "expert."
14Prince, p. 58. See also Gerald Prince, A Grammar ofStories (Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
1973). There Prince argues that what he calls a "minimal story" consists of two states and one event: S-E
S'. A "complex story" is one which combines two or more minimal staries through linking, embedding.
or altemation.

46



•

(

crucially, perhaps. by marking off distinct moments in time and sening up relations
among them. by discovering meaningful designs in temporal series. by establishing
an end already partly contained in the beginning and a beginning already partIy
contained in an end, by exhibiting the meaning of rime and/or providing it with
meaning, narrative deciphers time and indicates how ta decipher il. In SUffi.

narrative illurninates temporality and humans as temporal beings. 15

The above passage highlights the principal attribute of narrative that makes it a

valuable model for music: by reading "music" in place of "narrative" in the above

paragraph. we can obtain an accurate portrayal of the way music works within time. Sorne

writers have suggested that the evocation of significant wholes out of successive temporal

events is a property unique to narrative. The part/whole interplay that Prince describes has

been approached in different ways by other scholars. Paul Ricoeur. for example. speaks

of the configurational and episodic dimensions of narrative. lb These categories refer to the

ways in which a reader processes a narrative in terms of an expected overall pattern of

events on one hand and as a scattering of discrete moments on the other. Addressing

temporality less explicitly and focusing more on the properties of the text itself. Roland

Barthes speaks about the readerly and writerly aspects of narrative: the features of a text

which conform to an expected pattern and those that are eccentric with respect to our

expectations. The (Wo dimensions of narrative ultimately have to do with the dual nature of

perception. Cognitive scientists tend to conceive of this as a process in which a moment-

by-moment engagement with incoming sensory data combines with a reflective/predictive

mode of attending. Psychoanalytic theories. on the other hand. would frame this in tenns

of a dialectic in which the many parts of the self express discrete modes of attention before

condensing into a transcendental unitary ego: psychoanalyst Christopher Bollas. writing

about object relations. explains that "all self-experience involves this split. which can be

described as a division between ourself as simple selves (when we are irnmersed in desired

or evoked experience) and ourself as complex selves (when we think about eXPerience)."17

15Prince. p. 58.
16Paul Ricoeur. "Narrative Time" in Criticallnquiry 7 (Autumn (980).
17Christopher Ballas. Being a Character: Psychoanalysis and Self Experience (New York: Hill ands Wang.
(992). p. 27.
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If, however, as Bollas states. all experience is characterized by this split. then

narratology's emphasis on the interplay of configurational and episodic dimensions may he

somewhat overstated. After alL any sort of perceptual act. temporal or otherwise. may he

characterized in tenns of a pattem-matching cognitive exercise. an exercise sa universal as

to be ultirnately trivial. But sorne narratologists insist that narrative's temporal dimension

imparts a special quality to the way that it is processed by a reader. Paul Ricoeur. in

particular. ha,; written persuasively on this issue. Narrative. he daims. "reckons with

time." The act of reading or writing narrative involves a unique process of eliciting a

configuration from a succession. Following a story involves what he caBs "the paradox

of contingency:"

But a narrative conclusion can he neither deduced nor predicted. There is no story
if our attention is not moved along by a thousand contingencies. This is why a
story has ta be followed ta its conclusion. So rather than being predictable a
conclusion must be acceptable. Looking back from the conclusion to the episodes
leading up ta it. we have to he able to say that this ending required these sorts of
events and this chain of actions. But this backward look is made possible by the
teleological movement directed by our expectations when we follow a story .l~

Ricoeur maintains that our experience of time is always "narrativized." and that narrative is

at the core of cognitive and social existence. It is as if we cao only grasp our temporal

condition through the telling of stories. In Ricoeur's writing. then. narrative appears to

function as a kind of interface hetween a lived experience of time and a mental

representation of that experience that is more spatial or statie in nature.

Recent research on questions of musical time. such as Jonathan Kramer' s book The

Time ofMusic. has many potential points of contact with Ricoeur and other narratologists

who have dealt with the nature of temporal perception in narrative. Il} Their work raises

general issues of memory and cognitive representation. issues which pertain ta specifically

musical questions about. for instance. pitch-space and fonnallay-out and how we might

hear them. Ricoeur's image of an interface between temporal and spatial dimensions is

l8Ricoeur. p. 174.
19Jonathan Kramer. The rime of Music: New Meanings. New Temporalities. New Ustening Strategies
(New York: Schirmer Books. 1988).
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evocative and possibly of great value for music theory.:!O It can provide a framework for

understanding how spatially derived notions. like symmetry. can function in a temporal

medium like music. It also suggests that referential meanings can arise when characteristics

of one domain are mapped onto another. Ricoeur's ideas thus draw attention to the

network of relationships between not only music and narrative. but also music and

rnovernent. and music and visuality.

Sorne Narratologies and Their Applications to Music

Having established sorne of the important general ties between music and narrative.

[ will now diseuss severa! specifie narratologies that have been or could be employed in

music analysis. One of the first and most intluential modem accounis of the structure of

narrative is the model proposed by Vladimir Propp. His Morph%gy of the Folkta/e. tïrst

published in the 19205. is a study of the structural organization of one-hundred different

Russian fairytales ..:!1 Propp sets out to tïnd common narrative patterns across tbis

repertoire of stories. This leads him to propose the idea of narrative functions. archetypical

events which fonn a kind of fundamental structure that is shared by many instances of

narrative. A function is an event in a story which has consequence for the subsequent

direction taken by the story's action. He argues that ail folktales consist of a series of

events drawn from a limited number of possible functions. Similarly. the actors or

personages in folktales cao be categorized in terms of a limited number of possible roles.

Consequently the notion of an actor in Propp's analysis is rather abstract and is ta be

distinguished from the notion of a character: actors are defined not in terms of

psychological essences. but rather according to partieular sets of functions that they

perform or participate within. This means that one role can he perfonned by more than one

20Gilles Deleuze imagines something like mis interface when he describes the ability of human rnemory la

create a "durable present". See his Difference and Repetition. transe by Paul Patton (NewYork: Columbia
University Press. 1994).
21Vladimir lakovlevich Propp. Morphology ofthe Folktale. 2nd edition. revised and edited by Louis A.
Wagner (Austin: University of Texas Press. 1968).
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character. or. conversely. a single character could play several roles. Propp identifies

seven of these archetypical roles. any of which might he found in a typical folktale: Villain,

Donor, Helper, Sought-for Person. Dispatcher, Bero, and False Hero. In Propp's model.

the roles are actualized through the various narrative functions. events which remain

essentially the same from one story to another in the corpus of Russian folktales. He

determines that there are a total of thirty-one discrete functions. Not all stories contain all

of the functions: any number of these events can occur in a given tale. Propp's complete

list of functions is as follows:!:!

1. absentation: of sorne rnember of a family or group from their home:
2. an interdiction addressed to the hero:
3. violation: of the interdiction:
4. reconnaissance atternpted by the villain:
5. deliverv of information about the victim to the villain:
6. tricke,.y perpetrated by the villain in order to deceive the victim:
7. the victim's unwitting complicity with the vil1ain:
8. villainy causing harm to a mernber of the farnily or group:
OR lack: one member of a farnily either lacks or desires something:

9. mandate: a misfortune or lack is made known and the hero is approached with a
request or command:

10. the hero's decision in which he agrees to or decides upon counteraction:
Il. departure of the hero from home:
12 the first function of the donor. the hero is tested. interrogated. attacked. etc..

which prepares the way for bis receiving either a magical agent or helPer:
13. the hero's reaction to 12:
14. provision: the hero acquires the use of a magical agent:
15. spatial transference: the hero is led to the whereabouts of an object of search:
16. stnlggle between the hero and villain:
17. branding or marking of the hero:
18. victorv: over the villain:
19. liquidation of misfortune or lack:
20. retum: of the hero:
21. pursuit. chase: the hero is pursued:
22. rescue of the hero from pursuit:
23. unrecognized arrivaI: the hero arrives home or in another country.

unrecognized:
24. unfounded claims : a false hero presents unfounded daims:
25. difficult task: proposed to the hero:
26. solution: of the task:
27. recognition: of the hero:
28. exposure of the faise hero:
29. transfiguration: the hero is given a new appearance:

~There are sorne subtle differences among the different English translations of Propp's work. This list is
adapted from two sources: Prince's synopsis of Propp's theories in A Dictionary of Narrar%gy and from
A.J. Greimas. SCnlctura/ Semanrics (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 1984).
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30. punishment: of the villain:
31. wedding, or ascension to the throne.

This list represents the invariant aspects of Russian folk-tale structure: presumably. such

plot elements are enduring because of their relevance to the basic social and psychological

tasks that people routinely confront within their culture. The crucial issue for Propp is that

these 31 functions always occur in the given order. For instance. if a story consists of

trickery (#6). departure of the hero l'rom home (#11). struggle between the hero and the

vilIain (#16). victory (#18). and return of the hero (#20). these events will happen in that

particular chronological order. This is related to the fact that many of these generalized

plot-driving events are conceived as functional dyads: the hero is unrecognized and later

recognized: the hero leaves home. and later retums. etc. Thus many of the events are

implicative while others complete a pair of actions. Propp's system of functions and their

prescribed chronology is an attempt to account for expectation of continuation in narrative.

the fact that certain events imply further events while others intimate closure.

The idea of narrative as an ordered series of functions has relevance for music

analysis. Application of this kind of narratology has been pursued by Anthony Newcomb.

who has incorporated Propp's narrative theory into bis analysis of the music of Robert

Schumann. Newcomb daims:

The kind of narrative structure(and the kind of literary model} that seems closest to
the musical instance and that provides the best point of departure for the exploration
of my analogy [between paradigmatic narrative succession in literature or history
and formal types in music] is the one first proposed by the Russian Formalist
Vladimir Propp in his now sixty-year old study of Russian folktales. 23

Newcomb characterizes the structural analysis of narrative as a process by which a

paradigmatic plot--a typical series of events in a prescribed order--is deduced l'rom a

repertoire of texts. Newcomb stresses that this paradigmatic plot:

... is not the same thing as a quasi-architecturai formai schema. such as ABA. with
its patterns of repetition and complementarities. The paradigmatic plot may be a
unidirectional unfolding of events, without overt repetition. Nor is it the same as a

23Anthony Newcomb. "Schumann and Late Eighteenth-Century Narrative Strategies." Nineteenth-Century
Music l1/2. p. l65.
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series of musical sections defined by specifie thematic content. The surface content
of each individual instance of the series may differ widely. The paradigmatic plot is
a series of functions~not necessarily defined by patterns of seetional reeurrenees or
by the specifie eharaeters fulfilling the functions.~-l

The value of Propp's model. then~ is that it does not necessarily rely on repetition within

the work to delineate forrn. Newcornb points out that sorne 18th- and 19th-century theories

of musical form~ like those of Heinrich Koch and A.B. Marx~ are based upon ajust such a

functional understanding of the construction of motives~ phrases~ sections and movements-

-a functional understanding that closely paraIlels Propp's conception of narrative form.

(William Caplin's theory of classical formaI functions should also he added to these.~5)

Newcomb continues:

The two general questions that arise are: first~ what are the codes~ or conventions~
bv which we isolate musical events as diserete identities: and. second. what are the
codes or conventions by which we locate them in a paradigmatic series of events.
pre-existent in our minds and drawn from past experience?26

Newcomb stresses that the very act of segmenting a work into component elements is code-

governed. In addition. the way in which events succeed one another is perceived according

to patterns that are stored in rnemory. These patterns characterize the nature of musical

continuity and succession. not the specific musical content or material. Newcomb goes on

to imply that these patterns fiÙght he of a general enough character as to characterize event

successions in more than one medium:

masmuch as music may be (and is by many listeners) heard as a mimetic and
referential metaphor. the fiÙmesis involved is of modes of continuation. of change
and potential. And modes of continuation lie at the very heart of narrativity.
whether verbal or musical.~7

Here Newcomb suggests the possibility that the modes of continuation peculiar to literary

narrative might he rendered musically--mapped onto sequences of musical events--either by

composers or by listeners. This idea has far-reaching implications for theories of musical

2-lNewcomb. p. 165.
25William E. Caplin. A TheOf·Y of Formal Funcrions. forthcoming.
26Newcomb. p. 167.
27Newcomb. p. 167.
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meaning: a paradigmatic plot could he deduced not just from one's experience with other

pieces of music. but also from one's experience with nonmusical phenomena. like

literature~ dance. or fIlm. or frOID combinations of any of these. And these modes of

continuation could perhaps carry with them particular affective connotations of their original

medium.

Since Propp tïrst published his study many scholars have argued that his model

needs further retïning to hetter capture the processive aspects of narrative. Roland Barthes.

for exarnple. considers Propp's system to he too schematic ta adequately capture the tlow

of narrative events. Barthes addresses this in his essay "Introduction to the Structural

Analysis of Narrative"( 1966). He argues that:

...the analysis of folktales has revealed the major actions. the primordial
articulations of the story (contracts. ordeals. or adventures undertaken by the hero):
but in literary narrative. once these principal actions are identified. supposing this
can be readily done. there remains a host of minor actions. apparently trivial and
more or less mechanical (knocking at the door. engaging in aconversation. making
an appointment. etc.): are we to consider these subsidiary actions as a sort of
insignificant background and withhold them from analysis on the pretext that it goes
without saying that the discourse uners them in order to link two principal actions?
No. for tbis would he to prejudice the final structure of the narrative. tbis would
mean intlecting that structure in a unitary, hierarchical direction.:8

Barthes' method of dealing more exhaustively with the details of narrative action is to

incorporate them iota a system of narrative levels. In his essay. Barthes develops an

analytical system that is at once accessible to any musician farniliar with the idea of

structural levels in Schenkerian theory. Barthes begins by assigning different degrees of

structural weight ta different events within a narrative plot. As in Propp's analysis. greater

emphasis is placed on the events which have consequences for the subsequent playing out

of the action. Those events which cao not he eliminated without destroying sorne kind of

causal-chronological coherence are designated as cardinal functions. Other events~ those

which are not logically essential for causal coherence but which are rnerely chronological~

28Roland Barthes. The Semiotic Challenge. p.13?
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are grouped together around these crucial nodes. These he cali catalyses. and claims that

they serve to "expand" cardinal functions. Barthes illustrates the distinction as follows:

For a function to he cardinaL it suffices that the action to which it refers opens (or
sustains or closes) an alternative consequential for the rest of the story. in short that
it inaugurate or conclude an uncertainty.... On the other hand. between two
cardinal functions. it is always possible to arrange subsidiary notations. which
agglomerate around one nucleus or another without modifying their alternative
nature: the space wtlich separates "the telephone rang" and "Bond answered" can
he saturated by a host of tiny incidents or tiny descriptions: "Bond went over ro the
desk. picked up a receiver. put down his cigarette. " etc.29

It is a short step to setting up musical counterparts to Barthes ideas here.

Schenkerian analysis already provides a method of segrnenting a tonal work ioto what

would he the equivalent of cardinal and catalystic functions. The structural bass and

soprano of a tonal work may he understood as a series of cardinal nuclei around which

prolongational material is arranged like the catalyses in Barthes's scherne.

In addition to cardinal and catalystic functions. Barthes identities another element in

the narrative structure which he caUs the index. Indices are elements in the story that are

linked to others in the same sequence. not in chronological or causal terms. but in

metaphorical terms. Indices refer to moods. personality traits of the characters. or they

provide information about time and place setting. This category allows Barthes to

incorporate into his analysis many elements that would he left out of a strictly event-based

or role-based model: elements of description. symbols. references to the tacit knowledge of

the readers--the things that do not necessarily have hearing upon the course of a "itory's

chranalogical action. but which are nonetheless deemed to be an integral pan of the

narrative. "The indices." Barthes explains. "imply an activity of deciphennent: the reader

must learn to knaw a character. an atrnasphere: the items of information supply a ready-

made knowledge: ... [they] serve ta authenticate the reality of the referent. to implant the

fiction in reality. "30

"'9B- arthes. p. 108.
30Barthes. p. 110.
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The segmentation of narrative into its cardinaL catalystic. and indexical elements

allows Barthes to make severa! interesting observations. He daims. for example. that

different narrative genres can result from a variation in emphasis on one or another of these

different functional categories:

The two major classes of units. Functions and Indices. should already permit a
certain classification of narratives. Certain narratives are powerfully functional
(such as folktales), and on the other hand others are powerfully indicial (such as
"psychologicaln novels)}1

Within a single narrative. Barthes is able to show how the indexical. catalystic. and cardinal

elements can combine in interesting ways. For example. one element in the narrative may

fulfill severa! functions at once:

Thus the whole play of possibilities arises in the narrative economy~ in the novel
GoLdfinger. Bond. having to search bis adversary' s bedroom. receives a skeleton
key from his partner: the notation is a pure (cardinal) function: in the film.. this
detail is altered: Bond manages to relieve an unprotesting chambermaid of her keys:
the notation is not onlv functional now. but also indicial. it refers to Bond's
character (his oftbandedness and bis success with women))2

Barthes ideas here strongly suggest musical counterparts. For one. we could

broad1y characterize the distinction between tonal and post-tonal music in tenns of the

fonner' s pronounced functionality. and the latter' s reliance on the musical equivalent of the

index. which could be "secondary parameters,. like timbre. sonority. and gesture. Leonard

Meyer' s view of music bistory relies on this kind of characterization. Barthes' second

point. that functions and indexes cao combine on the narrative surface. provides a good

analogy for the often profoundly satisfying moments in music where a passage fulfills both

a motivic function and structural raIe. as in the case of motivic enlargement.

Barthes states that the various cardinal functions in a narrative succeed each other

according to patterns. although these are not presented schematically as in Propp's model.

Rather. Barthes cornes up with a list of simple relations that govem the sequence of actions:

the relationships between events may be characterized as. for example. consecutive.

31 Barthes. p. 108.
32Barthes. p. 110-1 II.
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consequentiaL volitional. reactive. or durative. It is the logic of these sequences. Barthes

argues, that makes a narrative "readable." Barthes claims that "by staking out an

elementary rationality with sequences of actions. we approach the limits of narrative.

beyond which begins a new art. which is that of narrative transgression."33

The idea of transgression of narrative logic is deaIt with in detail in Barthes's larer

work S/Z (1970). 34 Greatly influenced by the writings of Julia Kristeva. Jacques Derrida.

Michel Foucault. and Jacques Lacan. Barthes' S/Z inaugurates a new. poststructuralist

phase in his work. Speaking of Sn. in relation to the "Introduction to the Structural

Analysis of Narrative." Barthes daims that '-the latter work in sorne sense denies the

former by abandoning the structural model and resorting to the practice of the intinitely

different Text."35 Barthes' work at this time aIso has a more explicit political dimension.

He views the study of narrative as part of the larger project of semiology. which he defines

as ·-the close analysis of the processes by which the bourgeoisie converts its historical

class-culture into universai nature."36 Its value for ideology critique lies in its ability

... to question its own discourse: as a science of language. of languages. it cannot
accept its own language as a datum. a transparency. a tooL in short as a
metaIanguage: strong with the powers of psychoanalysis. it interrogates itself as to
the place trom which it speaks. as interrogation without which any science and any
ideological criticism are ridiculous: for Semiology, at least 50 1hope. there exists
no extraterritoriality for the subject. even if he is a scientist. with regard to his
discourse: in other words. finally. science knows no site of security. and in this it
must acknowledge itself as \llriting.37

In S/Z. an analysis of Honore de Balzac's Sarrasine. the narrative text is no longer viewed

as a structure but as a "structuration". a work. or a game: Barthes argues that a literary text

His not a group of closed signs. endowed with a meaning to he rediscovered. it is a volume

of traces in displacement:' 38 In arder ta incorporate the plurality of narrative voices into

the analysis of narrative, Banhes proposes analyzing BaIzac?s story in tenns of a variety of

33Barthes. p. 147.
34Barthes. S/Z. Trans. by Richard Miller (New York: Hill and Wang. 1974).
35Barthes. ""Introduction: The SemiologicaI Adventure:' in The Semiotic Challenge. p. 7.
36Barthes. Ibid.• p.5.
37Barthes. Ibid.. p. 8.
38Barthes. Ibid.. p. 7.
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narrative codes. recurring patterns of narrative convention according to which readers

process the texte The notion of narrative coce is closely lied to Kristeva! s idea of

intertextuality. the ways in which a discourse refers to other texts: a narrative code is

essentially a feature or group of features common to many texts. The codes are a new way

of representing the syntactical logic of actions and the workings of metaphor. They are no

longer configured in a hierarchical relationship. but instead operate concurrently and in

overlapping ways. Barthes describes five of these codes: the proairetic. the hermeneutic.

semic. symbolic and referential codes. The proairetic code is essentially equivalent ta the

sequence of cardinal functions described in his previous essay. The proairetic code

operates when a narrative presents transformations of sorne initial situation. Ir is the pattern

according to which a narrative rnay he read as a series of actions. or functions. The

izenneneutic code is the pattern by which a narrative fonTIS a path leading from an enigma

to a possible solution. A passage signifies in terms of this code when there is sorne

question. allusions to possible answers. obstacles to finding the solution. or resolution of

the problem: the archetypical example is the detective story. Unlike the proairetic and

hermeneutic codes. the remaining three codes are not chronologically conceived: the semic

code governs the construction of characters. things. and settings in a narrative: the

symbolic code has to do with ways that items in the narrative are linked with broad abstract

meanings: and the referential code represents the ways in which items refer ta a reader's

tacit systems of beliefs. such as religious or scientific assumptions--it govems the elements

in the narrative that rnake it seem life-like or plausible. These last three codes allow Barthes

to deal in a more subtle and differentiated way with narrative elements that were formerly

subsumed under the category of index in the previous essay.39

39Barthes proposes several additional codes in his essay ·The Structural Analysis of Narrative Apropos of
Acts 1O-1l." (in The Semiotie Challenge. p. 217 -245); These include the narrative code. which penains
to the ways in which fictional spaces are marked off from reality (as in the use of the phrase "once upon a
time"); the topographie code which deals with geographical setting and its associated functions Ce.g.. the
Orient. in western conceptions of it); and the onomastie code. which governs the construction of proper
names.
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Recent articles by Patrick McCreless demonstrate musical applications of Barthes's

theories..w McCreless has found Barthes's system of codes particularly helpful in

amplifying and modifying Schenkerian theory. In the proairetic code~ the code which

govems the succession of the principal events. he sees an equivalent to the linear-harmonic

structure of a tonal work. The semic code McCreless sees as a model for motivic structure:

the motive acts as the musical counterpart for a character or role in a story. The

hermeneutic code. the posing and solving of enigmas. is a parallel to the process of motivic

development and "working out" of tonal problems. a process that is emblematic of late

18th- and 19-century instrumental practice. McCreless demonstrates the musical parallels

to Barthes codes in a discussion of Beethoven's D major piano trio Opus 70. no. 1. He

points out that. while Schenker would see the proairetic code. the sequence of actions that

make up the Ursatz. as the primary structuring device of the piece. a Barthian reading

would view it as just one among severa! equally significant codes. In fact. Barthes would

daim that the proairetic code is precisely the one we are "invited to resist"; the other codes

may actively work to obscure its pattern. In other words. the motivic structure of the piece

might have a logic of its own. a narrative shape that may weIl work against that of the

Ursatz. Thus. Barthes's notion of a plurality or structures acts as a corrective to the

Schenkerian tendency to privilege the Ursatz and to subordinate other factors to il. By

viewing musical works in terms of a multiplicity of narrative codes. the analyst is freed

from having to account for motivic and other features in terms of one single. unified.

hierarchically interrelated structure.

Part of McCreless's work deals with the issue of musical closure. In a literary

work~ dosure is achieved when the codes which evoke the notion of lime. the hermeneutic

and the proairetic~ are fully played out in the work. The ultimate resolution of an initial

question or enigma represents completion of the "henneneutic sentence" and the end of the

~Opatrick McCreless. "Roland Banhes's sa from a Musical Point of View:' ln Theorv Ont\' LOn (1988).
pp. 1-29; and "The Henneneutic Sentence and Omer Literary Models for Tonal Closure"," lruÏiana Theor)'
Review 12 (Fall 1991 >, pp. 35-74.
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proairetic sequence of actions signaIs syntactic closure. McCreless asks whether there

might not aIso he a kind of syntax for the other codes that would permit for example

thematic closure. or rhetorical closure in musical works. This raises the general question of

how musical works in which the proairetic and herrneneutic codes play a smalt role can

end. [n a piece of post-tonal music which does not have a proairetic Ursatz. what can

signal terminativity? Leonard Meyer has argued that such pieces must rely on gestUIaI

closure. closure intimated through secondary parameters. rather than syntactical closure.

McCreless proposes severa! alternative ways that closure might be achieved~ for example.

through the use of fonnaI symmetry. These alternative closural devices can perhaps be

taken as evidence of other codes that are unique ta the medium of instrumental music.

lt must he emphasized that the point of Barthes' system of narrative codes is not ta

establish one particular interpretation or meaning of a text. or even a meaning. The codes.

he says ··are simply associative fields. a supratextual organization of notations which

impose a certain notion of structure: the instance of the code. for us. is essenùally cultural:

the codes are certain types of already-seen. of already-read~of already-done: the code is the

fonn (rus already takes. constituùve of the writing of the world:·.l l Codes thus constitute a

set of practices familiar to users of a particuJar medium situated within a broad cultural

framework. They also tend to he inexplieit. What sets the notion of codes apart from more

strict structuralist theories of narrative is the idea that the codes are not oruy situated sociaUy

and culturally. but also historically: they are dynamic systems which change over time. [n

facto they are inclined to beeome overused and subsequently abandoned by users. The

concept of narrative codes thus contrasts with structuralist accounts of narrative which tend

to foeus on invariant characteristies common to all narratives.

Further investigations of narrative's invariant characteristics have been taken up in

the writings of Algirdas-JuJien Greimas..l2 Like Barthes. Greimas's work on narrative is

-lI Barthes. '"Textual Analysis of a Tale by Edgar Allan Poe:' in The Semiotic Challenge. p. 288.
-l2Greimas's theories are developed in a series of books and articles written throughout the 1960s and 70s.
Those currently available in English translation include: On Meaning: Selected Writings in Semiotic
Theory trans. by Paul J. Perron and Frank H. Collins (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 1987);
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part of a more general project. that of semiotics. Greimas's semiotics represents the

development of a method to analyze and account for meaning and to outline a grammar and

syntax for signification itself. To that end he examines many kinds of discourse. including

folktales. myths. and other types of narrative. as well as philosophy. history. and natura!

languages. His work draws upon Propp's functional model but also upon premises of

Saussurean linguistics. From Saussure. Greimas takes the idea that the meaning of a sign

inheres in its relationship ta other signs with which it exhibits particular differences. [n

Sau"'~ure's "differential" definition of language. components such as words and

phonemes. are not '''substancesH but rather "forms" which are generated out of opposition

to other forms in a system of differences. [n other words. no single element in the system

is recognizable without other elements in the system. Since individual signs always signify

according to relationships with other signs. Greimas argues that it is possible to model the

elementary structure of signification itself by classifying all possible relationships of

difference.

The logical possibilities of binary opposition cao he demonstrated with phonological

examples. such as the sounds of the English language:B Phonemes acquire signification

from their position within a network of binary oppositions between pairs of sounds. One

kind of relation of difference obtains when one terro is marked while another is unmarked in

sorne way: the phonemes "p" and "b" represent this opposition in that one sound is voiced

and the other unvoiced. A different relationship obtains for the two vowels "e" and "i".

where each phoneme exhibits differing degrees of sorne gradient property: in this case we

infer a continuum of vowel sounds and isolate two points along the continuum. The

difference between the consonants "p" and "t" represents a third type of opposition in which

The Semiotics of Passions: Form States of Affairs to States of Feeling. trans. by Paul 1. Perron and
Frank Collins (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 1993); Structural Semantics : An Atlempt at
a Method. [rans. by Danielle McDowell, Ronald Schleifer. and Allan Velie (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press. (984); A.1.Greimas and François Rastier. '''The Interaction of Semiotic Constraints'" in
Yale French Studies 41 (1968).
~3The following explanation is based on an example given in Schleifer. Ronald. Robert Con Davis. and
Nancy Mergler. Culture and Cognition: The BoundanOes ofLiterary and Scientific Inquiry <Ithaca: Comell
University Press. (992). p. 70.
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each element has a unique distinguishing mark that is completely lacking in the other: here

one is a "labial stop" and the other an Italveolar stop." Greimas formalizes these types of

binary oppositions. positing three categories of logical relationships: relations of contrarity.

of contradiction. and of complementarity. When the three relationships pertain to a single

term. the resulting network of relationships cao be represented by a Boolean matrix of

functions. such as A. -A. l-A. 1/A. They can also represented by what Greimas caUs the

"semiotic square:' Each of three logical relations corresponds to an axis in the square. the

horizontal. vertical. and diagonal:

IA)-------------- (-Al

1 \ 1

1 1

1 1

1 \ 1

1 1

1 1

1 t

1 1

1 \ 1

(I-AI-------------(A/l)

An element on the square signifies according to ilS relationship with three other e1ements

along each of the three separate axes. Semiotician Nancy Armstrong explains the square

this way: "Once any unit of meaning (s 1) is conceived. we automatically conceive of the

absence of that meaning (s·l). as weil as an opposing system of meaning (s2) that

correspondingly implies its own absence(s':!):'44 Ronald Schleifer. another serniotics

scholar. explains how the square cao he used in analysis: 'The semiotic square is a logical

mapping out of structural possibilities: for any content which cao be understood as itself

analyzable into binary oppositions (S vs. non S), the square. repeated and superimposed.

will exhaust the logical structural relations between its minimal elements."45 The idea of

-WNancy Annstrong. "Inside Greimas's Square: Literary Characters and Cultural Restraint:' in The Sign in
Music and Literalure, ed. Wendy Steiner (Austin: University of Texas Press. 1981). p. 54.
~5Ronald Schleifer. "Introduction" ta Stnlcwral Semantics. p. xxxiii.
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the serniotic square is a central aspect of Greimas' s work..ul Greimas assumes that this

model of signification pertains not only to elements of language. but to any system of

signs. For Greimas. a narrative event constitutes a sign. Just as a linguistic sign is defined

in tenns of a system of differences. Greimas daims that narrative events function within a

similar network of oppositions.

Briefly. Greimas understands narrative as a sequence of events oriented toward a

particular goal. ln Structural Semantics . Greimas reexamines Vladimir Propp' s narrative

mode!. He sets out to reduce Propp's model to a more general "actantial" mode!. First. by

pairing off those functions which may be understood to presuppose one another (i.e..

'~struggle" and ··victory·'). he reduces Propp's 31 functions to 20. Now he further reduces

these 20 functions. through a mapping. or ·~homologating.··of these into semiotic squares.

For example the pair of functions '~interdictionl violation" (Propp' s functions number :2 and

3) and ··mandatelhero's decision" (Propp's 9 and 10) are articulated as a new pair:

"establishment of a contract/violation of a contracC. The general category of "contracC

might now he graphically represented in tenns of a semiotic square:

MANDATE-----------ACCEPTANCE
1 1

1 1

1 1

1 1

1 1

1 1

1 1

1 1

VIOLATION----------INTERDICTION

Although the square itself is a paradigmatic construct. it becomes temporally actualized

through a narrative manifestation. Essentially. the goal-oriented design of a narrative

results l'rom the fact that the narrative trajectory must trace a path around the semiotic

-l6The idea of the semiotic square is most fully deve10ped in A. J. Greimas and F. Rastier. "The Interaction
of Semiotic Constraints:' in Yale French Studies 41 (968).
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square:n lt does this in arder ta exhaust the total network of relationships according to

which the original concept is endowed with meaning. Therefore. the fundamental syntax of

a narrative may he understood to correspond ta movement around the serniotic square. a

movement among opposing pairs of elements. The semiotic square models the way in

which narrative creates a disturbance or disorder of sorne initial state of equilibrium-

through the juxtaposition of opposites-and the promise of a retum to the initial state or a

synthesis of sorne kind.

Greimas focuses his attention on the relationships between functions. He daims

that the funcrions. '·although organized into narratives. could. at least in theory: (a) appear

in a sufficiently reduced nurnber to be grasped as simple structures because of the

redundance which characterizes any discursive manifestation. (b) offer at the same lime.

because of their sequence in the narrative. appreciable e1ements allowing us to expIain the

existence of models of transformation of the structures of signification," ~K Greimas is

attempting to show how semantics and structure are connected at the deepest levels of

signification. He sees the primary narrative functions as representative of basic volitional

actions that are a necessary consequence of human social existence. Eventually. Greimas

detennines that the actions of narrative can be subsumed under four general themes or

"modalities": the fundamental drarnas of desire. of obligation. of abiLity. and of

knowledge. Greimas also turns Propp' s seven archetypical characters into a more

generalized actantial model which can he applied to other narratives and other kinds of

discourse. Ultimately, Greimas imagines a homologous relationship between the principal

roles in a narrative and syntactical units of language: subject. abject. indirect object. and so

on.

.HGreimas's square bears a resemblance lo David Lewin's notion of a "transformational network:' [n a
sense it is the lines connecting the narrative functions lhat are the focus of analysis. just as in Lewin's
networks he concentrates on the arrows connectÏng the nodes. See Lewin Generaiized Musical/ntervais and
Transformations(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1987).
~8Greirnas. Structurai Semanrics, p. 223.
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An important consequence of Greimas's model is that the notion of action cannot

he separated from that of intention. Changes in a narrative state take place because of the

desires. obligations. etc. of the actors. This point can have an impact upon our

understanding of musical actions. Fred Maus highlights this aspect of narrative theory in

his analysis of Beethoven's Opus 14 no.l. final movement. A narrative action. he argues.

is always understood to be intentional. Maus daims that the reason narrative is an attractive

analogy for music is that it permits us to invest musical actions with anthropomorphic

interpretations. It is not the fact that. in an encounter with music. events are matched

against known panerns that makes music narrative-like: rather. it is the sense of a human

presence within a work. human desires. obligations. etc.. The Rondo in Beethoven's Opus

14. Maus daims. may he understood as "a series of actions. rePeated attempts to reach a

state of affairs that requires no further action."·N In order to achieve the desired outcome

the opening thematic material must return in the opening key, a goal made difficult by the

nature of the therne itself: "The attempts are defeated repeatedly. because satisfaction

involves a return of the opening key and the opening thematic material. but the thematie

material throws the pitch material off balance. "50 Maus argues that a narrative model

characterizes our understanding of these musical events as volitional--actions undertaken by

an imaginary human subject.

Recent work by Eero Tarasti explores more explicitly sorne of the musical

implications of A.J.Greimas' serniotic account of narrative.51 Tarasti has made an analysis

of the Beethoven's piano sonata Opus 53 in which he tries to identify musical passages

which correspond to the basic modalities of Greimas's theory. Tarasti also incorporates

sorne ideas of the turn-of-the-century music theorist Ernst Kurth. In addition to Greimas's

themes of desire. obligation. knowledge. and ability . Tarasti adds Kurth's modalities of

"being", "becoming", and "doing". In Tarasti's reading of Beethoven. each of these

49Maus. Fred Everett. "Music as Narrative." Indiana Theorv Review 12 (Fall 1991). p.13.
5ûMaus. p. 13. .
51Eero Tarasti. "Beethoven's Waldstein and the Generative Course." Indiana Them·y Review 12 (FaU 1991).
p.99-140.
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categories is correlated with particular musical factors such as consonance and dissonance.

diatonicism and chromaticism. harmony and counterpoint.

Greimas's ideas have been taken up by a few literary critics. induding Fredric

Jameson who has employed Greimas's square in bis analyses of the novels of Conrad.

Balzac. and others.52 As a theory of the structure of signification itself. however.

Greimas's semiotics covers a whole range of discursive phenomena. not just narrative as

we ordinarily understand il. Greimas' work is extremely complex and his writing highly

technical. so it is well beyond the scope of this chapter to provide more than a supertïcial

account of his theories. But it is precisely because his semiotics is so broad. because it

demonstrates connections among the discourses of narrative. ordinary language. and ail

manner of media of communication. that it is attractive for musical analysis. Greimas' s

theory reveals an underlying logic of signification that is shared among a multitude of sign

systems; the theory therefore provides justification for the application of a narrative model

to a non-linguistic medium like music.

Cognitive Accounts of Narrative

Partly because semiotics itself explicitly sanctions the project. musical applications

of narratology have primarily drawn upon semiotic and structural accounts of narrative. In

contrast. music theorists have expressed considerably less interest in the kinds accounts of

narrative have come from the tield of cognitive science. This reluctance is perhaps

symptomatic of a general uneasiness with cognitive sciences among hurnanities scholars.

Literary critics. in particular. are often skeptical of cognitive science's ability to do justice to

literature. to account for things like literary ambiguity. metaphor. and so on. Funhermore.

if a scholar accepts the premises of semiotics-essentially. that language and discourse are

constitutive of cognition--it is sometimes difficult for that scholar to aIso incorporate

contributions of cognitive science. The idea. for example. that aspects of human perception

52Fredric Jameson. The Political Unconscious (Ithaca. N. Y.: Comell University Press. 1981).
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and cognition are neurologically "hard-wired" lea<h; to a host of problems for a semiotician.

who cao never assume that anything is simply '''data.'' As Stefano Franchi and Güven

Güzeldere, scholars with an interest in both the cognitive and literary domains. point out:

Operational definitions and processes outlined by cognitive science ...
progranunatically exclude. from the beginning. all aspects of language that really
matter to literature: its essential instability. its perfonnative aspects. etc.
. . . [W]e have cognitive science on one hand, which otIers to provide ultimate
theoretical foundations for criticism, and expects to receive in exchange, a wealth of
'''raw data" on which to test its theories. Literary theory on the other hand.
envisions something similar. but inverted in fonn: if what literature is will forever
escape scientitic reduction. then science (cognitive science. in particular) will
always be in an ancillary position with respect to literary theory. From tbis
perspective. it will he literature' s prerogative to provide the more general horizon of
sense within which science in general and cognitive science in particular. are
constrained to set their direction.53

Research on the structure of narrative has engaged cognitive scientists for sorne

rime: in facr. the field in fact traces its lineage back to one of Vladimir Propp' s

contemporaries. the Russian psychologist Lev Semenovich Vygotsky.54 Vygotsky's work

deals with the development of conceptualization in children. Cognitive narrative theory

tends to conceive of narrative as an elaborate "concept" which is gradually constructed in

the mind of an individual as he or she matures. The manifested structure of a narrative.

then. is really a projection of a cognitive structure that is to be attributed to the mind itself.

Arthur Applebee's work is representative of this approach: his book The Child's Concepc

of the Story draws heavily on Vygotsky's ideas to investigate the ways that children

develop narrative competence.55

Applebee begins by collecting a group of stories told by children of various ages.

He then observes the different levels of organizational complexity that the children' s own

53Stefano Franchi and Güven GÜzeldere. Editors' Preface to Stanford Hllmanities Review. Special Issue:
"Bridging the Gap". 4/1 (April. 1995) [Dnline 1. Available HTIP: http://shr.stanford.edulshreview/4
I/textlfronthtrnl. See also the target anicle of this issue. "Literary Criticism: A Cognitive Approach" by
Herben Simon. and the roundtable discussion which follows. [Dnlinel Availablc HTIP:
http://shr.stanford.edulshreview/4-1/textltoc.html
54Lev Semenovich Vygotsky. 1896 - 1934. See his TJlOuglu and Langllage. Trans. and cd. by Alex
Kozulin (Cambridge Mass.: MIT Press. 1986).
55Arthur Applebee, The Child's Concept o/the Stary: Ages Twa to Sevemeen (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press. 1978).
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stories progress through between the ages of two and seventeen. Applebee characterizes

these as discrete stages. each marked by certain aspects of their structure. The various

categories are based on Vygotsky's recorded observations of children playing with blocks

of different shapes and colours and the ways that they organized the blocks into groups.

Using Vygotsky's grouping criteria. Applebee isolates six types of organizational

strategies. He labels these as follows. arranged from least to most complex: heap.

sequence. primitive narrative. unfocused chain. focused chain. and '"(rue" or developed

narrative. A heap is simply an arbitrary collection of abjects or events linked by chance in

a child's perception. This is the least complex strategy. in Applebee's view. one which

characterizes a child's aimless recitation of unconnected words or sounds. At the next level

of complexity. Applebee identifies the sequence in which objects or events are grouped

accorcling to concrete. shared attributes. Each element shares an attribute with the next.

although the linking attributes can change throughout the sequence. [n Vygotsky's terms. a

child might link a yellow cube with another cube that is green. then join to that a green

triangle. and so on. A series of rhyming words or alliterative words exhibits this kind of

organization. Applebee eontrasts this mode with a primitive narrative in whieh abjects or

events are grouped together based on logical or abstract bonds. The words "knife. fork.

and spoon" fonn such a group. due to their shared function . rather than sorne concrete

shared phonological feature.

Each of these modes of organization is characterized by what Applebee caUs

"sequencing," which is understood in comparison with the process of "chaining" exhibited

by the remaining modes. The difference lies in the faet mat. at the next level of

organization. the raIe of temporality begins ta become more significant. An unfoclIsed

chain is an organizational strategy similar to the sequence. but now the elements are

understood as linked by eause and effect relationships. The idea of "before and after" now

plays a part in the linguistic structure. Afocused chain is organized like a primitive

narrative. but with the addition of a consistent centre or core, as in, for example, a story
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dealing with the continued adventures of a character. Finally. a true narrative is

distinguished by features like "closure'~ and the development or transfonnation of the

central core.

Applebee argues that a child's idea of the story parallels the development of other

cognitive abilities. Cognitive aptitude is. in turo. a product of the particular social tasks that

confront the child. Ultimately. story structures are a factor of intersubjectivity: the child's

emerging concept of the story is associated with the development of an ability to adopt the

perspectives of other human subjects. the different points-of-view of different subjects.

One of Applebee's criteria in constructing his six stages seems ta be the increasing

relevance of the relation of the organization of elements to sorne underlying schema. This

is equivalent to saying that the child gradually learns to master various narrative codes. as

defined by Barthes. But unlike Barthes. Applebee' s theory offers a repenoire of finely

differentiated and rigorously detïned story-types. These can be of value for the analysis of

literary narratives: sorne literary theorists have discussed these kinds of organizational

strategies in analyses of poetry <although in literary accounts the organizational mode tends

to he seen as an attribute of the structure of the poem rather than a strategy of the reader).56

Applebee demonstrates that children gradually move from one mode of organization to the

next over time. but it always remains possible for an individual to choose from arnong any

of the previous modes: they continue to exist for the adult as a stored repertoire of

organizational strategies. It is these alternative strategies that can he drawn upon for novel

literary invention. Paradoxically. it is the heap-like structures associated with l'ree

association that are often considered as more sophisticated poetic devices. Like the more

"highly developed" organization of a true narrative.. the other strategies are always available

for the creation and perception of texts. Applebee's developmental model does imply.

however. that the individual will experience S0f11e of the modes as more simple or more

"ancient" than others.

56See for example Barbara Herrnstein-Smith Poetic Closure: A Study of How Poems End (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press. 1968).
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Recent psycho-linguistic studies of narrative confinn many of Applehee' s

conclusions. One study by Ruth Anderson Berman and Dan Isaac Slobin. Relating Events

in a Narrative. looks at the development of narrative competence in several different

languages.57 The authors present and interpret the results of an experiment in which a

series of drawings was shown to a group of children and adults who were asked to tell the

story depicted in the pictures. The drawings represent what most adults would see as a

"plot" that deals with a small boy's search for ms Pet frog. The picmres show the boy

searching under his bed. around his house. in a tree. etc.. and finally. in a pond. where he

finds the frog. The subject.c;; who participated in study included native speakers of English.

German. Hebrew. and Turkish. so the results are assumed to he typical of all languages.

The findings of the study support the idea that children gradually move towards a

hierarchical conception of narrative:

The general developmental trend from 3-year-olds to adults involves a change in the
type of discourse. from picture-to-picture descripùon to narration. This is
correlated with a change in the type of cohesion established in the texts from local
(clause per clause. pairs of clauses) to global organization. This in mm implies the
development of the ability to conceptualize a number of single states and events as
part of one complex overall event on the basis of their temporal relations. The three
and four-year-olds' use of spatial deictics ('here/there') together with markers of
sequentiality ('and then') strongly suggests that the shift is from a spatio
perceptually based to an abstract-representational conceptualization of lÏme. We
have seen that as saon as children are able to organize speech along a narrative
thread they can move freely from a mere juxtaposition of equally weighted pieces of
information to hierarchical structures in discourse.58

These remarks recall Ricoeur's idea of configurational and episodic narrative dimensions.

From a cognitive perspective. a child's deveLopment would represent a transfer of emphasis

from episodical to configurational modes of attending. At the same ùme. however. the

authors see a shift away from spatial models of temporal perception to what they deem

more "abstract" ones. which is slightly different from the way Ricoeur envisions the

internai representation of temporal phenomena.

57Ruth Anderson Bennan and Dan Isaac Slobin. Relating Events in a Narratil:e: A Crosslinguistic
Developmental Study (Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994).
5sBennan and Slobin. p. 451.
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The increasing relevance of hierarchy in the child's conception of narrative closely

parallels the development of hierarchical organization at the level of the sentence. Bennan

and Slobin focus on the development of these linguistic skills, usually acquired between the

ages of three and nine. 59 They examine the growth of narrative competence in tenns of

grammatical syntax and ways of connecting and grouping narrative elements. They note

that while different grouping structures are acquired at different ages in different languages.

many of the structures do appear to develop in a particular order. New stages of cognitive

development are marked by constructions such as: the linking of clauses joined by "and"

("Jane jumped up and caught the balr'): later. "verb-gapping"-in which a predicate or

tense-bearing auxiliary is eliminated in one clause (hJane jumped up and John did. tao"):

and finally. gerund and infinitive constructions C'Jane jumped up. catching the ball'·).

Narrative competence has to do with mastering these grouping techniques which allow the

narrator to foreground or to subardinate certain event'i in subtle ways. Similar observations

have been made by the linguist P.J. Hopper. Hopper has shown that the different levels of

narrative hierarchy are reflected in the aspect of verbs.60 In the texture of narrative

language. the perfective forms of verbs. the forros that express completion of an action (i.e.

"X happened"). tend ta be used in connection with the mast important narrative events.

The imperfective aspect. ("X was happening"') on the other hand. goes along with less

essentiaL durative situations in the narrative. Different degrees of importance of narrative

events are thus made apparent through difference in aspectual stress. The sentence: "Jane

carefully considered her financial situation and then she threw herself off a bridge." does

not differentiate between the two events in this fashion: but this sentence does so: "Having

carefully considered her financial situation.. Jane threw herself off a bridge:'

A skilled narrator. however. will often manipulate aspectual forms to achieve a

dramatic effect. A sentence such as: "Having recently thrown herself off a bridge.. Jane

59See the essay "Filtering and Packaging" in Berman and Slobin, p. 540.
6Op. 1. Hopper. ·'Aspect and Foregrounding in Discourse:' in T. Givon. ed. Syntax and Semantics Vol. 12
(New York: Academie Press 1979), p. 213.
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pondered the colour scheme of the paint in her hospital room:' represents an inversion of

the aspectual hierarchy which would normally foreground the significant narrative event

(attempted suicide) and subordinate the less imponant element (wondering about paint).

The sentence may he more interesting because of the dissonance between narrative stress

and grammatical stress. The breaking of grammatical mIes and the inversion of hierarchies.

then. are an integral part of a skilled narrative. Skilled narrators will frequently subven the

rules of the system to achieve more memorable or individualistic results.

Increasing consciousness of the codes is matched by an ability to elude those codes.

Breaking the mIes of narrative convention can perhaps be thought of as an aspect of the

growing sense of intersubjectivity that leads ta narrative competence. since it signais an

awareness of otlzers' awareness of the codes.

Further Issues in the Application of NarrativeTheories ta Music

It is clear that literary theorists and cognitive theorists are both struck by the same

properties of narrative. and that they frequently arrive at very similar models of narrative

structure. It is also apparent that there are many parallels between these theories of

narrative and theories of music. Propp's functions. Barthes' codes. and Greimas's

modalities have been shown to have musical applications by Newcomb. McCreless.

Tarasti. and others. So far. however. narrative theory has only been brought into

discussions of tonal music. Its utility for other styles remains to he shown. AU of the

narrative theories presented above have potential applications to analysis of non-tonal

music. and ta Debussy's music in particular. Barthes's distinction between indexical and

function genres can be used to define features of Debussy's style. in terms other than the

absence of tonal function. Debussy' s colouristic use of sonority. for example. seems like

an obvious counterpart to the literary index; and considering it as such suggests pursuing

the question of the metaphorical functions of sonorities. Barthes's non-temporal codes can

also be useful as musical constructs, as McCreless has shown. Greimas's claim for an
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underlying network of oppositions and narrative transformations suggests that when

conventions of tonal design are no longer operative. an underlying logic of transfonnation

may still underlie Debussy's music. This might lead us to look for oppositional structures

in the music. and to ask how Debussy's music might '"actualizeH the primary drarnas of

desire. obligation. knowledge. and ability that Greimas sees at the heart of all staries.

Aiso. Greimas' s daim for the interconnection. through this underlying logic of

signification. among linguistic and non-linguistic sign-systems suggests that modes of

succession and continuity could transcend individual media. This opens up a whole range

of possibilities for models for Debussy's music: models could come not only from literary

narratives. but also from dance or cinema or other visual forms. Finally. from the cognitive

perspective. Applehee"s theory of a series of intermediate narrative fonns is especially

suggestive of possible models for Debussy' s idiosyncratic musical forms. And the ideas

about the manipulation of linguistic packaging and foregrounding from Berman. Slobin.

and Hopper can he used ta elucidate sorne of Debussy's more "subversive" formai

techniques. like reiteration. [n the next chapter [ will construct a musical model that draws

on the theories of narrative that 1have presented above. with a particular emphasis on the

cognitive theories advocated by Applebee and others.

Before proceeding with a narratological investigation of Debussy's works.

however. it is important to address sorne of the objections to this particular theoretical

orientation that have been raised by music scholars. The arguments against the utility of

narratology concem two main issues: frrst.. the assurnption that the practice of musical

narratology circumvents the whole question of musical meaning. and secondly. the sense

that there are crucial structural differences between the two media that preclude comparison.

[ will speak to these two issues in turn.

Carolyn Abbate has recently called into question the value of the whole enterprise of

musical narratology.61 Abbate wams that the nuances of the literary applicaùon of narrative

61Carolyn Abbate. "What the Sorcerer Said." in Nineteenth Century Music 12. 1989. p. 222.
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theory are in danger of being misunderstood or ignored entirely in the hands of music

theorists. who are accustomed to thinking in terms of pure structure. She suggests that

narrative theory. when applied to music. quicldy collapses into a type of arid formalism.

What music theory tends to take over from narrative is ooly its neutral structural aspects.

and since many of us are accustomed to thinking of music as equivalent (0 its structure. we

may conclude that music itself is neutral or meaningless.

We sense that casual analogies between literature and music may he forced. twisted
to make closed systems.. methods and answers. This gloomy noise echoes my
uneasiness about the analogy between music and narrative. which [ fear may be
used unthinkingly to elude secret convictions that music has no meaning. More
than this: if we fashion out of post-structuralist criticism a single explanation of how
music narrates. we pervert the subtieties of the literary theory we have evoked by
ignoring all the ways in which meaning cao escape. and explanation fail.62

Since almost all music necessarily engages referential "codes:' preexisting practices and

patterns. it readily lends itself to narratological explication's like Barthes' system of

narrative codes. What Abbate finds discancerting is that musical narratology rnight end up

simply reducing the structure of music to the structure of narrative. thereby campleteiy side-

stepping the crucial issue of what is being toid.

Any music with sequences of events--thematic ideas. harmonic processes.
cadences. instrumental exchanges--in short. almost all music. can he said ta he
··narrative.·· The model borrowed from ciassicaliiterary structuralism brings us ta
seeming absurdities. that "narrative music" could be so broadly defined that all
music narrates. and without conveying any particular meaning.63

This issue is key for Abbate. and for like-minded scholars who want to uncover sorne of

the ideological underpinnings of musical works. She concludes:

...[if] a formalistlabsolutist could analyze all music as narrative. yet still view
music as void of specific expressive content (not to mention cultural or referential or
ideological content). this hints that evocaùon of literary theoretical analogies is
sterile.

Lawrence Kramer reiterates Abbate' s point here when he remarks:

62Abbate. p. 222.
63Abbate. p. 227.
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Drawing prevailingly from literary structuralism. the models of choice have
understood narrative preeminently as a source of structure rather than as a
preeminent means of resisting structure. Narratology has acted as a kind of
methodological halfway house in which musical meaning can he entertained without
leaving the safe haven of fonn.64

And Jean Jacques Nattiez argues that structuralist narratology cao not really bring anything

new or relevant to the study of music:

[n short. [ do not think that it is in reducing the signification of instrumental works
to the reductive model of the structural analysis of narratives that we shaH succeed
in defining what forms the specificity of this level of signification in a given
epoch.65

Each of these scholars assumes that in our application of narrative theory to music

we are in danger of rreating music as though it were a symbolic system that is somehow

noncommunicative. Certainly. musical structure has often been treated as though it were

ahistorical or universal or unconnected with the social world it inhabits: literature in music

theory abounds with dubious assertions about music's autonomy. We must recognize.

however. that music represents a discursive practice which is at least relatively

autonomous. insofar as its practitioners regularly work al the immanent level of musical

materials. codes. and conventions. Preoccupation with musical structure simply ret1ects

sorne of the concerns of those who actually do music. This does not preclude the

possibility that broader sociological and psychoanaIytic elements work to shape our ideas

about musical structure. [f structure is a focus of analytical attention it is because structure

is of interest. which is not to say that it is neutral. ahistorical. cognitively '"hard-wired:' or

non-value-Iaden. Indeed. Greimas has shown how semantics and structure are inextricably

linked at the deepest levels of signification. But he also shows that it is possible to explore

the structure of a symbolic system in a formai way. Ideally. a discussion of musical

64Lawrence Kramer. "Musical Narratology: A Theoretical Outline" in Indiana Theory Review 12 (1991 l. p.
142.
65Jean Jacques Nattiez. "Can One Speak of Narrativity in Music'?" in Journal ofthe Royal Mllsical
Associari01z 115/1 (1990). p. 250.
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structure will ultimately reveal something meaningfuL sorne connection hetween the notes

and the cultural world in which the work is forged.

Nattiez is skeptical of narratology's abiliry to achieve this goal. He argues that the

reduction of musical structure to narrative structure tells us linle about the relationships

between music and history. In my view. however. it is not a question of reducing one

thing to the other: rather. it is an attempt ta find shared aspects of narrative and music that

can give us new perspectives on musical structure. Clearly. particular structures are often

emblematic of particular historical and cultural periods: specific organizational strategies

can be seen ta characterize not only music. but also literature. dance. visual arts. and mass

media in a given contexte One example noted by many rnusicologists. is the characteristic

tonal structure of 18th- and 19th-century instrumental music and its resemblance ta that of

the bourgeois nove!. This is not ta say that the 19th-century instrumental music can he

reduced to 19th-century literature. but rather that the musical and literary forms amplify and

derive meaning from one another. and that bath may he connected with bourgeois notions

of the individual.

Narrative theory need not he utilized ta circumvent the question of musical meaning.

On the contrary. it seems to me that a narratological approach to music can better show the

ways in whicl:l meanings are constrllcted. by pointing out how meanings from one medium

might he mapped onto another. Against the charge of reductive strUcturalism. l would

argue that the sense of a significant intersection hetween staries. visuality. movement.

social values. political apparatuses. etc.. and music cornes about precisely because of the

shared aspects of their structures.

The second issue that confronts the construction of a musical narratology is the

c!tüm that. because of incompatible structural characteristics between the two media.

narrative theory has limited explanatory value for music analysis. A model appropriate for

one is simply not appropriate ta the other. Aspects of narrative for which. it is argued.
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there are no musical counterparts include the separation of narrative events from narrative

exïstenls. the distinction between star)' and discaurse. and the utilization of the past tense.

Obviously there are certain attributes unique to narrative for which there are no

musical counterparts. One that has been pointed out by music scholars critical of the

narrative model is the distinction between events and existents. a distinction central to sorne

theories of narrative. An event is sorne action in the narrative. expressed in terms of

statement about process. such as "to do" or "to happen." An existent is a person or thing in

the story. or sorne item in the story's setting. The distinction between events and existents

corresponds to that between noun-phrases and verb-phrases at the level of the sentence. An

argument against the utility of narrative models for music is that there is no corresponding

distinction in music. Referring to tbis problem. Nattiez has argued that tOit is not within the

semiological possibilities of music to link a subject to a predicate.... A good number of

'narrative' approaches to music.. . retreat into rnetaphorical illusion. "66 Segrnenting a

musical work into discrete objects and processes is highly problematic. and presents

practical difficulties familiar to music theorists. While common sense seems to dictate that

there are musical objects. such as chords or pc-sets. and musical processes. such as chord

progressions. the distinction between object and process quickly breaks down when we

deal with. for instance. melody or voice-Ieading~ if an analysis concentrates on segmenting

a work into its constituent objects. it can quickly become over-laden with abject-labels to

the extent that the processive aspects are buried under pc-set descriptions. Eventually. the

distinction between musical "events" and "existents" can seem largely irrelevant. In

practice. musicians routinely refer ta the same musical phenomena as bath object and

process; theorists will often use object- and process-statements interchangeably in their

descriptions of music. (David Lewin's work. however. in Generalized lWusicaL /ntervaLs

and Transformations represents, in part, an effort to disentangle musical events and

existents.67) An objection ta narrative models for music arises from a concem that musical

66Naniez, p. 250.
67David Lewin. Generalized Musical /ntervals and Transformations (New Haven and London: Yale
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elements such as "themes" will he glibly and misleadingly equated with the objects of a

narrative. such as "characters." Ir will he seen. however. that the distinction between

events and existents actually breaks down even in the analysis of narrative itself.

Analytical practice reveals that the division is less clear-cut than might he supposed. ln the

narrative theories of Vladimir Propp. Roland Barthes. and A. J. Greimas. for example. the

distinction between abjects and processes tends to become a question of analytical Ievels:

either characters are delineated according to a set of actions. or eIse actions themselves are

defined according to a set of actantial roles or persons who act. It is difficult. in other

words. to separate action from intentional action. l'rom the motivations of the characters.

Rather than representing two independent. equally-weighted components of narrative.

events and existents tend to stand in sorne sort of a hierarchical relationsrup to one another.

In facto the blurring of the distinction between action and actantial role in narrative quite

cIosely corresponds to the difficulty of separating out object and process in music.68

In addition to her misgivings about the issue of the neutrality of musical structure.

Carolyn Abbate has argued that music lacks what she perceives to he an essential

component of ail narrative media: the pas! tense. Even if the issues of musical meaning

could he resolved in a satisfactory way. there remains trus fundamental distinction between

the two modes of communication. Abbate points to the wide-spread use of the past tense in

stories. by means of which the narrator marks off the special diegetic world--the world

within the story--as separate from the world of reader. A story is always inscribed within

this unique narrative domain. She daims that music. in contrast. has no past tense: it is not

a diegetic medium like narrative. but rather a mimetic one. It performs itself. in the

present. in the presence of the listener. Abbate also classifies theatre and "any temporal

art" as mimetic media. media in which ..the time of telling is the time being told about: there

is no teller. only time itself:'

University Press. (987).
68Roland Barthes notes mat the notion of the character as a psychologically consistent individual in a stary
is a relatively recent one, peculiar ta the bourgeois navel. In c1assicalliterature. the charactcr is always
subordinate to the action.
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Certainly it can he argued that the use of the past tense is a medium-specific code.

In fact it is one which Barthes identifies: he designates as the "narrative" code (not to he

confused with the generic use of the term narrative code), the common "once upon a time"

convention.69 Along with the 'Otopographical" code. tbis narrative convention situates the

fictional world of the story in a remote time and place. The use of the past tense is less a

detïning characteristic of narrative than a framing device peculiar to narrative. This can he

shawn by the fact that a narrative may he relatively easily transformed from a diegetic into a

mimetic medium. A novel may he adapted for the stage or produced ali a film. As a

medium-specifie code. the use of the past tense is. at worst. simply irrelevant to a musical

context. It does not. however. create an insurmountable barrier between the music and

narrative. as Abbate asserts.

Nattiez raises a related issue in his critique of musical narrativity.7o Nattiez argues

that. in addition ta the "past tense" issue. there are further intrinsic differences between

musical and narrative structures that make a one-to-one mapping problematie. In particular

Nattiez focuses on the distinction in narrative theory hetween story and discourse. [n

Iiterature. it is possible to separate the "what" of the narrative. the diegetic world of the

story. from the particular way in which it is narrated. The same story may he told in

different words or in a different languages. In music. however. the "whaC of the work is

inseparable from the ··how.·· Using the example of the symphonie poem. a genre that would

seem to Iend itself readily to narrative analysis. Nattiez argues:

The content of a [literary] narrative. the story which is told. cao be 'unglued' from
its Iinguistic support in order to be taken on by another medium. another kind of
discourse. film or cornic strip. '" The break with the symphonic poem is sharper.
We cannot translate it. We can summarize it or translate the narrative by whieh the
composer was inspired. which is quite a different matter....In music. connections
are situated at the Ievel of discourse. rather than the Ievei of story.71

This is a significant property of narrative media. and Nattiez concludes that it creates

a decisive separation between music and narrative. There are. however, alternative ways of

69See note 39.
7ÜNattiez. p.240.
71 Natùez. p. 244.
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thinking about the difference between a story and its particular linguistic manifestation.

Lawrence Kramer reconfigures the story/discourse distinction in a manner that more easily

translates inta musical terms.

[It isl characteristic of literary narrative to foreground the process of narration-to
telL in effect. two stories: one referentiaL the other a story about story-telling.
Common experience of canonicalliterary texts. especially those written since the
eighteenth (sixteenth'?) century. strongly tends to bear out this daim. The result is a
certain dissonance between story and metastory . At its weakest. this dissonance
simply enacts the farniliar distinction between story and discourse. that is the
distinction between what we construct as the story and the textual process of
storytelling. But the dissonance is rarely so tame. So many canonica1 texts thrive
on problematized acts of narration that it is almost fair to say that literary narrative is
the art of Ilot telling a story. The reader must wrest a tale from the text by
contending against an array of narrative effects that may indude limited. biased. or
unreliable narrators: multiple narrators who recount or understand events in
irreconcilable terms: instabilities and fluctuations in point of view: the narration of
events that are imaginary. hypothetical. or indeterminate in relation to the story:
patches of exegesis that daim to interpret the narrative. and more.72

Krarner seems to view the story/discourse distinction as an aspect of the interplay of

configuration and episodic dimensions. after Ricoeur. The story. in Kramer~s view. is

identifiable with an expected series of narrative events that the reader anticipates--the

proairetic code. in Barthes's terms--while the discourse. the process of narration. is the

instantiated sequence that the reader actually encounters. Conceiving of the story/discourse

distinction in tbis manner makes it possible to render both story and discourse musically.

The distinction is simply that between the abstract paradigmatic plot and the piece itself as it

unfolds in time.

This whole issue of the story/discourse distinction has been called into question by

sorne literary critics. such as Barbara Hermstein-Smith. who daims that there cao be no

"'privileged"' position from which we can see the ,4true" or "pure" story, stripped of the

discursive element.73 Stories are ooly ever accessible through further discourse: such a

thing as an 'lmderlying'· story could ooly be another telling of the story. Since it is never

72Lawrence Kramer. Music as Culrural Practice 1800-1900 (Berkeley: University ofCalifornia Press. 1990).
p. 186.
73See Barbara Herrnstein-Smith. Poetic Closure: A Study ofHow Poems End (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press. 1968).
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really possible to separate our sense of the essence of narrative from the history of our

actual encounters with narrative. the separation between the "how'~ and the '4what" is

ultimately specious. Put another way. a narrative is simply a ··how·~. or a network of

The arguments that music lacks a past tense. a story/discourse distinction. or a

separation between musical events and existents do not present unresolvable problems for

the application of narrative theory to music. Ir seems to me that a more difficult problem

that we encounter in adapting a narrative model for music lies in coming up with a musical

equivalent for narrative causaliry. Causality is a central aspect of all of the narrati~/e theories

outlined in this chapter. It is the primary criterion by which both Propp and Barthes

identify their cardinal functions: it is the events in a story which have consequence for the

future course of the action that are accorded greater structural weight. Applebee invokes

these same criteria when he looks for the presence or absence of cause-and-effecr relations

in order to classify his story-types. But what is causality in music? In what sense can we

speak of musical events as exhibiting causal or enabling relationships? How can we detïne

a musical goal ?

Although we often distinguish tonal from post-tonal styles on the basis of the

presence or absence of "goals." it is not entirely clear that we mean the sarne thing as a

narrative goal. Earlier l showed how McCreless connected the idea of Schenkerian Ursatz

with Barthes's proairetic sequence of cardinal functions. This would imply that the notion

of narrative causality could somehow be linked with the playing out of the Ursatz in a tonal

1~This is essentially the premise of the field of discourse theory. as practiced by Michel Foucault and his
followers. See Foucault. ArcheoLogy of Knowledge (London: Tavistock. 1972). p. 194. whcre he describes
the analysis of painting:

...one can try to uncover the irnplicit philosophy that is supposed to form his [a painter"sl world
view. Archeological analysis would have another aim: it would try to discovcr whether space.
distance. depth. coloue. light. proportions. volume. and contours were not. at the period in
question. considered. named enunciate<i and conceptualized in a discursive practice: and whether the
knowledge that this discursive practice gives rise to was not embodied perhaps in theories and
speculations. in fonns of teaching and codes of practice. but aJso in processes. techniques. and even
in the very gesture of the painter.
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work. Structural events would thus have the status of being "causal" in sorne sense. ln

effect. this equates the notion of causality with "'correspondence to a schema." Events

would he understood to he causally related when they confonn to a previously-known

serially-ordered pattem.75 Aecording to this view. causality is equivalent to the logie of the

"already-read." This is the way Barthes seems to understand narrative eausality.

According to Barthes. narrative causality has to do with an exploitation of the confusion

hetween consecutiveness and consequence-the fallacy denounced by scholasticism: post

hoc ergo proprer hoc.76 Barthes suggests that causality is simply an illusion that narratives

invite us to accept. a "systematic application of a logical error."77 Certainly it is unclear

exactly how causality could he innately inscrihed in the syntax of a sentence. let alone in the

syntax of narrative. It cao he argued that our understanding of narrative causality arises

from our general knowledge of social and physieal interactions. and that we are sirnply

predisposed ta see certain connections as causal.78

If causality is equivalent to the correspondence of events to an already-known

musical schema. such as the tonal Ursatz. then what kinds of relationships can he

understood as causal in non-lonal styles? In the next chapter 1wi 11 argue that sorne early

post-lonal music tends to rely on alternative schernata which cao he linked with the

intermediate stocy-forms that Applebee has described. At the very least. these narrative

rnodels provided by alternative stacy-types will rnake excellent analytical metaphors--a not

inconsiderable contribution to post-tonal music theories. [n their recent book about

metaphor. Keith J. Holyoak and Paul Thagard write:

75Cognitive scientist5 have proposed distinctions between types of schemata which involve lÎme and those
which do nol. According to Roben de Beaugrande a schema is a serially ordered. temporally bound frame.
while a plan is a goal-directed schema. See Beaugrande. TexI. DiscOllrse. and Process: Toward a
Multidisciplinary Science of Texts (Norwood. N.J.: Ablex. 1980.) Marvin Minsky has used the term
frame to refer to a set of related mental data represenùng various aspects of rea1ity and enabling human
perception and comprehension of these aspects. Narraùve is a type of frame which allows organization and
understanding of reality. But narrative is aIso a schema and can he a plan. See Minsky. The Society of
Mind (New York: Simon and Schuster. 1986).
16Barthes. The Semiotic Challenge. p. 108.
17Barthes. Ibid. p.l 08.
181t would he interesting to examine definitions of causality in legal practice: these can show just how
thorny the issue of causality can become.
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The erroneous idea that metaphorical interpretation is a fallback strategy, rather than
an integral part of normal comprehension~ is often accompanied by attempts to
eliminate metaphor by reducing it to something else. That ·something else' is
usually either sorne hypothetical set of equivalent literaI statements or a simple
comparison staternent.... The problem is that a set of anaIogicaI correspondences.
accompanied by metonymic associations. is richer and more flexible than any list of
sentences.79

Although Nattiez and others have cautioned against analytical approaches which "retreat

into metaphorical illusion." musical narrativiry hardly seems to he so perilous a venture as

these scholars suppose. On the contrary. acknowledging music' s narrativity cao lead to

interesting new ways of hearing and conceptualizing, new insights into the process of

musical authorship. and new ways of construing the cultural work that music performs.

79Keith J. Holyoak and Paul Thagard. Mental Leaps: Analogy in Creative Thoughr (Cambridge.
Massachusetts and London. England: MIT Press. 1995). p. 219-220.
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Chapter 3. Musical Narrativity:
Kinds of Stories in Debussy's Late Style

[ntroduction

"1 wish to write down my musical thoughts with the greatest self-detachment."

Debussy remarks in a newspaper interview in L9 LL. "1 wish to sing of my inner landscape

with the naïve candor of childhood.··1 Thus the composer expresses a desire to "forget

himself' and his self-censorship, and to become. musically speaking, like an untutored

child. The year L900 inaugurated what was called by at least one writer "the century of the

child. ,,2 In an effort to escape the rigid habits of institutionalized forrnulae. many artists at

the tum of the century took the unaffected and direct expression of children as a prototype

for a more authentic kind of artistic expression. The new science of psychoanalysis

porrrayed the child as the embodiment of innate and instinctive proclivities, which. in

socialized adults. become relegated to the margins of consciousness in dreams and

parapraxes. Naïve art and the aesthetics of Primitivism retlect a desire to reclaim a childlike

artlessness and simplicity in painting. sculpture. and music.

Debussy shares with his contemporaries an interest in the perceived ingenuousness

of children's expressivity. [n this chapter largue that the kinds of musical forms that

Debussy's late works exhibit are closeLy linked with the notion of children's artlessness.

claim that the narrative structures that are associated with stories told by children have

musical counterpans in aspects of Debussy's musical language. The chapter begins with a

discussion of a model of a "skilled" narrative. one that characterizes the standard plot of a

classical narrative texte 1contrast this model with a psycholinguistic model that attempts to

account for the developmental stages of narrative competency through which children

progresse From this second model l then derive a variety of musical organizational

strategies that are representative of Debussy's late style. Finally, this connection between

( Claude Debussy. "M. Claude Debussy and Le Martyre de Saint-Sébastien." Excelsior Il February 1911.
Quoted in Lessure. p. 248-9.
:!Ellen Key. Das Jahrhundert des Kinds. Sludien. Berlin. 1902.
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1 Debussy's music and children's narratives is shown to he especially appropriate when we

situate Debussy's late works within the broader context of modernist primitivism and

contemporary views about language and the discourses of children.

Cognitive Models for Narratives

Figure 1. Trabasso's Model of a Skilled Narrative.

/ 1 1 \
\

s--->{
1 l 1 l 1 l
E----->IR---->G----->
\

\ 1

\

1 l \ 1 1

A------->O(+,-,o)

(

S =setting G = goal
E =Event A =attempt
IR = internal response 0 =outcome

Figure Lshows a model of a "skilled narrative." as conceived by the linguist Tom

Trabasso. J The letters in the diagram stand for the different functions within a narrative

while the arrows connecting these represent "causal" or "enabHng" relationships between

the elements. The setting of the narrative. its diegetic time and space. is indicated by the

brackets encompassing the configuration of nodes and arraws. The narrative trajectory. the

course of action that a story takes. is represented by a path moving thraugh the node/arrow

configuration which can he traced alang any of the many possible routes formed by the

enabling arrows. Every skilled narrative. according ta Trabasso. begins with an event (E),

which generates a goal or a problem of sorne kind (G). This goal may arise out of the

reaction (IR) of a main character or protagonist. The goal now motivates an attempt (A) ta

3Tom Trabasso. "Logical Necessity and Transitivity of Causal Relations in Staries:' in Discourse Processes
12 (1989). p. 1-25.
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attain the goal or to resolve the problem in order to achieve a desired outcome (0+). If the

outcorne of the attempt is not the desired one (0-) this may generate new attempts or new

goals. The model is hierarchical~ reflecting the fact that a skilled narrative can maintain an

overall goal and at the same time express other structural1y subordinate goals. For

example. an attempt might result in sorne desired outcome but one that does not serve the

main goal of the narrative. and so require a new atternpt. The superordinate goal thus

motivates subordinate goals. and the global goal is maintained despite failed attempts.

According to this mode!. a "skilled" narrative would be considered as such if it contained a

minimum of five elements: a setting~ an event. the establishment of sorne goal to he

realized. an attempt at achieving the goal~ and a resulting outcome. This minimal narrative

would be represented: S-->{ E->G-->A->O+}. This model matches the widely accepted

picture of a classical plot structure in which sorne initial state of equilibriurn is disrupted.

motivating sorne action by a protagonist~ which leads to a climax and sorne sort of

resolution. Trabasso's model would also fit sorne unusuaI narrative structures. One

possibility would be a story in which the main goal. or even the protagonist.. changed

severa! times during the narrative: by recursively tracing the path between "0" and "G" in

Figure 1. we get: E->G->A->O->G->A->O->G->A ... ->0. This structure obtains. for

example. when the farmer in the dell takes a wife. who takes a cow. who takes a horse. etc.

Another possibility would be a story in which a number of causally-related events occur

prior to the establishment of a goat the goal-oriented portion of the story. in other words.

could he eccentrically skewed towards the end of the narrative: E->E->E->E->E-> E->E

>G-A-O+.

What Trabasso's model does not account for. however. are narratives whose

elements are not organized according to causal or enabling relationships. In Trabasso's

modeL the nodes must he connected by arrows. It is easy to think of examples of

narratives that do conrain such non-eausal events. The kinds of stories that Roland Barthes

calls l1indexical-." as opposed to "functional" narratives. are characterized by metaphorical
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rather than causal relationships: psychological novels. descriptions of dreams. much

Expressionist and Symbolist literature. etc. To choose one example. in the libretto for

Debussy's Pelléas et Mélisande. the central events in Act 4 do not arise out of causal

relations with other events in the story. In scene 3. the child Yniold is seen trying to

retrieve a ball from under a heavy stone: a flock of sheep pass by: YniaId asks the

shepherd why the animals are silent and receives an ambiguous answer. These events take

place immediately before what is usually considered the dramatic high point of the plot. the

scene in which Pelléas and Mélisande declare their love. followed by the confrontation

between Golaud and the lovers. where Golaud kills Pelléas and wounds Mélisande. The

scene with Yniold and the shepherd is logically unconnected with these dramatic events:

there are no causal or enabling arrows joining it with other scenes. The disembodied

quality of this scene parallels the iocorporeal nature of rnuch of the dialogue throughout the

libretto: the characters (all of whom lack the kind of volitional agency implicit in

Trabasso's narrative mode!) frequently speak phrases and engage in exchanges that do not

seem to have any obvious point or purpose. At the sarne time. however. the story unfolds

on another level as a relentless progression toward the moment when Pelléas and Mélisande

openly declare their love in Act 4. The inexorable impetus of the plot. in which the

characters play out predetermined roles. is thus counterposed by a surface structure that is

curiously lacking in cause-and-effect connections. The scene with Yniold and the shepherd

in Act 4 mornentarily highlights this aspect of the narrative structure. The presence of

causally unconnected elements in a story which otherwise emphasizes inexorable striving

toward a predestined goal creates a cornplex narrative structure that would he diftïcult to

characterize in tenns of Trabasso's mode!.

A story like Pelléas et Mélisande exhibits a narrative structure that shares sorne of

the features of narratives produced by small children. Trabasso's model is meant to

characterize staries which skillfully employ complex narrative syntax of the sort that is

acquired only very gradually by children growing up within our literary culture. We
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( require other sorts of models ta account for the staries taId by children who have not yet

acquired this competence. Studies of the development of narrative ability suggest that

children tend to progress through a series of intennediate stages towards the acquisition of

this complex narrative syntax. Rather than considering only those structures that resemble

Trabasso's model as '''stories'' and all other structures as '''non-stories:' it is useful to think

in tenus of a broad range of possible story types. In the previous chapter 1described

Arthur Applebee's model of the different stages in the child's emerging conception of

narrative. Applebee points out how. at the earliest stages. a child's staries are characterized

by what linguists cali '''minimal event packaging'~: the child conceives of discrete events in

an arbitrary succession. treating each one in isolation. A new stage is reached when the

child begins ta conceive of cause-and-effect relations between contiguous elements. At the

next stage a child's narrative starts ta have a "point" in the fonn of a global plan with a

hierarchical organization. Eventually, children learn how to relate individual story events to

bath local and global goals of a plot. Applebee breaks down these different stages into six

different story-types. These are summarized in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Applebee's Narrative Types.

1

Type ofStnlcture

heap

sequence

primitive narrative

unfocused chain

focused chain

true narrative

Organizational strateg)'

an arbitrary collection of items connected by chance

a group of items sharing concrete attributes

a group of items sharing abstract or complementary
attributes

a group of items in which cause and effect relations
obtain between contiguous items

cause and effect relations with a continuous central core

development of the central core: closure
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l Other cognitive scientists have iovestigated the issue of emerging narrative

competence and have arrived at conclusions sirnilar to Applebee' s. Keith 1. Holyoak and

Paul Thagard~ writing about metaphor. note that the child's conception of causality emerges

along with other cognitive skills. The authors argue that children' s ability to comprehend

and create analogies closely parallels their ability to infer cause-and-effect relations.

The development of system mapping appears to go hand in hand with the
development of the capacity to think explicitly about higher-order relations. By
about the age of five. children begin to he able to make analogical inferences that
seem to depend on explicit knowledge about such higher-order relations as
··cause.·~

This ability to comprehend analogies might he viewed as an aspect of the "primitive

narrative" stage. during which story elements are grouped according to shared abstract

features. This would imply that the primitive narrative and the unfocused chain stages of

Figure 2 develop in tandem rather than in succession as Applebee suggests. A

psycholinguistic study by C. Glenn and Nancy Stein. however. published shortly after

Applebee's. preserves the distinction between the analogical and causal phases. Glenn and

Stein explore more closely the specific features of each of the individual stages through

which a child passes in the gradual acquisition of narrative competence.' They propose the

continuum of narrative modes summarized in Figure 3. In sorne respects the Glenn/Stein

model closely parallels Applebee' s. but it adds sorne new teatures as weIl.

Glenn and Stein divide their story structures into two main categories: sequences

and episodes. Sequences are structures that exhibit consecutivity: the events in these kinds

of stories simply succeed one another: episodes. on the other hand. are goal oriented in

sorne way, with the global outcorne being relevant at each stage of the story. For Glenn

and Stein. these different story-types are meant to characterize children's narratives at

different ages. but they can also be understood to represent a variety of organizational

.IKeith J. Holyoak and Paul Thagard. Mental Leaps: AnaLogy in Crealil:e Thought (Cambridge,
Massachusetts and London. England: MIT Press. 1995). p. 94-95.
5Nancy Stein and C. Glenn. "An Analysis of Story Comprehension in Elementary School Children:' New
Directions in Discourse Processing. R. Freedle. ed. (Hillsdale. New Jersey: Ablex. 1979). The cxamples
givcn in Figure 3 are mine.
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strategies that are available to adults as weIl. 1assume that~ while these narrative strategies

are acquired in discrete stages throughout childhood.. an adult retains competence in aIl the

modes and can draw upon whatever strategy is appropriate for a task at hand. 1aIso

assume that these different narrative structures represent not only techniques of assemblage

for the creation of stories.. but aIso different perceptual strategies for the comprehension of

stories.

Figure 3. Stein and Glenn: Narrative Structures.

Type ofstntcrure: Organizational Strateg)':

Descriptive Sequence arbitrary collection of items

Action Sequence items related thematicaIly but
not causally

Reactive Sequence causal relations between
adjacent elements

Abbreviated Episode an overall goal cao be
inferred.. but the "point" of
the narrative is ambiguous

Complete Episode an explicit overall goal.
relevant at each stage
of the story .....

Example:

"A cat and a chair and a train."

"The cat goes up a tree. The do.
goes on the chair. The ball goes
out the window, The train goes

-The cat chased the bird. The
bird flew to its nest in the tree.
The nest was full of eggs
which hatched. The baby birds
went swimming in the pond.·..

<the above stoiy. followed by>
'The cat caught one of the baby
birds. -. Ooes tbis represent
closure. or is it merely another
link in an unfocused chain?

-The cat chased the bird. but the
bird tlew to its nest. But later th,
car observed from behind a rock
as the birds went swimming in
the pond. The cat caught one of
the baby birds.··

Motive +
/ \

event motivating
state

Plan Application
/ \

attempt consequence

Complex Episode hierarebical arrangement of any of the previous structures.
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The simplest type of organization in Glenn's and Stein's model is called a

Descriptive Sequence. It is identical to Applehee's heap, consisting of a series of items or

events without any causal relations or shared attributes. A very young child's utterances

exhibiting this kind of structure might he a simple recitation of the names of things

arbitrarily chosen from the environment or from memory. or just simply "babbling:' An

older person who has mastered more complex types of organization might also employ the

descriptive sequence for a variety of reasons. Stringing together nonsequitors. for

example. might serve sorne comical purpose and create a humourous effect. Heap

structures can also he used to disorient or to startle. or to convey the idea of nonsense. as in

Dadaist and Surrealist poetry.

A more sophisticated structure. the action sequence. consists of a series of items

that are logically related to one another but not causaLLy related. This structure characterizes

stories in which objects or events are linked together according to shared attributes. Unlike

Applebee. Glenn and Stein do not distinguish between "concrete" linking attributes

(phonology) and "abstract" attributes (sernantics). An example of shared attributes could he

rhymes or alliterations: a child might enjoy creating or hearing a series of rhyming sounds.

The Dr. Seuss story Green Eggs and Ham is based on the action sequence structure: "1 will

not eat them in a box. 1 will not eat them with a fox," etc.!) The recurring phrase "1 will not

eat them ...," as weIl as the rhyming pairs. links together the series of statements

throughout the story. The linking attribute in an "Action Sequence" could also take the

form of sorne recurring action or object. In my example in Figure 3. '"The cat goes up a

tree: The dog goes on the chair ..." the word "goes" serves as the linking attribute.

At the next stage in their model Glenn and Stein introduce a rudimentary cause-and

effect organization. In a reactive sequence contiguous elements of the story are linked

together in causal or enabling relationships, but without asserting any long-terro goal, Each

element in the sequence links to its Immediate neighbours through sorne causal relation

bDr. Seuss. Green Eggs and Ham (New York: Random House. 1960).
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which can change along the chain. Each event joins with the next~ and there is a sense of

"before and after." but the foregrounded features of the narrative constantJy shift as the

story progresses. The exarnple given in Figure 3 begins as a story about a cat. but changes

to a story about a bird. and 50 on. This type of structure is very close to Applebee's

unfocused chain. It would seem to be a common structure employed in the everyday

language of adults. The aim1ess "free association" that characterizes an ordinary

conversation in a relaxed setting or a casual telephone exchange frequentJy exhibits this type

of organization. A reactive sequence is essentially a free play of images or ideas that cohere

on a localleveL inasmuch as the individual elements Iogically proceed from one another.

but is relatively unstructured rnacroscopically.

At the next level of complexity Glenn and Stein propose a structure called an

abbreviated episode. This is a category not found in Applebee's model: here. the role of a

narratee or perceiver of the story plays a part in detïning the structure. Abbreviated

episodes are staries in which a child will describe events chronologically in such a way tbat

a listener can infer a global narrative goal or "point.·· although tbis goal is not made explicit

by the narrator. These are ambiguous situations in which it is unclear whether the child

intends to attribute any motivating purpose to an action.7 For exarnple. in the statement:

"Mary picked sorne flowers and then she gave them to John." it is unclear whether the

narrator means to say that Mary picked the tlowers with the intention of giving them to

John, or sirnply that Mary happened to pick sorne flowers which she then happened to give

to John.

'See Carole Peterson and Allyssa McCabe. Developmental Psycholinguislics: Three Ways of Looking al a
Child's Narrative (New York and London: Plenum Press. 1983); Peterson and McCabc e1aborate on this
type of structure:

These are the most primitive structures that describe aims. They consist of only lWO units: a
motive. given by either an environmental event or the internai motivating state <but not both). and
a consequence. When a motivating state and a consequence are given (e.g.. ·he wanted lo go home
so they leff). the goaI is explicit and it is easy to characterize the episode as purposive. albeil
rather impoverished. However when the episode consists of an event and a consequence. one musl
make a judgment about whether or not the consequence is planned.... Whcn the child talks about
being in a boat and running out of gas. is the subsequent action of rowing back to shore mcrely an
accurate reporting of what occurred (and therefore part of a reactive sequence). or a recognition of
the planful nature of the action (and thus part of an abbreviated episode)?
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In contrast. a complete episode is characterized by an explicit overall goal that is

relevant at each stage of the story. A goal can he made evident through the use of certain

linguistic markers such as subordinate conjunctions: "Mary picked sorne flowers so that

she could give them to John." Glenn and Stein describe the Complete Episode as having

two main parts: a "Motive." which itself consists of an "event" plus a "motivating state."

and a "Plan Application" which includes an "attempt" and a "consequence:' The Complete

Episode is thus roughly equivalent to the minimal conditions for a "skilled narrative" in

Trabasso's model shown in Figure 1.

Finally. Glenn and Stein describe staries which they call comp/ex episodes. In

these stories any of the structures described above can be arranged hierarchically. with one

structure functioning as a single unit at a higher level of structure. For example. a Reactive

Sequence could function as part of a Complete Episode: or a Complete Episode may itself

fonn a portion of a higher-Ievel Action Sequence. A Complex Episode may also he

characterized by multiple arrernpts to achieve a goal: in other words. the "plan application"

portion of the narrative can he embedded recursively within the structure. The Complex

Episode is potentially useful as a model for stories like Pelléas et Mélisande in which certain

segments of the narrative are like Descriptive or Action Sequences while others are goal-

oriented like the Episodes.

One way of understanding the organization of the narrative model proposed by

Glenn and Stein is ta note the relation of each stage of their model ta sorne underlying

schematic framework. Referential schemata become more and more deterrninant at each

new level of narrative organization: furthermore. the structure of the underlying schema

itself becomes increasingly complex.8 The organization of the descriptive sequence. for

instance. depends upon a substructural understanding of shared phonological attributes. on

concepts like "rhyrne.·· The reactive sequence depends upon a more complex background

MMy approach here dosely parallels that of Edward Branigan. who has reconfigured Applebee's story-types in
exactly this way. See Branigan. Narracive Comprehension and Film (London: New York: Rouùedge.
(992).
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schema.. the notion of cause and effect. Most importantly. the particular temporal ordering

of events becomes increasingly consequential at the higher levels where a sense of "before

and after" is invoked by the notion of narrative causality. What Glenn and Stein construe

as more "'mature" narratives are those that show an awareness of more complex kinds of

schematic panerns or codes.

A Continuum of Musical Narrative Strategies

Understanding the organization of Glenn's and Stein's model in terms of the roles

of various referential schemata enables a mapping of these narrative structures onto musical

structures. It is possible to consider the different organizational strategies that characterize

musical event-succession in terms of the corresponding contribution of referential schemata

that govem the perception of musical continuity. In a sense. referential schemata become

increasingly relevant at each stage of the model. For example~ Glenn' s and Stein"s

descriptive sequence might he identifiable with musical '''moment form~" in which a listener

is invited to consider each musical event in isolation~ that is~ with minimal reference to a

preexistent framework. At the other end of the spectrum. the complete episode has musical

counterparts in more intricately schematic formal types. like "sonata fonn.·· or the system of

functional relationships in tonality. Figure 4 presents a number of different musical

situations arranged as a continuum something like Glenn's and Stein's narrative mode!.

The different categories in Figure 4 are determined by the particular kind of referential

schema that each organizational strategy brings into play~ [have tried to give each category

a mnemonic label. In the following discussion 1demonstrate tbis model with examples

from Debussy's late works. l apply the model to the organization of irnmediately

contiguous pitch events. but also to the organization of larger formal units. As with the

narrative situations described above in Figure 3. these different modes of musical

organization can he attributed to the structure of the music itself or else considered as

possible listening strategies employed by the perceiver.
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Figure 4. A Continuum of Musical Organizational Strategies

Name:

1)Loop:

2)Heap:

3)Collection:

4)Chain:

5)Conundrum:

6}Progression:

Type oforganization

overt repetition

non-schematic organization

shared membership in a class

transformational relationships
between immediately contiguous
units

ambiguous tonaUfunctional
relationships

explicit tonaYfunctional
relationships

Example.

an ostinato

"moment foml"

events X. Y. and Z are
members of an octatonic superset.

event Y= T5(event X)

9

V 7 or Whole tone scale?
b5

1 - II6 - V7 - 1

(

7)Complex Episode: Hierarchical Arrangements of 1-6

The tïrst structure. which 1caU a [oop. has no correspondence with any of Glenn's

and Stein's story-types. It refers to the straightforward repetition of a single musical

element. as in an ostinato. A comparable "story" would simply he a repeated phoneme,

ward. phrase. or passage. Perhaps Gertrude Stein's "a rose is a rose is a rose" could be a

literary example of a Ioop. Because of the predictability of the Ioop. a local-Ievel fonnaI

organization characterized by '~looping" typically suggests circularity. stasis. security, or

equilibrium. Debussy begins the Etude "Pour les arpèges composés" in tbis manner.

shown in Example 1. Example 2 shows the beginning of the "Finale" of the Sonata for

Aute, Viola and Harp, where the loop functions as a stable background for the more

dynamic events introduced by the flute.

The next category in Figure 4 corresponds ta the descriptive sequence. althaugh 1

am borrowing Applebee's more evocative terro heap which refers ta the most primitive

linguistic mode in his model. l use the terro ta indicate what has been variously described

as "moment form," ''vertical time," or sorne such designation that emphasizes arbitrary or
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( indetenninate musical event-succession. Given Debussy's interest in the purely sensuous

and colouristic qualities of musical sounds. we might expect to encounter such structures

fairly often in his works. The opening measures of the Etude ··Pour les sonorités

opposées." shown in Example 3. exhibit this kind of inchoate organization. The opening

measure presents three discrete elements which contrast on the basis of register and

articulation: the G# octaves. the rolled A octaves. and the low staccato G#. New

contrasting material begins in measure 4. By measure 6 a familiar sonority. the French

augmented 6th sonority. begins to take shape. but the passage as a whole forros a

heterogeneous group of pitches and gestures which succeed each other in an arbitrary

manner. This is also the case in Example 4. the beginning of the second movement of

Violin Sonata. Here. the violin's angular melodic leaps. the downward arpeggio. and the

triUs in measures 3 and 4 create a jumbled mixture of very loosely related gestures with

uncertain tonal affiliations. Again.. contrasting registers and articulations create a highly

disjunctive surface.

In Debussy"s music. ··loop-like·· and "heap-like" organization tends to function as

inceptive rnarkers. identifying the beginnings of sections or pieces.. while more complex

kinds of organization coaIesce as the music unfolds. The Etude "Pour les 'cinq doigts"-

d'apres Monsieur Czerny" begins tms way. Example 5 shows how in rneasures 1 to 4

Debussy creates a polyphonic heap. by combining a "looping" motive in the left-hand with

an unrelated idea in the right. The contrasts in tonal orientation--black notes versus white

notes--and in articulation strongly dissociate the two ideas. A more coherent therne

emerges at measure 7. but the texture unravels again at measure Il. where the sharply

contrasting articulations of the white-note and black-note-motives produce another

contrapuntal heap. Then at measure 15. a new idea begins abruptly. In the passage in

Example 5 Debussy creates heap-like structures in bath the formai and contrapuntal

domains. with marked formai disjunctions at measure L 7. 11. and 15. and contrapuntal

juxtapositions in measures 1 to 4 and Il to 15.
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The way that 1 have arranged Figure 4 suggests that bath the loop and heap make

minimal reference to preexistent schemata. Of course these structures necessarily invoke

sorne theoretical constructs according to which a musical "object" is defined. a means by

which objects can he isolated and a musical surface parsed. [n a loop. segmentation is

fairly straightforward. in that the musical object will he defined by the point of disjunction

created between repetitions. [n a heap the segmentation process is less self-evident and the

theoretical baggage more consequential. Here the defmition of the musical object will

depend upon what sorts of things we are inclined to give analytical labels: pitch classes.

chonis. motives. thernes. technical gestures like arpeggios. triUs. individual voices in a

multipart texture. etc. The point is that in a heap the musical objects follow one another in

ways that maximize their dissimilarities. The listener is thus inclined to attend to the

particularities of the sound at the moment. In tbis sense. listening to "moment fonn" or to

ostinati relies on less complex referential schemata than do the other listening strategies that

[ describe below.

The next mode of organization in Figure 4. the collection. corresponds to Glenn' s

and Stein's action sequence. In the case of children's stories Glenn and Stein daim that

such structures are characterized by the presence of recurring phonological or semantic

attributes among a group of elements. In other words, different elements. such as words.

phrases, or statements relate to one another analogically, like a set of variations on a theme.

In a musical rendering of this narrative structure, musical events may he thematically

interrelated in a variety of ways. In what l am calling a collection successive musical events

are understood to relate to one another in metaphorical ways rather than in causal or

transformational ways. This implies that temporality is less consequential in a collection

than in a musical situation where later events are understood as transformations of earlier

ones. (ln the Dr. Seuss story Green Eggs and Ham it is not crucial to the narrative whether

the line ""1 will not eat them in a box" cornes before or after HI will not eat them with a fox.")
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In other words~ the specifie order in which the events occur is less crucial to the listening

experience than are the shared characteristics of the events.

My idea of a collection alludes to and expands upon Richard Parks' notion of

referential collection. Although Parks does not make any explicit cognitive daims. his

analysis of Debussy's music in terms of cynosural supersets and referential collections

seems to he based upon the assumption that the whole-tone. diatonic. octatonic. and

chromatic scales act as schematic pitch-spatial catalogues that are brought to the music by

the listener.9 The function of these collections differs from that of a "key" with its attendant

hierarchy of scale-steps and chord-functional relationships. A collection. as opposed ta a

key or mode. lacks a referential tonal centre: it is simply an unordered set of equally

weighted pitch-dasses. This is a useful construct for analyzing passages like the one

''The kinds of collections that act as "schemata"--pitch-class potentialities supplied by the listener-- are
obviously different for different post-tonal musical styles. Within the expanded harmonic vocabulary of
pitch resources in twentieth ~entury music. theorists have reeognized that certain pc-setclasses seem to be
more strUcturally significant than athers. Sorne theorists have tried to justify the referential or "sehemati~"

status of certain sets on the basis of the internal properties of the sets lhemselves. Robert Morris. for
example. points out that the sets generated from interval cycles have a kind of schematic status. See Robert
Morris. Composition with Pitch-Classes (New Haven: Yale University Press. 1987). Morris identifies tïve
set·classes that can be generated through repeated transpositions of a piteh-class by a single imerval-class.
In Morris's notation "C 1" indicates the cycle of transpositions by interval-dass 1. resulting in the ~hromati..;

scale. C5. the cycle of perfect tïfths or fourths. generates the sarne collection. C2 produees the whole-tone
scale. C3 a dirninished-seventh chord. C+ an augmented triad. and C6 a tritone. Panly because of
~omposers' interest in pitch-spatial symrnetry. the setclasses that result from these l.:ycles have a special
status in much twentieth-century music. and rnight be considered "schernatic" for certain musics. Other
pitch structures can be obtained by combining transpositions of these cycles. as Richard Cohn does in order
to produee what he calls "Transpositionally Invariant Sets." See Richard Cohn. "Properties and Generability
of Transpositionally Invariant Sets." Journal of Music TheOl-Y 35/1-2 ( (991). p. 1-32. Cohn's "Tinv" seL'i
result from Tns of Cns. In addition to Morris's cyclically generated setclasses. Cohn's Tinv sets include the
-1-9 [01671 tetrachord. the octatonic scale. the hexachords 6-7 [0126781.6-20 (0145891. and 6-30 [0136791
(the"Petrouchka Chord"). See also Richard Kaplan "Transpositionally Invariant Subsets: A New Set
Subcornplex," Intégral 4 (1990), p. 37·66. John Clough and Jack Douthett have developed anorner way of
justifying the "schematic" status of particular pitch collections: they designate as "ma.x.imally even" those
sets whose members are most evenly distributed over a 12-pc space. See John Clough and Jack Doutheu
"MaxirnaIly Even Sets:' Journal of Music Theory 35/1-2 (1991 >, p. 93-174. The sets in this case are the
tritone. augmentcd triad. diminished-seventh. wholetone scale. pentatonic scale. diatonic scale. and octatonic
scale. The diatonic set. Clough and Douthett point out. has an additional speeial property in that it cao be
generated from their algorithm that produces the propcrty "cardinality equals variety." Sorne scholars have
argued tbat the reason these evenly disuibuted. maxirnally symmetrical. or transpositionally invariant pitch
entities have special status is because they take up "less neural space" than other kinds of structures. See for
example Jay Rahn's "Coordination of [nterval Sizes in Seven-tone Collections." JournaL ofMusic Theory
35/1-2 (1991), p. 33-60. In any case. it is useful to consider sorne of these pitch structures as schematie
alternatives to the notion of keys or seales. While sorne of these sonorities are not typical of Debussy's
vocabulary. others occur regularly. Clough' s and Douthett' s "maximally even sets" come closest to the
kinds of sonorities that may be thought of as schematic for Debussy. They are roughly equivalent to Parks·
eynosural supersets.
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shown in Example 6. the opening of the Etude ··Pour les notes répétées.'~ Here the listener

recognizes the assortment of pitches in measures 2 and 3 as fonning a coherent group

because of their shared membership in the whole-tone collection. Note that this type of

organization emerges out of a more arbitrary. ··heap-like" arrangement of elements in

measure 1. Likewise. the pitch events in Example 7. from ··Pour les quartes.·~ are all

members of the diatonic collection {Db. Eb. F. Gb. Ab. Bb. C}. In both these cases. the

musical events are presented without reference to hierarchical. functional. or ··causal"

schem~ as would. for example. the daim that something is ··in Db major" or ··in the Lydian

mode."10

What Parks identifies as a kind of generative background or musical palette. l am

considering as a schema. invoked by the music or imposed by a listener. according ta

which separate musical events become organized into non-hierarchical groups of like

objects. Furthennore. l am expanding upon Parks' idea in that what [ am calling a

collection may consist of objects other than individual pitch classes. For example. along

with the diatonicism of Example 7. the passage my also he understood to represent a

collection of instances of a particular interval-class. perfect fourths. This expanded notion

of a collectional structure suggests a way of thinking about Debussy' s celebrated technique

of ··planing," or ··parallelism." The passage shown in Example 8. from the frrst movement

of the Violin Sonata. shows an instance of this technique. Planing can be understood as a

collectional approach to sonority: A particular sonority. here the open-tïfth chord {C. G }.

is treated as a member of an object classa Other members of the same object class. {Bb.

F}, {Db. Ab}, {Eb. Bb}. and 50 on. are presented in succession in such a way as to

obfuscate a tonal centre. which serves to emphasize the homogeneous nature of the object

classa The passage sirnply presents a collection of open-fifth sonorities.

10 As noted in chapter l, Parks does not distinguish in his analyses between "collectional" passages, in
which material is selected from an unordered setclass. and passages which do assert key-centres and scale-step
hierarchy. My distinction between "collections" and other more complex structures attempts to redress this.
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A collection may also consist of strings of events.like melodic motives or themes.

The flute and viola parts in the excerpt shown in Example 9. l'rom the Sonata for Aute.

Viola. and Harp. illustrate this. The passage is based on the referential collection {C. O. E.

F. G, A. Bb} which changes to {C. D. E. F. G. A. B natural} at the end of the example.

Here. the harp' s oscillation between C and F in the bass on beats 1 and 3 exploits the

ambiguity of the perfect fifth relationship which prevents either pitch from asserting itself as

a tonal centre. Meanwhile. the hocket in the viola and flute creates a disjunctive surface in

which it is difficult to pick out the "tune" or to hear melodic connections beyond the level of

the trichord. In the flule and viola parts. the musical abjects are not individual pcs. but

rather two- and three-note melodic packages. The particular order in which these motivic

ceUs are presented is somewhat arbitrary: the diatonic trichords simply succeed one another

without producing a sense of progression or development. In this technique Debussy

shows his affinity with his younger colleague Stravinsky: an organizationaI strategy based

on thematically related blocks of material that succeed each other in non-transformationaI

ways is a technique frequently encouraered in the Rite. (It is a device that aIso recalls the

techniques of cubist painting. i.e.. the reduction of representational fonns ta geometric

solids that may be freely shifted about and reordered in space.)

Packs has claimed that Debussy' s approach ta pitch organization is intimately

connected with the formai aspects of his works. To expand upon this assertion. if pitch

class- or sonority-class-collections govem local pitch organization in a work. then the

collectional approach may characterize its larger-scale formal layout as weIl. Contiguous

formai units can function in a manner equivalent to the pitch-class members of a referential

collection. sa that bath the local and global structures may he viewed as manifestations of

the same organizational strategy. For example. the passage in Example 10. l'rom the Etude

'''Pour les sonorités opposées:' is structured as series of variations on a two-measure idea.

Each variant changes aspects of the registeral deployment and alters the tail segment of the

idea. However, the return to the G# minor-seventh sonority at the start of each new variant
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at measures 17. L9. 21 and 25 works against any sense of progression or development in

the passage. The pronounced statie effect of this passage. 1would argue. has to with the

fact that the fonnal segments are not transformations of one another. but rather analogues of

one another. yielding a process of '''non-developing variation:'

The collectional narrative strategy may also he extended to the organization of

counterpoint. For example. certain parts of the Sonata for Aute. Viola. and Harp are

characterized by heterophony.. in which the different voices in a texture simultaneously play

variations of the same melody. Example L1. from the Sonata for AUle. Viola and Harp.

shows an instance of this technique occurring in the viola and harp. Heterophony of this

sort can he thought of as a collectional approach to the contrapuntallayers within a multipart

texture: each voice forms a separate package that is analogically related to the other.

This collectional approach ta pitch and formal organization is 1ike the action

sequence in that the members of the collection do not stand in a hierarchical or temporal

relationship to one another. but rather represent equally weighted alternatives. Ta fonnalize

the definition. a collection describes a passage containing two or more objects (such as

pitch-classes. sonorities. contrapuntal voices. formal units. etc.) that are perceived as

belonging to an unordered superset of abjects. The listener intuits a particular referential

musical space. and separately perceived objects are understood as belonging to that space.

This contrasts with the next mode of organization in Figure 4: the chain corresponds

ta the reactive sequence in the Glenn/Stein mode!. In this type of organization. successive

musical events flow logically from one to the next. However. there is no overall unitary

goal or long-term resolution implied by the series of events. While the previous type of

organization involves a classification of the individual elements according to a schematic

category of objects. this one focuses on the modes of succession and continuity between

contiguous elements. Rather than hearing a series of musical events. x. y.. and z. as

members of unordered superset. the listener would instead regard later events as

transformations of earlier ones: x-->y-->z, versus {x. y, z}. Here we rely on a listening
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strategy in which events ensue from schematic processes. as compared with the schematic

object-classes of the collection. This represents the perceptual difference between

identifying a collection of instances of. say. sixths. and hearing a stream of sixths. linked

each to each. as in Example 12. from the Etude ··Pour les sixtes." In this example. the

chain -effect arises from the sense of a melodic line--the long phrase-markings. step-wise

motion with leaps followed by compensatory changes of direction. and so forth. These

particular melodic qualities are chiefly matters of contour and phrasing and are not

necessarily tied to tonal scale-degree tendencies. In other words. Example 12 does not

instill an expectation of tonal closure in the sense of an implied melodie goal toward wbieh

the passage moves: rather. the passage meanders through a richly ehromatie space with a

continuously changing tonal focus. This kind of musical situation is closely analogous to

the structure of the reactive sequence with its local-Ievel cause-and-effect relationsbips and

more haphazard global structure. 1
1

In bis book Generalized Musical lntervals and Transformations, David Lewin

addresses the perceptual difference between two ways of hearing: one way in which the

listener focuses on musical objects and the intervals separating them. and another in whieh

successive objects are understood as transformations of one another. Lewin writes:

To sorne extent for cultural and historical reasons. it is easier for us to hear
"intervals" between objects than to hear transpositional relations between them: we
are more used to conceiving transpositions as affeeting Gestalts built up from
individual abjects. As this way of talking suggests. we are very much under the
influence of Cartesian thinking in sueh matters. We tend to conceive the primary
objects in our musical spaces as atomie individual "elements" rather than
contextually articulated phenomena like sets. melodic series. and the like. And we
tend to imagine ourselves in the position of observers when we theorize about
musical space~ the space is "out there." away from our dancing bodies or singing
voices. "The interval from s to t" is thereby conceived as modeling a relation of
extension. observed in that space external to ourselves: we "see" it out there just as
we see distances between holes in a flute. or points along a stretched string....
[T]he historieal development of harmonic theory has depended on such a projection
of our intuitions into a geometric space outside our bodies. that is. the "line" of the
stretched string, a space to which we cao relate as detached observers.

III am alluding lo the kinds of context-free rules for melody developed in the melodic implication and
realization theories of Leonard Meyer and Eugene Narmour. See Meyer, Explaining Music; Essays and
Explorations (Berkeley: University ofCalifornia Press. 1973), and Narmour. The Analysis and Cognition
of Melodie Complexity: The lmplieation-Realization Model (Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1992).
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In contrast, the transformational attitude is much less Cartesian. Given
locations s and t in our space, this attitude does not ask for sorne observed measure
of extension between reified "pointsn

; rather it asks: "If 1am at s and wish to get to
t, what characteristic gesture ... should l perfonn in arder to arrive there?H The
question generalizes in several important respects: '~If 1want to change Gestalt 1
into Gestalt 2 (as regards content, or location. or anything else), what sorts of
adfiÙssible transformations in my space ... will do the best job?" Perhaps none
will work completely....This attitude is by and large the attitude of someone
inside the music, as idealized dancer and/or singer. No external observer (analyst.
listener) is needed.l~

Lewin proposes that we could understand melody in the way l have described it in

connection with Example 12-as a transformational network in which eaclier pitches are

transfonned into subsequent ones.' 3 For Lewin. the"characteristic gestures" that constitute

transfonnations within melodies and other kinds of musical processes include the standard

12-tone operators: transposition. inversion. and retrograde. Additional operations are

defined contextually. according to thé particular intra-opus features of the works discussed

in the book. In bis analyses Lewin selects objects such as pitch classes. motives. and

chords. and assigns these to the nodes in bis transfonnational networks. The nodes are

connected by arrows labelled according to the operations that transform one object into the

next. Lewin adopts this transformational attitude in bis analysis of a great variety of

musical situations.

l would concede that certain musical situations do encourage this transformational

manner of listening that Lewin recommends, but that others. such as the examples given

above in the discussion of collections. are conducive to a more object-oriented manner of

listening. Within a particular musical style or work it is often useful to make a distinction

between these two kinds of organizational strategy. Certainly in Debussy's music there are

often moments where the sense of a transformational process is subordinated ta the intrinsic

colouristic qualities of the musical objects themselves. In my mode!, chain-like

organization obtains when contiguous elements are understood as linked together through

I!David Lewin. Generalized ,Wusicallntefl:als and Transformations (New Haven and London: Yale
Uni versity Press. 1987). p.158-159.
13Lewin. p. 219.
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transformations. but the"admissible gestures" available as transformations depend upon

the sorts of things one is inclined to hear as processive within the context. The referential

schemata operating here are not collections or spaces per se. but rather particular modes of

traversing the musical spaces or ways of moving within and between collections. Thus.

while the parallelism that characterizes Exarnple 13. from the Violin Sonata would initially

mark it as a collectional structure. the consistency of the transformational process that is

underway in this passage--transposition upward by semitonal increments--calls attention to

the way ofmoving. so that a listener is inclined to attend to the transformations themselves.

Parks alludes to something like tbis difference between collectional and chain-like structures

when he contrasts Debussy's kinetic fonn--the sense of building towards and receding

from.. acceleration and deceleration--with morphological forrn--a spatially derived

conception of formal design. As Parks describes il.. kinetic form "directly confronts

temporality." i ~ [n my model. l attribute tbis sense of kinetic motion to particular

transformational gestures that produces chains analogous to narratives based on local-level

cause-and-effect.

Besides the wholesale transpositions exhibited in Example 13. other devices cao

function as transforrnational gestures. One characteristic means by which Debussy creates

the impression of a transfonnational process is through semitonal voice leading and

common-tone progressions--what Parks caUs "kinesthetic shifts." An instance of tbis is

shown in Example 14. a succession of two sonorities in which sorne notes are held in

common while others move upward or downward by semitone. Example 15 .. from the

Violin Sonala.. shows aoother example: here the bass note G functions as a pedal point

underpinning the semitonal-shifting of the right-hand chords above il. In Parks' view. this

pitch-elass invariance is one way in which Debussy links together different referential

collections. or different transpositions of a collection. Certain pc-sets can serve as "pivot'"

sonorities wbich lead from one pc-set genera to another. These function.literally, as links

'-'Parks. p. 203.
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( in the chain. In the absence of such linking devices. as in Example 16 frorn the Cello

Sonata. sharply contrasting referenùal collections can he understood to form a disjunctive

heap structure.

Example 17 from the Sonata for Flute Viola and Harp. shows how a rnelodic string

can function in a manner similar to the "pivot" within a kinesthetic shift. Here a motive is

contextualized in (Wo different referential collections and thus serves as a link between the

two. This kind of shift can also happen over much larger time-spans. In the passage

shown in Example 18. the violin' s theme at measure 88 and its transformation at 110

signal a larger-scale kinesthetic shift. The theme. originally played within the context of

{E. F#. G#. A. B. C#. D#}. is recast in the new referential collection {Co D. E. F#. G. A.

B}, while retaining the same starting pitch and contours as the earlier version. The

emphasis on the notes F#. E. and A in the violin' s melody in measures 87-90 and 110-113

helps establish these pitch-classes as links between the two referential collections. The

whole passage expresses a T -4 transformation. manifested in the piano part. while the

violin's therne undergoes a kinesthetic shift.

Closely related to this shifting technique is Debussy's frequently employed device

of duplication. in which an idea is nearly literally repeated. but with sorne salient alteration.

William Benjamin gives the following formal description of duplication:

Duplication occurs where a time-span 1S partitioned into two subspans (not
necessarily of equallength), and when the content of sorne initial portion of the
second subspan (and possibly all of it) is a more or less literai repetition of the
content of a corresponding (though not necessarily equally long) portion of the tïrst
span. 15

While duplication is characterized by an explicit invariance between a contiguous pair of

events. it tends to draw attention to the dissimilar portion of the reiterated segment-usuaIly

the tail-end of the segment. In Example 19. from the Sonata for Flute. Viola. and Harp. the

event at the end of the second measure can he heard as a transformation of the

corresponding event at the end of the frrst rneasure. The invariant material at the beginning

,5William Benjamin. "Pour les sixtes: An Analysis," Journal of Music Theory 2212 (1978). p. 286.
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of each bar links the two events in the same way that invariant pitch-classes link two

hannonies in a kinesthetic shift.

Exarnple 20 shows another instance of the sarne phenomenon in the etude "Pour les

sixtes." Benjamin has remarked on this particular passage:

The two tail segments [of each measure] relate to each other as follows: the second
is essentially a sequence of the first. Indeed, Wagner would have written [these
measures] as a sequence. 16

Benjamin thus contrasts the process of duplication with traditional tonal procedures that

involve the scale-degree transfer of motives. He remarks:

[t is true that the procedure is a hallmark of his [Debussy's] style and that his
predilection for it must have been a part of his self-distancing from Wagner.
Wagner's notion of transition was one of an aImost imperceptible evolution from
state to state. a notion to which the circularities and discontinuities implied in
duplication could hardly accornmodate themselves. 17

As Benjamin suggests here. duplication is a complex phenomenon that engages time in a

paradoxical way. expressing both a contrast and a connection between musical events.

Benjamin notes that:

the duplications in Debussy's music seem essentiaI in that they serve as a rhetorical
tool. one used to promote the reconciliation of conflicting values which that music
expresses: of clarity in the establishment of goals. consistency in the detïnition of
syntactic roles, and of hard-edged specificity in the assignment of roles to musical
elements. on the one hand: of non-literalness in the relationship between musical
time and ordinary time <the latter has no "points of discontinuity"), of freedom to
juxtapose heterogeneous materials. and. above all. of suppleness in the outlining of
surface fonus on the other. Basic to it is an iterative treatment of points of stability.
. . Also part of it, however, is a flexible construction which encourages endless
inventiveness in connecting these points. 18

ln the next chapter [ return to a discussion of duplication and other of Debussy's

characteristic transformational gestures. At present 1 am simply contrasting these gestures

with other kinds of musical juxtapositions in Debussy's music.

As Benjamin points out. duplication is Debussy' s answer to the traditional tonal

sequence. Sequences are a defining characteristic of tonality, and when Debussy does treat

16Benjamin, p. 288.
17Benjamin. p. 286.
11iBenjamin. p. 289.

105



(

(

a phrase sequentially. as in Example 21 from the Violin Sonata. he is careful to avoid tonal

allusions by keeping the transpositions literai at the new pitch level. This represents a chain

structure. in that events are understood to arise from a process of transposition--a localized

cause-and-effect relationship. A special case of transformational gesture. however. occurs

whenever the relationship between musical events is understood with reference to a tonal or

functional framework. as in the descending sequence in Example 22. from the Cello

Sonata. When the music expresses a key or mode in which functional relationships obtain.

the referential schemata that such music engages have more complex hierarchical and

temporal dimensions. In other words. when an event is given a Roman numeral

designation. like V7 or fiat IL or is described with a functionallahellike ··the relative major

of' or ..the parallel minor 0[" we are invoking a referential schema qualitatively different

from that invoked by a label such as '1'4 (X)." A labellike ·..the dominant of' invokes a

particular hierarchical arrangement of scale-degrees and. moreover. implies an eventual.

forthcoming resolution to a particular tonic. These more intricately schematic cases are

assigned to a separate category in the model in Figure 4. one that corresponds with the

complex episode in the Glenn/Stein model. l label these cases progressions. This label can

also be used when Debussy's music confonns to traditional phraseological and fonnal

designs. such as antecedent/consequent structures. and the formaI functions of a sonata.

Such situations are, however. relatively rare in Debussy's late style. despite the appellation

"Sonata" found in these works.

Glenn and Stein reserve a separate category. the abbreviated episode, for

ambiguous structures that resemble both the reactive sequence and the complete episode.

This suggests that there can be a special musical category representing something in

between chain-like and tonaIlfunctional organization. Such a category is useful for

describing passages like those in Exarnples 23 and 24. In these examples. taken from the

Etudes ....Pour les arpèges composés" and "Pour les sixtes," the progressions are

ambiguous. Ir is unclear whether we should identify these sonorities by labeling them with
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Roman numerals. 1 - bVn - bVI - L expressing movement to and from a tonie. or as T-2

transformations. projecting a large-seale whole-tone motion. The two ways of labeling

represent two different ways of hearing: The former invokes a functional frarnework with

an implied tonic and associated system of hierarchically related scaIe-degrees while the latter

identifies a localized operation performed on pitch-class sets within a space. Both labels

may he appropriate. My term for these situations is conundrum. the word for a riddle

whose solution depends upon a pun. Certainly this is an organizational strategy that is

encountered frequently in Debussy's music. Examples 23 and 24 are typical: the sense of

"quasi-tonality" in Debussy's music frequently results from his tendency to stay within the

range of tonal hannonies that can he interpreted both as literaI TnS of an initial sonority and

as functionaI chords within a key. Sometimes, however. Debussy makes tonal functional

relations explicit. as in Example 25. from "Pour les agréments," a passage that can he

unequivocally labeled as a dominant-to-tonic progression.

The last category in my model corresponds to Glenn's and Stein's complex

episode. This category describes combinations of any of the above modes of organization

arranged in hierarehical structures. In analysis, this ean he useful for describing the

organizational structure of longer sections of works or of whole pieces. It allows the

analyst to artieulate the ways in which the music shifts from one type of organization to

another within the course of a piece. In the Etude "Pour les sixtes." for example, we

sometimes hear the music as two streams of sixths. one in each hand, and at other times as

a succession of four-voice harmonies with tonal implications. Thus the music moves from

chains to conundrums to progressions.

Example 26 shows the opening measures of the Etude "Pour les agréments." Here

the mode of organization changes many times within the span of a few measures. The F in

the bass in the first measure. the added-sixth-chord gesture in the right-hand. and the F

major triad in the left hand on the third beat all contribute to an initially uncomplicated

impression of F major tonality. The triad in left hand on heat five. however. introduces an
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element from outside the key. B-naturaI. The three triads on beats 3. 5 and 6 of the frrst

measure form a collectional group-three triads in second inversion--which contrasts with

the tonal expectations set up at the beginning of the measure. Measure 2 resumes the F

major tonality. and a diatonic sequence unfolds as the added-sixth-chord motive ascends

step-wise through the F major scale. At the beginning of the third measure. tbis sequential

progression metamorphoses~ at the apex of the sequence. into a chain-like structure: the B7

chord arises out of a transformationaI gesture that is a kind of "faIse cognate" for the

transpositions within the sequential process in measure 1. This event might even cause the

listener to reinterpret the previous measure in hindsight as a chain rather than a progression.

What is particularly interesting is that the two points in the piece thus far that mark a change

in organizationaI strategy both involve the pitch-class B-naturaI. Measure 4 now continues

the chailZ-like organizationaI mode. introducing a half-dirninished seventh chord-a

"Tristan" sonority--which is literally transposed by whole-steps. Again. the pitch-class B

naturaI is highlighted. tbis time by a cross-relation produced between the right hand's Bb

on beat 3 and the B-natural in lowest-sounding voice on beat 4. As Example 26 indicates.

the sonority on the fust and last beat of measure 4 may also be interpreted as a haIf

diminished-seventh chord--a functional mixture chord. ii7. witbin the context of F major.

This interpretation becomes the preferred one when the dominant of F occurs in measure 5.

Thus these transformational or chain-like passages are parenthetically inserted within a

larger tonie-dominant progression spanning measures 1 to 5. Within this passage. B

naturaI emerges as a significant object which marks shifts in the narrative mode.

Subsequent B-naturals in the piece might now he grouped together into a network of

associations. This would impart a special significance to the B chord in the passage shown

previously in Example 25. which occurs about two-thirds of the way through the Etude.

Here the note B-natural becomes unambiguously tonally grounded~ this event points back

to and completely inverts the situation in measure 1. where B-natural marked the fust point

outside a tonally organized space.
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In Example 26, the chain structure in measures 3 and 4 is subsumed under a higher

level progression, tonic to dominant in F major. However, there is no reason to privilege

tonal progressions over other kinds of structures in constructing hierarchies; a progression

could as wel1 he subsumed under a higher-levelloop. heap. collection. or chain. The point

is that a variety of organizationaI strategies cao coexist within the same work: a listener is

thus continually shifting among tonal. transformational. motivic. and object-oriented modes

of listening.

l have described seven different ways in which a series of musical events may be

organized. To summarize. 1have reconfigured the layout of my Figure 4 as a series of

simple diagrams in Figure 5. Here the leuers x. y. and z denote musical units of any sort

individual pes. sonorities, themes, formai units. etc. The loop is shown as a repeating

letter, to indicate the overt. literai repetition of an event which characterizes this kind of

organizational strategy. The heap is shown simply as a series of leuers. indicating an

arbitrary succession of musical unïts. The collection. in which successive events are

anaIogically or metaphoricaIly related to one another. is indicated by a box enclosing the

units. A chain is represented by the addition of arrows connecting the units. to emphasize

the transfonnational processes by which the events are linked. The conundnlm is

represented simply by a question mark. and marks an ambiguous intennediate stage

between the chain and the progression. The latter. in which events unambiguously

conforrn to traditional formai and tonal schemes, is represented by letters both connected by

arrows and enclosed in a box; this characterizes the relatively determinate nature of tonality.

Finally. the comp/ex episode, a structure which combines different organizational

strategies, is shawn as an abstract "tree" denoting a hierarchical organization.

109



Figure s.

Loop: x x x

Heap: x y z

z )Collection: (x y

Chain: x--'y .z

Conundrum: ,)

Progression:

Complex Episode:

(

Children's Narratives. Primitivism, and Modemism

1have tried to draw a parallel between different modes of musical organization in

Debussy's works and the different stages of narrative comprehension that children

experience as they gradually come to learn the codes and conventions of narrative syntax.

am thus implying that the musical strategies of heap. collection. and chain carry

connotations of juvenility or artlessness. inasmuch as they revert to less sophisticated

narrative conventions. If the first stages of Glenn's and Stein's model are indeed

experienced by adults as more infantile or "archaic" than complete and complex episodes,

then this sheds sorne light onto Debussy's choice of analogous musical forms. The broader

cultural environment in which Debussy' s late works were produced is characterized by a
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widespread preoccupation with anIessness: that of children. but aIso of the primitive and of

the unconscious. This preoccupation has to do with notions of truth. nature. and

authenticity. For European modernists. the images of the primitive and of the naive child

portray aspects of an IdeaL ahistorical human essence. uncontaminated by the habits of

socialization. Coemergent with the field of psychoanaiysis. many artistic movements at the

turn of the century share a belief in the truth-value of the unconscious: primitivism and

artlessness were understood to represent the unrefined forms that expressions of the

unconscious could take. Scientific authority was conferred upon these views of the child

and the primitive through Freud's conception of the neurotic individual as one who has

suppressed instinctive impulses to too great a degree. and his vision of modem civilization

as necessarily repressive.

Although Debussy is not thought of as "primitivist" composer. many of the

characteristics of bis late works are emblematic of the style that came ta he associated with

primitivism. especially his collage-like formailayout and emphasis on repetition and

reiteration over traditional developmental techniques. Debussy's cultivation of the "naïve"

formai techniques l have been describing is consistent with the artistic aims of primitivism.

and it is useful ta position Debussy within tbis wider cultural context. Glenn Watkins

observes that:

Characteristically. Primitivism tends to connote those tribal or folk expressions
which carry the suggestion of the unaffected and the unstlulied. the powerful and
the essential. and which hint at communion with the primordium typicaily
observable in art developed outside the system of patronage in Westem culture. 19

Primitivism is nonnaily associated with a certain trend in painting and sculpture. found in

representative works of Picasso. Gauguin. Klee. Rousseau, Kandinsky. and the Blaue

Reiter group in Germany. In music. works that have been characterized as "primitivist"

include Stravinsky's Sacre du Printemps and Les Noces, Milhaud's La Création du Monde.

'9Glenn Watk.ins. Pyramids at the Louvre: Music. Culture. and CoLlage [rom Stravinsky co the
Posrmodemists (Cambridge. Mass: Harvard University Press, 1994). p. 64. My emphasis.
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Bartok' s Allegro Barbaro, and Prokofiev' s Scythian Suite. 20 Satie's collaboration with

Cocteau and Picasso for the theatrical production Parade is another primitivist, and

specifically naifwork. What all these primitivist works share is what James Clifford has

identified as a "duster of qualities that at different times have been used to construct a

source. origin. or alter ego confinning sorne new 'discovery' within the territory of the

Western self."21 In his essay "Histories of the Tribal and the Modem:' Clifford argues

that the construction of the primitive is. in fact. "a relentless process" that has always gone

on and continues to go on in the West. It is a process of self-defining and self-validating

with respect to an ··Other" which takes on a variety of forms: the tribal other. the archaic

other. the naive other. the exotic other. the feminine other. and so on. Clifford daims that

the particular brand of primitivism that is such a defining feature of early twentieth-century

artistic production is simply one manifestation of tbis on-going process. For many artists at

the tum of the century. primitivism and naïveté provided a forum in which to explore

artistic avenues not normally available to them within their own conceptions of themselves

as modem Europeans. Frequently it is the perceived child-like qualities. an apparent

guilelessness and lack of self-censorship. that attracts these artists to an imaginary primitive

landscape peopled with non-modem. non-western persona.~:Z ln music such fictional

spaces provided an escape from the habits of a reified tonal practice.

One way in which the modemist composer could invoke the notion of the primitive

was to revert to the archaic techniques of assembly associated with childhood. But how

closely do the primitive narrative strategies described in recently-developed cognitive

models. such as those in Figures 2 and 3. reflect a conception of children's artlessness that

Debussy and his contemporaries would have shared? In fact, the notion of a continuum of

intermediate narrative forms that we find in the cognitive models of Glenn and Stein and

:~or funher discussion of musical primitivism see Watkins. pp. 63-163: and Nancy Bennan. "Modern
Primitive," Ph.D Dissertation. McGill University. forthcoming.
':lJames Clifford. The Predicament o/Culture (Harvard University Press. 1988). p. 212.
':1For a thorough analysis of modemist primitivism see Marianna Torgovnick. Gone Primitive (Chicago and
London: University of Chicago Press, 1990).
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the tuen of the century. Friedrich Kittler. in bis book Discourse Networks 1800/1900. has

closely investigated issues surrounding language and media in the early nineteenth and

twentieth centuries.23 Kittler shows how. beginning around 1900. language began to he

understood in tenus of a continuum of discursive styles that marked the intermediate stages

between order and noise. Kittler explains how the distinctions between normal and

nonsensical uses of language began to be conceived, not in terms of a binary opposition

between order and chaos. as had been the case earlier in the nineteenth-century. but rather

as different positions within a wide range of possible discursive fonns.

Kittler identifies the beginning of this modernist notion of language in the

development of "psychophysics" as practiced by the German scientist Hermann

Ebbinghaus. In the 1880's, Ebbinghaus conducted experiments in which he attempted to

analyze the processes of human memory. These experiments were designed to measure the

amount of time required to memorize sequences of data. The data used were nonsense

syHables. chosen to eliminate as much as possible any semantic content that might intluence

the subject's ability to recall the data. David E. Wellbury. in rus introductory essay to

Kittler's book. explains:

In order to measure memory he [Ebbinghaus] has pass before his eyes a series of
nonsense syllables and counts the number of passes required for the memorization
of the combinations of these syHables. In this procedure Kittler discloses the
complexity of a discursive beginning. There is frrst of all the body of the
experimental subject: stripped of the cultural equipment of subjectivity. it has
become a physiological surface upon wbich the syllables--once. twice, or several
times--are inscribed. Secondly there is the source from which the syllables emerge:
not books, not the material voice. but a mechanism for the production of random
configurations.... Finally there is the fonn of language the system employs. a
language without syntactic coherence or semantic content. mere letters in their
materiality and in the differential pulse of their altemation.... Psychophysics takes
language to a point where it stops making sense. or rather. it shows that all sense
making has its frontiers (and therefore its definition) in domains of nonsense and in
automatized operations that no longer belong to a subjective authority. On the
margins of language use there proliferate a host of breakdowns: dyslexias,

23Friedrich A. Kittler, Discourse Networks 1800/1900. Trans. by Michael Metteer with Chris Cullens
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990).
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( aphasias. agraphisms. asymbolisms; the strict division between normal and
pathological is transfonned into a gradient of standards.2

'-

Kittler describes related experiments conducted at a Harvard laboratory by the German

psychologist Hugo Münsterberg. These experiments were intended to measure the degree

to which certain learned cognitive processes. such as reading and writing, could become

automatic or involuntary. To conduct this research. MÜDsterberg enlisted the help of a

group of students. which. incidentally. included Gertrude Stein. The results of the

experiments were published in a psychology journal in an article by Stein and her colleague

Leon Solomons:

TIùs is a very preuy eXPeriment because it is quite easy and the results are very
satisfactory. The subject reads in a low voice. and preferably something
comparatively uninteresting. while the operator reads to him an interesting story. If
he does not go insane during the flfSt few trials he will quickly leam ta concentrate
his attention fully on what is being read to mm. yet go on reading just the same.,
The reading becomes completely unconsciollS for periods of as much as a page.-5

Münsterberg's experiments contrast a normal, purposeful. communicative kind of language

with other sorts of language which are not simply "nonsense,·' but rather unconscious or

automatic utterances. There thus appears. in addition to the nonnal discourse of a centred

speaking subject. a series of subtlely differentiated discursive possibilities. !Gttler argues

that the conception of language seen in connection with these kinds of research projects is

radically new and that it is closely related to newly emerging technologies. such as the

gramophone, that enabled the sounds of spoken language to be recorded and stored. Kittler

writes:

The ability to record sense data technologically shifted the entire discourse network
circa 1900. For the frrst rime in history, writing ceased to be synonymous with the
serial storage of data. The technological recording of the real entered into
competition with the symbolic registration of the Symbolic..:!6

Z-lDavid E. Wellbury. "Foreword" to Kittler. p. xxix - xxx.
:5Leon M. Solomons and Gertrude Stein. "Nonna! Motor Automatism." Ps)'chologicaL Review 3 (l896): p
503. Quoted in Kittler, p. 225.
Z6Kitùer. p. 229-230.
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Kittler argues that the ne\v technologies made it possible for the ordinary linear tlow of

spoken language to he broken down into atomic elements which might then he taken apart

and recombined in different ways.

Kittier notes that a particular interest in children' s language coincides with the

emergence of new technologies at the tum of the century. Edison' s gramophone went into

mass production in the late 1880's. and soon after this Edison began to market other

products which incorporated his sound-recording technology. One item was a taIking doll.

which contained a speech roll recorded by young girls. Kittier daims that the technology

that pennitted children' 5 language to he recorded in this manner imparted a quality of

materiality to that language which in turo gave it a kind of legitimacy it had not previously

had:

Circa L800 there was no children's language independent of pedagogicai feedback.
[n the Edison talking doll. by contrast. reai children sang children's songs about
Marys and their lambs... According to Ellen Key. The Centllry of the Child
brought an end ta "sou! murder" in school.27 [nstead of establishing pedagogical
norms for what should he spoken by children. one gave free reign to language
games. But these standards... were technological from the beginning. There
cannat he any children's language unfiltered through the language of adults until
discourses can be recorded in their positive reality.... Technologically possible
manipulations determined what in fact became a discourse. ~8

Thus one consequence of the new technologies was that previously unregarded discourses

attained a new tangibility. The language of children had never hefore .. passed a recording

threshold" in the way that adult language had always been recorded in the forrn of the

printed word. Children's language was now seen as a kind of dialect with its own

particularities. This modem conception of children's language is evident in contemporary

writings such as the following. excerpted from a speech given around the tum of the

century by an educator in Weimar:

The school age child brings his own language ta school. his native language. bis
family language. the language of his playmates. bis own naïve. intuitive language:
our task and our desire is to teach him our language. the language of poets and
thinkers.... But isn't it asking a great deal when we demand that children. from
the first day of school. speak nothing but schoollanguage? .. It is not long before

~7See note 2. above.
~8Kittler. p. 232.
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children will he overtaken by books and book language: a child learns to read.
Reading, however. weakens and cuts across--it cannot he otherwise--the child's
coherent. fluent speech. and book language begins more and more to influence and
control school language; finally. in i15 often foreign and refined way, it creates a
child who is now shy and monosyllabic.!9

The new scholarly interest in children' s language is expressed in passages such as the

following, written by the psychologist Stanley Hall in a book entitled Contents of

Children's Minds on Entering School:

Words. in connection with rhyme. rhythm. alliteration. cadence. etc.. or even
without these. simply as sound-picture. often absorb the attention of children. and
yield them a really aesthetic pleasure either quite indePendently of their meaning or
to the utter bewilderment of it. They hear fancied words in noises and sounds of
nature and animais. and are persistent punners. As butterflies make butter or eat it
or give it by squeezing, so grasshoppers give grass. bees give beads and beans.
kittens grow on pussy-willow. and all qoney is from honeysuckles. and even a
poplin dress is made from poplar-trees..,0

This kind of psychological interest in children's language conferred a legitimacy

upon it. especiaIly within the new field of psychoanalysis. What children say becomes the

primary focus of psychoanalytic inquiry in Freud's writings. such as bis "Little Hans" case

history and in The Sexual Enlightenment of ChiLdren. In Freud's view. ordinary spoken

language is thought to possess a manifest content which frequently conceals and disavows

latent connotations. Adult language is self-conscious. laden with parapraxes and neurotic

displacemen15. beneath which may he discemed covert meanings: children's language. on

the other hand. is understood to represent a more immediate kind of expression. At the

same time. however. language that is "childish." that is disjointed on the surface. that

appears lacking in 10gicaI relationships. may mask deeper logical connections. [n

psychoanalysis. the nonsense and aimlessness of dreams. for instance. are understood to

disguise deeper unconscious motives. ln the same way. a narrative structure may conceal

~'J From a speech delivered on "Art Education Day·' in Weimar 1904. Albert Hackenberh. "Der mtindlichc
Ausdruck." ln Kunsterziehung. Ergebnisse und Anregungen des :.weiten Kunsrerziehungsrages in Weimar
am 9.. /0.. Il. Oktober /903. Deutsche Sprache und Dichtung (Leipzig. 1904), pp. 64-75. Quoted in
Kittler. p. 233-234.
JOStanley G. Hall. Contents of Children's Minds on Entering School (New York. 1893). Quoted in Kittler.
p.235.
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latent connotations. To retum to the example of Pelléas et Mélisande with which [began

this chapter, the loosely connected events and fragments of dialogue at the narrative's

surface screen a deeper narrative level in which an elemental mechanics of "fate" govems

the course of events. Pelléas and Mélisande. as Golaud remarks derisively at the end of the

tower scene in Act 3. are just "like children"--naively unaware of the deep narrative syntax

at work in their own love story.

Children's language presents an attractive model for musical fonnal organization:

on one hand. it is seen as inartificial and sincere. and on the other hand its relative freedom

from conventional syntactic structures means that it can he richly symbolic and alive with a

multiplicity of meanings. Most importantly. it provides a source for alternatives to the

ordinary syntax of "skilled" narratives. and new ways of conveying narrative continuity

and succession. The modem notion of a multiplicity of discursive styles lies behind

comments like the following, written by Debussy in 1913:

For many centuries we have been using the same sounds to express our innennost
dreams, just as in writing we have been using the same words. There is very little
difference. But when we realize that there are dozens of ways of writing or
composing, there remain a hundred questions to he answered. and a further
hundred posed by the answers themselves. -' (

Kittler emphasizes that technological developments played a major role in

.. rehabilitating" the discourses of children. As weil. these developments fundamentally

cbanged the way that language itself was perceived. The wide-spread use of the typewriter.

the phonograph. and. eventually, tïlm. Kittler argues, all had the effect of making language

itself perceptible as a medium. And as a medium.. it was now subject to a kind of

manipulation that was previously impossible within a print-based culture where language

could only he stored in the fonn of books and letters. Clearly the musical implications of

this new conception of language are far-reaching. In his book, Kittler mentions

Schoenberg's twelve-tone method, but [ believe that Debussy's music. too. resonates with

3lDebussy. "Precursors." SIM Bulletin. 15 March 1913. Quoted in Lessure p. 283-284.
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these linguistic and technological issues~ in the next chapter 1explore sorne of the

relationships between music and these emerging technologies.
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Cbapter 4. Debussy's Late Style and the
Deviees of the Early Silent Cinema

Introduction

When Anthony Newcomb refers to the paradigmatic plots of the nineteenth-century

novel in his analysis of the instrumental music of Schumann. he acknowledges the novel as

the dominant narrative fonn of the nineteenth century. 1 The"modes of continuation". as

Newcomb caUs them. specifie to the bourgeois novel and play have musical counterparts in

the fonns of the instrumental works of the sarne periode With the development of a new

narrative medium around 1900. the sHent cinema. new paradigmatic modes of continuation

emerge which stand out markedly in relation to those associated with nineteenth-centwy

literature and theatre. [nasmuch as the ways of telling a story are determined by the

techniques available within a particular narrative medium. cinema can he understood to

exhibit markedly new narrative structures.

[n the previous chapter [ presented Friedrich Kittler's arguments that the entire

discourse network of the early twentieth century undergoes a transformation as a result of

newly emerging technologies. and 1 suggested that Debussy's music. in its varied and

unconventional narrative structures. expresses something of the new. more inclusive

conception of language that appears at trus time. a conception that incorporates nonsense.

unconscious speech. and the discourses of children. The present chapter situates

Debussy's late works more specifically within the context of the technologies of the early

silent cinema. The cinematic techniques that were developed by French film-makers during

Debussy' s lifetirne can provide the basis for a model of continuity and succession in tbis

music and suggest sorne new ways of approacbing bis late style. In the frrst part of tbis

chapter [ argue that the cinema was of considerable consequence in France during

Debussy' s mature career. and that the technical devices of the cinema constitute a markedly

new way of representing time and space. Very few of the films from the late 1890s and

1Anthony Newcomb. "Schumann and Late Eighteenth-Century Narraùve Strategies:' in Nineleenth
Century Music 1112. p. 165.
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early 1900s have survived. but the extant film reviews and contemporary criticism can

provide a vivid sense of the early cinema, its reception, and its characteristic devices. In the

second part of the chapter [ select particular cinematic devices to serve as models for

Debussy' s own characteristic repertoire of musical devices. Finally. 1discuss sorne of the

connections between cinema.. aesthetic theories. and French nationalism in the years

surrounding the first world war.

The Early Cinema

It is a matter of sorne debate exactly who should he considered the original inventor

of cinema.. since a number of moving-picture technologies were developed independently

at around the same time in different parts of Europe and America. Certainly ideas about

motion-picrures were circulating in France from an early date. In the 1880s. for example.

the British photographer Eadweard Muybridge had organized lectures in the Parisian salons

to show bis "motion studies," sequences of photographs taken in quick succession and then

projected onto a screen using a device called a ··Zoopraxiscope.·· This created the illusion

of a moving picture. Meanwhile. in America. Thomas Edison had patented his

"kinetoscope.n a contraption which allowed a single spectator to view tiny projected

moving images. It is Louis Lumiere. however. who is the generally credited with the

invention of cinema. With bis brother Auguste in Lyons. France. Lumiere made his living

as a manufacturer of photography equipment. In the 1890s. he designed the

··cinematographe..·· a machine that combined the functions of a moving-picture camera and

a projector. On December 28. 1895--the date usually considered the birth date of cinema-

Lumiere screened a number of short films before a paying audience.:! One of these films.

entitled La Sortie des usines Lumiere, is typical of these frrst works by Lumiere: a single

shot of the outside of the factory shows the doors swinging open and workers emerging

1 Although Lumiere is usually credited with developing the combined camera and projector. two Americans.
Thomas Annat and C. Frances Jenkens had independently come up with a similar invention. called the
"Phantoscope:' sorne months earlier. They had used this device to project moving pictures f(lr an audience
at an exhibition in Atlanta in 1895. but did not meet with any commercial success at that lime.
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from inside. Lumiere went on to make hundreds of these short single-shot films. Another

of the very frrst publicly screened films, Lumiere's L'Arrivée d'un train a la Ciotat. shows

a steam train arriving at a station and moving towards the camera at an oblique angle: it is

anecdotally reported that the members of the audience watching this film were compelled to

duck out of the way. as though the train were coming right at them. so unprepared were

they for the realism of the cinema.

The first cinema audiences were fascinated by the simple depiction of motion itself

as viewers experienced a sort of defamiliarization of ordinary objects and events. like the

movement of the train or the factory workers. Anytffing that moved could supply the

subject for a film. Soon. however. the moving-picture camera was put to the more

specialized use of bringing unusual scenes and images of remote places into the local

theatre. Many of the first popular cinema productions were of scenic points of interest. like

Niagara Falls, which has been called ''the Mecca of ail early motion picture camera men.·'3

Examples of these early "interest films" include those of James Freer. a Canadian farmer

from Brandon who captured scenes of the wilds of Manitoba. Freer's tilms were shown

throughout Europe during the late 1890s in a tour organized by the Canadian Pacifie

Railway Company. These kinds of nature fùms were enormously popular at the 1900 Paris

Exposition. An example is Raoul Grimoin-Sanson's Cinéorama in which ten projeetors

were arranged in the middle of a spherical auditorium. offering the viewers the experience

of the Sahara desert as seen from a balloon. Also shown at the Exposition was the Lumière

Brothers' Maréorama whieh simulated the view from the bridge of a ship on the high seas.

Similar films were popular across the Atlantic: in 1904 the American fIlm-maker George C.

Hale presented bis Tours and Scenes ofthe World, which simulated the view one would

have from the window of a train.

The film theorist Noël Burch has remarked on the unique sense of motion and space

that is represented in these frrst cinematic events; the experience for the spectator is quite

3See Gordon Hendricks. Beginnings of the Biograph (New York: Arno. 1964). p. 38.
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different from anything associated either with the traditional theatre or with an ordinary

Lived experience of space. Burch observes:

Although what is achieved here seems to he the almost literai absorption of the
spectator by pro-filmie spaee and time, it is aIso a total rejeetion of any linearisation
of iconie signifiers~ of any centering of the pieture. And ... the ultimate goal
sought by Grimoin-Sanson and his emulators~ the insertion of the spectator-subject
in an imaginary spaee-time, in faet demanded that linearisation. that eentring, as its
conditio sine qua non. With the Cinéorama on the contrary.. we are doser to the
audio-visual 'environments' of modernism. whieh deploy a quite different kind of
perception from the one the UvtR [Institutional Mode of Representation] was to
derive from the bourgeois theatre. the bourgeois novel and bourgeois painting..t

What Burch caUs the "Institutional Mode of Representation" in this passage refers ta the

fully developed visuallanguage of cinema to whieh all present-day spectators have been

ceaselessly exposed through movies and television. It is a language that is in no way

"natural:' Burch ernphasizes~ but is rather a product of a particular history. While a

modem film-maker cao rely on spectators' ability to understand~ for instance~ that a

juxtaposition of (Wo views of a single object~ shot from two different angles. both represent

the same object~ the first film-makers could not have assumed this. Such an instantaneous

shift in perspective was not something spectators had had any prior experience with.

Similarly, a modern fùm-maker cao rely on certain cinematic visual conventions to convey

temporal ideas. like '''later'' or "meanwhile~" but these codes were unavailable to the tïrst

people working within this medium. To grasp the significance of early film~ the modem

spectator must try to imagine the early silent cinema as seen through the eyes of an audience

unstudied in the various conventions that modem cinema audiences have intemalized as a

kind of fl1m-reading competence.

The unique experience of space that Burch deseribes is a result of a variety of

cinema-specifie devices made possible by the flexibility of the camera's eye. A camera may

record moving abjects irom a tïxed position: it may pan acrass a static scene from a fixed

point: it may aIso shift instantaneously ta a new view or angle: and the camera itself may he

~Noel Burch. Life co those Shadows. Trans. Ben Brewster (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
Califomia Press, 1990), p. 39-40.
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mounted on an object which moves in space. In the case of the tracking shot. a shot taken

by a camera that is itself in motion. the cinematic spectator experiences a curious kind of

motionless voyage. It is as though the camera itself has a sort of bodily agency. [n a sense

the mobile camera invites the viewer to consider the camera as the site of subjectivity. as if

the spectator were moving through the landscape or scanning across it with his or her own

eyes. On the other hand. the camera's eye may also represent sorne view as seen by sorne

particular subject within the deigetic world of the fIlm. Or the camera may function like an

unmarked omnipresent narrator in a novel. seeing evefY{hing from ail points of view. The

silent cinema.. lacking overt narration. creates a unique situation in which the spectator' s

location with respect to the imaginary space of the film is ambiguous. Vivian Sobchack has

explored this issue of the subjectivity of the cinernatic spectator. the different possibilities

for what she caUs the '''site of sight" or the "viewing view":

...we know from our own lived experience what our bodily orientation. attention.
and visual investrnent in the world "look like' as they infonn and play across our
objectively visible bodily presence to others. We can see the visible and objective
body of another who is fooking at the world or ourselves. and understand that
objective body is also a body-subject whose sight is as intentional and meaningful
as our own. What is 50 unique about the cinema's 'viewing view'. however. is that
it presents and represents the activity of vision not merely as it is objectively seen by
us. but aIso as it is introceptively fived by another. Thus the cinerna's 'viewing
view' is a model of vision as it is lived as 'rny own' by a body-subject. and its
uniqueness is that this 'viewing view' is objectively visible for us in the sarne form
as it is subjectively visual for itself....The structure and activity of the cinema's
'viewing view' are isomorphic with our own bodily experience of vision as we
dynamically live it as 'mine.' 5

What was so unusual about the early silent cinema. then. was the mobility and

flexibilty of the camera' seye and the new representations of space made possible by the

multiplicity of shots and perspectives. As weIl. early film-makers frequently treated the

cinematic frame itself as a flexible fonn by employing irises and masks.6 These are

5Vivian Sobchack.. "The Active Eye: A Phenomenology of Cinematic Vision:' Quarterly Review of Film
and Video Vol 1213. p. 25.
6TIte aspect ratio of the frame in the early cinema-the ratio of the frame' s width to its height--was not
standardized in the early days of the cinema Unlike the later ·'talkïes." no space was required aJong the sidc
of the film strip for the band of sound; consequenùy silent cinema's screen was generally wider than the one
we are accustomed ta seeing today.
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rectangular fonn of the cinematic frame.7 Multiple-frame imagery was also sometimes

employed, in which the screen was divided into separate segments containing different

images.8 While sorne of these framing devices can he understood as extensions of the

lighting and staging techniques already available in live theatre or opera other cinematie

deviees represent a more radical departure from traditional stage presentation. The

juxtaposition of different camera angles. created by splicing together shots from different

perspectives into a single strip of fùm. represents one sueh radical departure. The first

spectators' lack of experience with this device is evident in the contrast with its utter

transparency for the modem viewer. This can be demonstrated in a 1906 film called La

Danse du Diable, produced by the Pathé-Frères tilm company. The film shows an

elaborately eostumed character who appears ta he rolling around on the floor. The scene is

filmed with the camera oriented in a downward vertical tilt. It is difficult for modem

spectators to grasp the point of this peculiar film unless we realize that we are not supposed

to recognize the downward tilt of the camera. Rather we are meant to perceive the actor

performing his acrobaties within the traditional proscenium frame and thus witness a

·'magical". gravity-defying dance. Noël Bureh remarks:

The effectiveness of this trick at the time undoubtedly Lay in the fact that the dues to
downward verticality were absolutely unrecognizable-it was an unthinkable angle
never seen in a system whose basie referenee point was a fiat sereen unfailingly
perpendicular to the gaze of a spectator seated in a theatre.\}

Another film of this type is The lngenious Soubrette. produeed by Pathé Frères in 1902.

which shows a women apparently walking straight up the side of a wall in arder to hang a

picture.

These rather simplistic examples aside, the teehnieal sophistication of many early

films was often quite remarkable, as film-makers rapidly began to take advantage of other

7 Examples ofthis occur throughout D. W. Griffith's Intolerance of 1916.
8 This technique reaches its zenith with the films of Abel Gance in the 19205. but it already occurs in
Phillips Smalley' s Suspense of 1913.
9Burch. p. 228.
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new devices made possible by the camera. A new kind of visual logic was expressed by a

host of new techniques and special effects~ many of them developed by the cinema pioneer

George Méliès. Méliès was among the frrst to use film to tell stories. Between 1895 and

1914 Méliès made over a thousand fantasy films which exploit all types of cinematic

devices. From 1888 to 1914. Méliès also worked as the director of the Théâtre Robert-

Houdin. Paris's foremost magic theatre: he treated the cinema essentially as a sort of magic

show and his work explores an array of cinematic illusions. It was Méliès who tïrst used

the uniquely cinematic technique of the dissolve. in which one image is seen to gradually

fade away at the same time as a second image gradually appears. Adjustment of the film

speed and direction. double exposures and superimpositions. stop-motion tricks~ glass

shots (in which camera shoots through glass on which a scene has been painted) and model

animation were aIl used extensively by Méliès. 10 Many examples of these camera tricks are

found throughout bis 1902 tïlm La voyage dans la lune. The film tells the story based on

Jules Veme's novel of the same name: a group of scientists travels to the moon in a rocket

that is shot from a cannon: they have various adventures among hostile moon dwellers and

eventually return to earth. Méliès employs every imaginable camera trick in the tilm: [ will

describe just a few examples. When the explorers first arrive at their destination. they are

seen to lay down to sleep on the moon' s surface: at trus moment in the film Méliès has a

long shol showing the actors lying down al the bottom of the frame while the upper portion

of the frame remains completely black. Into this black area.. Méliès inserts a second image-

a process known as matting in which an additional image is produced either through

reexposure of a selected portion of the film or by actually fitting a second piece of film into

the space. At trus point in La voyage dans la lune a series of dissolves now begins. with

lOVariable film speed appears very early in cinema history, as represented by time-Iapse cxperiments such as
Muybridge's motion studies. The "normal" speed of carly silent film is in the range of 16 to 20 frames per
second. considerably slower than that of modern film. Because this rate is below the fusion threshold of
about 24 frames-per-second. these carly films had a pronounced tlicker when projected--hence the tenn
..t1icker'· or "t1ick" used to refer to movies. Today. in order to eliminate the nicker. silent films are
sometimes projected at sound film speed which accounts for the fast motion Lhat is erroneously associated
with cinema of this period.

125



(

(

images of stars~ celestial bodies~ and a number of actors dressed as various mythological

personae fading in and out of view in the space above the sleeping explorers. (This early

example sets the stage for the later use of the dissolve as a signifier for dreaming or for the

passage of time) Towards the end of the film. as the explorers try to make their escape with

the moon men in hot pursuit. Méliès employs stop-motion camera tricks to produce

explosions. disappearing acts. and other illusions. A scale model of the rocket plunging

into a fish tank is used to show its return to eanh.

Another early fi!m-maker who brought to cinema his experience with the stage was

André Antoine. director of the Théatre Libre in Paris. Antoine was one of the tïrst film-

makers to advocate filming ··on location" instead of using studio sets. He frequenùy used

multiple camera set-ups. filming the actors from various angles and continuously changing

the perspective in the editing. Antoine and other film-makers began to make extensive use

of the ··cut-in" or ··close-up:· an instantaneous shift from a distant franùng to a closer view

of the same space. 11 For modem cinema audiences. such devices have been intemalized as

pan of our film-reading competence. but early film reviews reveal the extent to which

cinema's frrst viewers were impressed by the shifting perspectives of the camera. While

such images seem commonplace to modem viewers. it is important to realize how strikingly

new they appeared in the early twentieth century. Contemporary accounts indicate that the

shifting spatial orientation was so strongly marked in relation to normative proscenium

staging that it could significanùy impair the audience' s ability to comprehend a narrative.

For example. as late as 1912 a film critic known as Yhcarn complained of the disrupting

effect produced by the close-up:

IlWhile it is sometimes reported that early French filmmakers uscd the long-shot almost exclusively.
research by Noël Burch has shown that this is not the case. He argues that:

contrary to a highly tenacious myth. the medium dose-up and even the true ciose-up are found in
the very earliest stages of the cinema. in Europe and in the USA. They rapidly became an
established presence in the first decade. 50 that it can be stated. with no wish to culÙvate paradox.
that the development of institutional editing among the Americans. the Danes. and so on. was to
reduce the proportion of medium ciose-ups and ciose-ups in the cinema.

See Burch. p. 24.
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[I]n arder that their [the actors] facial expressions could he seen clearly by the
spectators (in all corners of the hall). the director has had to project the actors in
close-shots as often as possible. This method~ which gives good results. has
quickly degenerated into an excessive practice.... Naturally. little by Little. this
misuse has been pursued conscientiously by the directors of other companies. Now
we have reached what could he called the age ofthe legless cripple. For three
quarters of the rime. the actors in a scene are projected in close shot. cut off at the
knees: from an artistic point of view the effect produced is highly disagreeable and
shocking.... the impression [is] of characters of unnatural grandeur. And when
the aggrandizement diminishes and they retum to normaL the sarne character seems
too small: the eye takes a certain time to get used to this.... [nhe director should
always hegin by projecting the subject with a clear reference point. for example a
dog with a man. If later he wants to increase the size of one or the other. in order to
better capture details. he should announce to the audience that the subject is being
projected in an enlargement of two. three. or four times. ll

Well after the technique had become widespread. complaints about the close-up continued

ta be voiced: the tïlm-maker and writer Henri Diamant-Berger felt it was much overused.

and the celebrated writer Colette objected to "the technique that separates two speakers of a

dialogue. that projects them in turn in huge close-ups. just when it is important to compare

their faces together:' 13

While these instantaneous changes in the camera's view were sometimes

experienced as disruptive. other critics were delighted by the same effect. One was Emile

Vuillermoz. the student and biographer of Gabriel Fauré. who was well-known as a critic

of both music and film. In bis review of a 1915 film. The Battle Cry of Peace. he writes:

Here 1touch on one of the most marvelous technical possibilities of the cinema art.
This ability to juxtapose. within several seconds. on the same lurninous screen.
images which generally are isolated in time or space. tbis power (hitherto reserved
to the human imagination) to Leap from one end of the universe to another. to draw
together antipoles. to interweave thoughts far removed from one another. to
compose. as one fancies. a ceaselessly changing mosaic out of millions of scattered
facets of the tangible world... all this could permit a poet to realize bis most
ambitious dreams-if poets would become interested in the cinema and the cinema
would interest itself in poets! ... More fortunate than painting and sculpture. the
cinema~ like music. possesses all the riches. all the inflections. and all the nuances

12Yhcam. "Le Cinématographe" in Ciné-Journal May 4. 1912. p. 16-17. Quoted in Richard Abel. ed.
French Film Theory and Criticism: A Hisrory/Anthology, Volume 1 1907-1929 (Princeton: Princeton
University Press. (988), p.72-73. The name Yhcam is believed ta be a pseudanym but the authar's true
identity has never been discavered.
13Abel. French Film Theory and Criticism. p. 104. Colette's remarks are l'rom "La Critique des tïlms:' Le
Film 64 (May 28. 1917), p. 6. Diamant-Berger discusses interrelations between shots in Le Cinéma
(1919).
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of beauty in movement: cinema produces counterpoint and harmony...but still
awaits its Debussy. [4

This account is striking since it links Debussy's name with cinematic techniques: it also

emphasizes the conspicuousness of film editing for this viewer (who barely even mentions

the film's 'contene in the complete review). Whether viewers found these cinematic

devices attractive or disruptive. it is certain that such techniques represented a radical

departure from the temporal and spatial orientations to which traditional theater-goers were

accustomed.

It is clear from the fact that prominent music critics like Vuillermoz were taking note

that the cinema represented something much more than a fad or novelty. and that tïlm wast

in fact. a phenomenon of considerable cultural import. Certainly the cinema enjoyed a high

public profile. not ooly as a fascinating new technology. but aIso as particularly French

technology which occupied a relatively significant position within the naùonal economy. In

the tïrst decade of the twentieth century. several large film companies with control over all

levels of production. distribution. and exhibition began to replace the early artisan-based

outfits like those of Lumière and Méliès. In the years before the outbreak of the tïrst world

war. the French tïlm industry grew prosperous. Accepted statistics of the rime claimed that

ninety percent of the tïlms seen around the world were produced in France. Between 1905

and 1914, the two largest French film companies. Pathé-Frères and Établissements

Gaumont. produced films and film-making equipment on a large scale. and even conducted

experiments with color processing and sound synchronization. These companies employed

thousands of people in their studios and distribution centres throughout Europe and North

America. At its height. Pathé-Frères employed around 5.000 people in France. while

Gaumont, ils largest competitor. had over 2.000 employees around the world. Chains of

cinemas sprang up; Gaumont's chain included the grand Gaumont-Palace in Paris with

seating for 6,000 spectators. At the same time. many smaller companies were able to

14Yuillermoz. "Devant l'écran". Le Temps. Nov. 29. 1916. p.3. Quoted in Abel. French Film TheOl"Y and
Criticism. p. 131.
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specialize within particular areas of the industry. like the production of news reels. A small

but prestigious company Film d'Art produced fùms featuring Comédie Française actors and

directors in original scenarios written by Comédie Française dramatists. A subsidiary

company of Pathé-Frères caIled the "Société cinématographique des auteurs et gens des

lettres" (S.C.A.G.L.) produced adaptations of literary classics for the screen--a sort of

"Merchant-Ivory" of its day. In contrast to their American contemporaries who mainly

targeted a vaudeville audience. the flfSt French film-makers produced films for a wide

variety of audience-types across the social spectrum. As weIL French films tended to he

more technically sophisticated than their first American counterparts: Noel Burch compares

the early French and American cinematic styles:

For if ever there was a cinema that can he described as primitive in the pejorative
sense of impoverished and crode. it is that of the USA before 1906: visual flatness
(in both senses). poor composition.... In the same period. by way of comparison.
French films. while just as primitive morphologically, had. even in their frontal
long-shot pictures. produced plastic solutions such that films like [Méliès']Histoire
d'un crime or Voyage dans la lune seem very beautiful to us today.15

The quality of American films improved dramatically in subsequent years. however. and

American films were soon circulating in French cinemas along side domestic products. The

work of O. W. Griffith and other skilled American directors became highly influential

among film-makers on bath sides of the Atlantic.

As noted above, the frrst proponents of the cinema valued it most for its

verisimilitude. its ability to depict "things as they really are." particularly things in the

naturaI world. As welL a numher of critics also saw great poetic possibilities in the cinema.

a potential for a kind of psychological verisimilitude. Writers like Vuillermoz were

interested in the way that devices such as the dissolve could evoke dreams. hallucinations.

or imitate reaI perception. It was claimed that cinema could achieve this representation in a

manner more compelling than could traditional painting or poetry. This opinion enjoyed the

15Burch. p. 113.
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support of contemporary psychoanalysis: In 1914. the German psychoanalyst Ono Rank

wrote that:

...representation in the movies. which is suggestive of dream technique in more
than one respect. expresses in clear and sensual picture-Ianguage certain conditions
and connections that the Poet cannot always express with words. 16

The poetic potential of cinema was not lost on artists of the day. The writer Louis Aragon.

a leader in the surrealist movement--whose first published essay appeared in the journal Le

Film -credited cinema with introducing everyday objects as 5ubjects worthy of artistic

representation. He writes in a 1918 article:

Before the appearance of the cinematograph hardly any artist dared use the faIse
harmony of machines and the obsessive beauty of commercial inscriptions. posters.
evocative lettering. reaIly common objects. everything that celebrates life. not sorne
artificialconvention that excludes corned beef or tins of polish.... [Filmsl manage
to raise to a dramatic level a banknote on which our anention is riveted. a table with
a revolver on it. a bonle which becomes a weapon. 17

Aragon goes on ta say how the techniques of the cinema suggest a way of seeing. a

perception of the world that is like that of children. The following passage compares

cinematic expression with children' s perception. and thus recaIls the connections between

children's narratives and technologies [ outlined in the previous chapter:

Poets without being artists. children sometimes fix their attention on an abject to the
point where their concentration makes it grow larger. grow 50 much it completely
occupies their visual field. assumes a mysterious aspect and loses all relation ta its
purpose. Or they repeat a word endlessly. 50 often it divests itself of meaning and
becomes a poignant and pointless sound that makes them cry. Likewise on the
screen objects that were moments ago sticks of fumiture or books of cloakroom
tickets are transformed to the point where they take on menacing or enigmatic
meanings. To endow with a poetic value that which does not yet possess it. to
willfully restrict the field of vision so as to intensify expression: these are the two
properties that help make cinematic decor the adequatt~ setting of modem beaury. 1S

160tto Rank. The Double: A Psychoanalytic Study Trans. and ed. by Harry Tucker. lr. (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press. 1971). p. 7. Originally published as Der Doppelganger . Leipzig.
1914.
17Louis Aragon. "On Decor." Le Film 131 (16 September (918),8-10. Quoled in Abel. French Film
Them"y and Criticism. p. 165-168.
181bid.

l30



(

Aragon's ideas here have musical counterparts: Debussy's Etudes. for example. are based

on the premise of the ....poetic value" of mundane musical objects: intervals (thirds. fourths.

sixths. octaves), gestures <arpeggios, ornarnents), and textures <repeated notes. chords).

Likewise, each Etude represents a ""willful restriction" of materials that heightens the

expressive qualities of those materials. Film made the ordinary extraordinary and it

radically changed what could count as a constituent of an art work.

While cinema's ability to depict reality was praised by writers like Vuillermoz and

Aragon, at tirnes it was found to he aImost too real: sometimes the realism of the camera

could contradict traditional codes of representation. Film legend has it that when

Muybridge' s frrst stop-motion analyses of race horses reveaIed that the positioning of the

horse' s legs did not correspond to the standard way of depicting tbis motion in painting,

sorne people had difficulty believing that the photographs were reaI. 19 This sort of

contradiction would have delighted Debussy and other artists of the day who felt that real.

'"naturaI" representation had been hindered by academic formulae. For Debussy, nature is

equated with suppleness. randomness. and the absence of such formulae. Music. he

writes.....is a free art. a weIl spring, an art of the open air. an art comparable to the elements-

-the wind, the sea, and the sky!":!o Eisewhere he writes:

We can he sure that old Bach. the essence of ail music. scorned harmonie formulae.
. . .That was the age of the 'wonderful arabesque'. when music was subject to laws
of beauty inscribed in the movements of nature herself.21

In another place. Debussy argues that music is better equipped than the other arts to depict

the suppleness of nature. by virtue of its temporal dimension:

Music is the art that is in fact closest to Nature. although. it is also the one that
contains the most subùe pitfalls. Despite their claims to he representationalists. the
painters and sculptors can only present us with the beauty of the universe in their
own free, somewhat fragmentary, interpretation. They can capture only one of its
aspects at a time, preserve only one moment. It is the musicians alone who have the

19See Burch. p. Il.
2oDebussy, Debussy on Music. Trans. Richard L. Smith (New York: A.A. Knopf. 1977). p. 245.
21 Ibid. p. 84.
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privilege of heing able to convey all the poetry of night and day. of earth and sky.
Only they cao recreate nature's atmosphere and give rhythm to her heaving breast.22

What many artists found attractive in the cinema was its spatial and temporal flexibility.

something which gave it the power to counteract the stiffness of rigid academic

representational codes. [t is not surprising~ therefore. that Debussy considered the cinema

as a possible model for music. [n a 1913 S. L M. bulletin Debussy writes:

There remains but one way of reviving the taste for symphonic music among our
contemporaries: to apply ta pure music the techniques of cinematography. It is the
film-the Ariadne' s thread--that will show us the way out of tbis disquieting
labyrinth.!3

Musical Counterparts to Cinematic Deviees

ln the previous chapter l described a variety of different processive strategies and

transfonnationaI gestures that Debussy employs in bis late works: kinesthetic shifts. chain-

like use of motives and themes. duplications. literai transpositions--various ways of

following one musical event with another. l trierl to construe these in tenns of different

narrative modes of continuatIon. ways in which music may proceed that need not be lied ta

internal repetition patterns and fonnal archetypes. [argued that a possible model for these

modes of continuation is the narrative strategies of small children. whose discursive style

was suddenly of considerable general interest at the tum of the century due ta a number of

factors. including the emergence of psychoanalysis and sound recording technologies.

Another model for Debussy's modes of continuation can he found in the cinematic devices [

have been describing: the dissolve. the juxtaposition of different camera angles. the direct

cut or instantaneous shift ta a new image, the close-up, adjustments to film speed and

direction. double-exposure of the film, superimpositions and matted images. Given the

conspicuousness of these techniques for the first spectators of cinema. it is reasonable ta

!2Ibid. p. 295.
23SIM bulletin. November 1, 1913. Quoted in Debussy on Music. Collected by François Lesure. Trans. by
Richard Langham Smith (London: Secker and Warburg. (977) p. 298.
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assume that the formai disruptions represented by these fI1mic devices have musical

applications to Debussy's own modifications to tonality and traditional form. It is possible

to view cinematic devices as new formal options. models for continuity and succession that

became available with the advent of a new narrative medium. Certain punctuation shots.

like the dissolve and the direct cut. and other film editing practices can he seen to have

musical counterparts in Debussy's transitional passages and patterns of succession.

Moreover. the particular narrative situations that give rise to these devices in tilms may

suggest specific formai functions and significations for the musical passages in which

analogous devices occur. In the next part of this chapter [ discuss a number of these

cognate musical and cinematic situations.

The dissolve is one of the most salient devices specifie ta the cinematic medium. lt

allows the film-maker ta make a perfectly smooth transition between any two shots. A

comparable musical technique would link two musical events in a similarly seamless

manner. A technique closely analogous to the dissolve is illustrated by the passage in

Exarnple 1. In the third measure of the Sonata for Rute. Viola. and Harp. the flute

sustains the note E. effecting a diminuendo. while the viola enters quietly on the same

pitch. When performed skillfully this passage creates the impression of a smooth dissolve

from the timbre of the flute to that of the viola.24

The dissolve also suggests a way that we might think about what Richard Parks

caUs kinesthetic shifts. When Parks demonstrates the linking action of subsets that are

shared between two referential collections. these linking events function like the cinematic

dissoive. where one image disappears as another emerges. For a brief moment. the

cinematic spectator sees two images at the same rime: similarly, the "pivot" sonority that

links two referential collections momentarily implies two tonaI spaces for the listener.

Example 2 shows sorne instances of this type of transition in --Pour les Agréments": X

24The popular 1969 recording of this work by Rogér Bourdin, Colette Lequin, and Anne Challan achieves
this effect perfectly.
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marks a transition from one diatonic referential collection to another--white notes to four

sharps-and Y marks a transition from a diatonic collection to a wlioletone environment.

The type of smoothly graduated transition associated with the dissolve contrasts

with the "direct eut". in which there is an instantaneous sbift to a new shot. Likewise. the

smooth modulations in Example 1 and 2 contrast with the abrupt changes of material shown

in Example 3. another passage from "Pour les agréments." The segments marked W. X.

Y, and Z here are linked by recurring motives. but these connections are overridden by the

marked discontinuities in register. dynamics. and referential collection. These kinds of

rapid changes between sharply contrasting events are precisely what Vuillermoz found so

appealing and Yhcam so frustrating about early cinema. We might think of this passage as

representing a series of direct cuts to a variety of different views of a sorne object whose

unity is preserved in the motivic aspects of the example. Sorne of the abrupt transitions in

the second movernent of the Cello Sonata. shown in Example 4. also recall tbis cinematic

effect. The altemations between pizzicato and arco. the sharp harmonic contrasts. and the

sudden shifts in register here are reminiscent of the "shotlreverse shot" technique. in which

the camera shoots frorn two angles 180 degrees apart in order to capture the facial

expressions of two actors who are facing one another.

[n his late works. Debussy ùften tends to eschew smoothness of continuity.

Transition through smoothly graduated transformation is really a characteristic associated

more with bis earHer. so-called lmpressionistic style. and his later reliance on sudden

musical contrasts might he understood as a rejection of those lmpressionistic ideals. lt is

interesting to note that cinema underwent a similar change in editing style during its early

history: the earliest films of Georges Méliès in France and those of Edwin Porter in

America regularly use dissolves to connect shots instead of having direct cuts.25 After

around 1903. however. direct cutting became standard practice. although, sorne film-

25See Barry Salt. "Film Form 1900-1906", in Earl)' Cinema: Space. Frame. Narrative. Thomas Eisaesser
and Adam Barker. eds. (London: British Film Institute Publishing. (990), p. 32. Another way in which the
early filmmakers connected shots was to insert an appropriate intertitle. a bit of dialogue or text e:<plaining
the scene,
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makers and critics continued to find this practice visually jarring.26 For example. as late as

L9 L4 the British film-maker Cecil Hepworth regularly inserted short pieces of blank film in

between cuts in order to smooth over what he saw as a disruptive break.27 Nevertheless"

the wide acceptance of the direct cut as a viable and comprehensible means of linking

different shots prefigures the kinds of abrupt formai divisions we find in Debussy's music.

Example 5 shows a passage from the frrst Etude" '''Pour les "cinq doigts" --d'après

Monsieur Czerny" in which there is a sudden change of register. pitch collection.. texture.

and dynamics. [n the segment marked X in this exampLe" the left hand isolates a motive.

M. from within the previous gesture marked Y. The way in which X is framed here by Y

recalls a particular type of editing sequence in film: the "cut-in" is a close-up view. usually

of a character's face. interpolated between two shots taken from a greater distance.

Exarnple 5 represents a musical device similar to the cinematic one that suddenly focuses

attention on a detail within the space of the film. ln the Etude. the equivalent of a cinematic

background is suddenly removed at X and the motive. M. is brought to the fore of the

listeners' attention. This detail is subsequently taken up as the theme of the passage

beginning at measure 48. In film" the close-up frequently functions as an expression of

interiority, revealing a character's subjective reaction to a situation in bis or her facial

expression. The audience is thus invited to read the thoughts written on the character' s

face. or even to feel the way that the character feels. When Debussy closes in on the motive

M and subsequently develops that idea. the listener experiences a similar narrowing of

focus.

The "cut-in" represents a simple kind of editing schema. a recurring pattern that

becomes increasingly fanùIiar to film-makers and spectators through continued use and

exposure. It is a mode of continuation against which musical patterns might he matched. A

more complex example of a schematic editing pattern is the procedure known as ··cross-

26Naturally a direct eut is less costly and time-consuming to produce than a dissolve, and this is likely an
important reason for the change in editing style.
27See Stephen Bottomore. "Shots in the Dark:' in Early Cinema: Space, Frame, Narrative. Thomas
Eisaesser and Adam Barker. eds. (London: British Film Institute Publishing. 1990), p. 105.
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cutting," or "parallel editing." Most film histories identify this device as an American

invention. first developed around 1905, although it aIso appear in French films around the

same time. It was subsequently popuIarized by D. W. Griffith who used it extensively in

bis fùms, such as Intolerance and Binh ofa Nation.28 In this editing technique severa!

shots are arranged repeatedly in alternation with one another. and their repetition is meant ta

imply a relationship of simultaneity between the scenes. A typical example is a scene in

which images of a villain tying bis victim to the railroad tracks are intercut with shots of a

speeding train. The device is often used to generate suspense in 'last-minute rescue'

situations and can involve an acceleration in the editing rhythm. It is aIso known as

"switch-back" editing. Noël Burch refers to the device as the "alternating syntagrn:" he

emphasizes that it is a pattern signifying "meanwhile" rather than '·next". He explains:

[Al threshold was crossed when it became possible to 'deduce' from the
relationship of succession between (wo tableaux in the time of the Hlm (of its
reading) the idea that they were deigetically simultaneous....[Al distinction began
ta he made between two meanings attributable to the transition between two
biunivocally concatenated shots: in the first case....what is signified is that the
time of the second shot is linked to the that of the first by a relation of posterity: in
the second. that a series of shots seen repealedly in alternation with another series
implies a relationship of simuItaneity with the latter.29

This filmic situation cao inform our understanding of the passage shown in

Example 6, from "Pour les 'cinq doigts "'. where the alternating segments labeled A. B. and

C recall the alternation of images in a film. As would he the ease in a "rescue" or '·chase"

film, this passage oceurs towards the end of the work. The duration of each of the separate

"images" fiuctuates in interesting ways in this passage: the "editing rhythm" accelerates as

the music progresses, much the way it would in a Griffith film. Beginning in measure 91,

the size of the grouping units is reduced to one beat, with beats 1 and 3 representing one

tonal spaee (six fiats) and beats 2 and 4 representing another (white notes). At the same

time there is a more literaI acceleraùon--poco a poco accelerando e cresc.. and the passage

28Barry Salt notes that the device is already tully developed in the 1906 Vitagraph film The Hllndred-to-One
Shore
29Burch, p. 157-58.
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culminates in a reprise of the etude's original tonality~ C major. in measure 97. The

analogy with cinematic cross-cutting suggests an analytical approach in which we could

identify several different processes going on at the same time. all converging towards the

same goal. For example, we catch intermittent glimpses of sorne on-going process in the

events at measures 72~ 79. 83, and 85~ the segments rnarked B in the Example. This

process may he further extended. via the T5 relation that obtains hetween measures 79 (an

Ab chord) and 83 <Db). to the strong beats ofmeasure 91 and following (Gb). At the sarne

time~ a second process may be represented by the intervening rneasures. [t is. in part. the

association between cinematic cross-cutting and the last-minute rescue that imbues this

passage with its sense of urgency.

Other examples of musical "switch-backs'" occur throughout Debussy's late works.

Example 7 shows a passage from the Sonata for Aute. Viola. and Harp in which the

altemating syntagm is invoked. [n this case. the editing process eventually settIes on one

"image~n the viola's tritone motive. Since this passage also constitutes a typical example of

Debussy's technique of duplication. the practice of switch-back editing rnight he considered

as a model for this technique more generally. The alternating syntagrn. as Burch and other

Hlm theorists have shown. represents a solution to the problern of narrative simultaneity

and spatial contiguity in film. Other solutions. however. were sornetirnes atternpted. as the

film theorist André Gaudreault has shown. Gaudreault has written about representations of

tirne in early film, and he points out many instances of temporal overlap in silent films. JO

He explains that early film makers expressed rime in two styles: continuous and

noncontinuous: the latter Gaudeault compares to the expressions of tirne exhibited in

medieval literature. He discusses numerous films in which the shots are arranged such that

the viewer sees successive shots of the same single event from more than one view point:

we "re-see" a scene sa that sorne aspect of its spatial properties may he exposed. For

example~ in the 1903 Edison film, Life ofan American Fireman. there is a dramatic rescue

30André Gaudreault "Temporality and Narraùve in Early Cinema. 1895-1908" in Film Before Griffith. John
L. Feil. ed. (Berkeley. Los Angeles and London: University ofCalifornia Press. 1983).
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scene in which a frreman carries a woman out of a buming building. In the film~ this event

is shot both from the outside of the building looking in through a window and from within

the room in which the woman is trapped. The viewer sees the rescue from bath

perspectives. in the form of two successive shots. As Gaudreault explains. "the shot's

objective is to present not a small temporal segment of the action but rather the totality of an

action unfolding in a homogenous space:'~ in this case. and in other early tïlms. "spatial

anchorage prevails over temporallogic."31 Likewise. in a musical passage characterized by

duplication there is sometimes a sense that we are '"re-hearing" the same event. In Example

7. the clock-work rhythm of the viola at theun poco più mosso. poco a poco at measure 48

creates the impression that ordinary time is resuming once again following the temporal

back-tracking of the previous measures. Such moments of duplication frequently seem to

'"re-start" an idea: in Example 8. frorn the Etude "Pour les arpèges composés." the idea in

the flfst measure seems to begin over again in the third measure following a kind of

digression in the second measure of the example. The sense of temporal discontinuity in

these examples is perhaps what distinguishes these and sinùlar instances of duplication

from the straightforward repetition of an idea in classical phrase structures.

Sornetimes early film-makers were confronted with the inverse problern of

representing two distinct spaces within a single shot. A favourite solution was the

superimposition. in which a second image is inserted into a portion of the frame through a

matting process or through double exposure of the tïlm. This second image was often

known as a "dream balloon," since its most cornrnon function was to represent a character's

dreams, memories, or hallucinations. The convention began with films like Méliès' La

voyage dans la lune. as 1discussed earHer. Anotber early example of this use of matted

images occurs in the 1902 Edwin Porter film. Uncle Josh al the Moving Picture Show.

The film tells a story of about a man's first visit to the movies: "losh" is seen watching a

film. which appears to him so realistic and in which he becomes so engrossed that he

31Gaudreault, p. 322.

138



(

c

cannot distinguish between the film and reality. At one point the comical Josh becomes sa

involved with the scene he is watching--a woman in distress-that he actually lunges at the

sereen to intervene. When he attempts to duke it out with the image of the villain~

convineed that he is actually confronting a real person. he has to he restrained by the

projectionist. Thraughout Porter' s film a matted image is used to represent the movie

within the mavie. The functian of the matted image here is to visually set off a fictional

space within the deigetic space of the film. to eircumscribe an illusion within the illusion.

The same device is applied in more sophisticated ways in the films of D. W. Griffith. The

last severa! minutes of Griffith's Intolerance contain a series of double-exposures. with the

frame divided into separate segments representing illusion and reality. In one scene~ the

sky above a battlefield is transformed inta a choir of angels. signifying a utopian vision of

heaven that contrasts with the conflict below. Other ethereal images~ fields of flowers

bathed in light and playing children~ hovering over scenes of chain-gangs. prisons~ and

warring armies. are meant to signify a hopeful future and a world beyond present misery.

Again~ these examples use the superimposition to set off a fictional or illusory realm within

the film.

This cinematic device suggests a way of thinking about certain musical devices.

coemergent with the cinema. such as polytonality and other situations in which contrasting

musical materials are presented simultaneously. ln Debussy's late works there are severa!

examples of "superimposition" af materials that connote contrasting referential collections.

The opening measures of the Etude ··Pour les 'cinq doigts~'" shown in Example 9. exhibit

such a superimposition--an intrusive Ab constrasts with the five white-notes in the left

hand. In arder to make sense of this superimposition. it is instructive ta compare the frrst

Etude with a well-known earlier work~ the opening movement of the Children's Corner

Suite~ ··Dactor Gradus ad Parnassum~"given in Example IDa. Clearly. both of these works

are intended ta he rather humarous~ and both evoke the image of a distracted piano student

practicing tedious technical exercises. Each work concludes with an accelerando and final
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presto section4 signifying, certainly in '-Dactor Gradus" but perhaps also in the Etude4 the

pupil rushing to finish her practice. In --Dactor Gradus" we understand the music as

slipping out of the ordinary world of C major and into a day-dream world. and that the

moment of deepest day-dreaming occurs with the arrival A flat in the bass in measure 37.

shawn in Example lOb. In the Etude. which is likewise grounded in C major. the other

world represented by A flat is present from the very heginning: the A flat interrupts the

white-note world already in measure 2. This observation ties in with the "cross-cutting"

idea outlined above: analytically. we can consider the white notes and the A flat within the

black-note world as two starting points for two paralleL on-going processes that could he

traced throughout the piece.

Another example of musical superimposition is shown in Example Il. a passage

from "Pour les Sonorités opposées". Here even the notation Debussy uses recalls the look

of a cinematic '-dream balloon". off to one side of the frame. This passage can be viewed

as representing two "opposed" tonal spaces that correspond to (wo deigetic spaces in a film.

one "reaI" (the notes which accord with the notated key signature) and one "imagined" (the

chords written in small notes on the upper staff). Such an analytical perspective has

ramifications for how one might think about the resolution of "tonal problems" and "goals"

later in the piece. For example. at the end of this piece. a series of chords is sounded in the

same register as the earlier F major chord. Example 12 shows this passage. [f these

chords recall the "drearn-world" represented by the earlier chord". they may point towards

an unattainable tonal goal that remains unrealized at the end of the piece. This oùght

expIain why the D# major chord in measure 73 seems somehow unresolved. or perhaps to

imply an impossible resolution.

The curious disembodied chords at the end of "Pour les sonorités opposées" recall

another early cinematic device: Edwin Porter's popular 1903 fllm, The Great Train

Robbery, employs a device, copied in many subsequent fùms, known as the '-emblematic
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shot."32 The film tells the story of the exploits of a band of violent robbers. The story

concludes with a big shoot-out in which one group of robbers makes off with the spoils.

Once the action has concuded~ the very last image in the film shows a medium close-up

shot of a cowboy who points and shoots a gun straight into the camera. This image does

not represent any particular action in the fùm-the story has already concluded--but it simply

suggests a general mood of danger or ominousness. Considering certain musical events as

musical analogs for '~emblematic shots.·· images which do not advance the story in a Hlm

but rather set a mood, offers the analyst a useful alternative to the notion of ··coherence" that

compels us to account for the structural function of each event in a piece of music. A model

that incorporates the structural ""functionlessness" of the emblematic shot acknowledges the

role of musical events beyond the scope of a strictly hierarchical or goal-directed design.

This is especially crucial for post-tonal works in which the relations between musical evenL~

within the work tend ta be more metaphorical and associative rather than causal ùr

hierarchical.

Cinema Symbolism. and Nationalism

The emblematic shot. the dream balloon. the dissolve. direct cutting and switchback

editing constitute a panoply of compositional techniques that early film-makers developed

for connecting different kinds of shots. These devices could be emplyed to convey

temporality and spatiality in unique ways. Consequently. the cinema \Vith its ability to

juxtapose disparate images in this fashion. was frequenùy seen as an exemplary medium

for artists at the tum of the century. particularly those active in France. who were

attempting new types of temporal and spatial representation. The enthusiastic Emile

Vuillermoz~ who urged poets to take an interest in the cinema. claimed that film could

express a uniquely modern conception of space and time. comparable with and even

surpassing the latest trends in painting and in poetry:

32See Salt. "Film Form 1900-1906". in Early Cinema. p. 32.
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( The cinema's miraculous gift of ubiquity. its power of immediate evocation. its
wealth of interchangeable images are all needed to execute this tour de force.
thousands of tiny frames in a moving filmstrip act like the cells of the human brain:
the same overwhelming rapidity of Perception, the same multiplicity of many
faceted mirrors which effortlessly juxtapose the farthest horizons. suppress
distances. abolish the bondage of time and space. embrace all the cardinal points [of
the compass] simultaneously. and transport us in a fraction of a second from one
extreme point in the universe to another~ ...Here there are subtleties and
ingenuities of editing that confmn the infinite suppleness of cinematographic
technique and its astonishing attribute--which one could cali 'symphonic'--of
combining chords of impressions and writing a kind of visual counterpoint for
severa! instruments. Itls the plastic formulas of simuitanéism which torments
Guillaume Apollinaire.33

The term sirnultanéism here refers to a concept used in connection with cubism: Vuillennoz

seems to envision the cinema as a kind of quasi-musical rendering of tbis simultanéisffl. a

marriage of music' s dynamism with visual forms. These remarks indicate how easy it

would have been at this time for an artist to consider film. painting, and music as capable of

expressing the same essential formai qualities. lndeed. the idea that a composer could

translate cinematic devices into musical ones. or vice versa. is similar to the Symbolist

poets' idea of mysterious correspondences among objects and images and musical sounds

found in the writings of Mallarmé and Poe. The Symbolists. with whom Debussy was

involved.. tended to ascribe an abstract value to poetic images. as if these images were

musical phenomena, and they cultivated a confusion among the perceptions of the various

senses. One artist who actively sought to combine Symbolist ideals with cinema was

Léopold Survage. a Russian-bom painter who came to Paris in 1908. In 1913 and 1914.

Survage exhibited bis work with the Cubists at the Salon des Indépendents. His article

entitled "Le Rythme coloré" published in 1914. outlines a project for a film based on

animated abstract images. He writes: "'The fundamental element in my dynamic art is

coiored visuai form .. which plays a part analogous ta that of sound in music."34 Like many

of his contemporaries. Survage conceives of image. sound. and motion as inextricably

33Emile Vuillermoz. "Before the Screen: Les Frères corses." Le Temps (7 February 1917). p. 3. Quoted in
Abel. French Film Theorvand Criticism.
34Léopold Survage "Le Rythme coloré" Les Soirées de Paris 26-27 (July-August 1914). p. 426-427. Quoted
in Abel. French Film Theory and Criticism.
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linked with one another and with the psychological states of the anist. He goes on to say

that these non-representational moving images. by virtue of the fact that they are moving,

would somehow evoke the changing emotional state of the artiste For Survage.

Vuillermoz. and others. music and cinema are distinguished by being temporal phenornena.

and as such both cinema and music are thought ta he "life-like." to expresss a kind of

mutability comparable to the workings or real human perception and intra-psychic

experience.

For many. the cinema was perceived as something particularly French. as a medium

in which the French had a superior expertise. and thus was often invoked by artists and

critics with nationalistic leanings. The cinema, it was thought. expressed sorne quality that

was essentially French. Modeling one's art or poetry on the devices of the cinema

represented a way in which artists could be '~rnodern" and. at the same time. uniquely

French. It was a matter of national disgrace. therefore. when. with the declaration of War

in August of 1914. the lucrative French film industry immediately collapsed. As Richard

Abel reports:

AlI branches of the industry immediately closed down. The general mobilization
ernptied the studios of directors, actors. and technicians. Even the French film star.
Max Linder. although rejected by the army . left for the front to deliver military
dispatches before going off to make films in the United States. The deserted spaces
of the studios were requisitioned for military stores and horse barns. and Pathé's
fIlm-stock factory at Vinceenes was transformed into a war plant. The cinemas.
along with all other shows. closed their doors in the national interest.35

Before the war it is believed that most of the films seen around the world were French

films. With the outbreak of war. however. all the activity connected with the once thriving

French cinema came to an abrupt halt. As the war dragged on. cinemas were eventually

reopened. but. because the whole structure of French film production was no longer in

place. it was largely imported American films that filled the theatres.

Abel notes that a sense of regret and defeat pervades the critical writing in many of

the filmjournals at this time. Throughout 1917 and 1918. in the journal Le Film the film-

35Richard Abel, French Cinema: The First Wave. 1915-/929. (Princeton University Press 1984), p. 9.
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maker and writer Henri Diamant-Berger repeatedly complains of a crisis which threatens the

existence of French cinema. At the sarne time~ strong nationalistic sentiments surface in the

writings of Le Film's editor. the influential critic Louis Delluc. who. like many. looked to

the great film-maker André Antoine to restore the splendour of the French cinema:

For if an artist as brave and all-embracing as he [Antoine] is can attain his aim. that
means anything is possible. We will finally reach the threshold of a national art. an
art which is more national than international and which has not yet--or scarcely-
recognized how to be really French.36

The French industry. however. never recovered its losses. and by 1919. at most only about

15 percent of the tilms seen in Paris were French-made. It was claimed in the journallWon-

Ciné in 1919 that ··the French cinema is stripped of its glories. it will perish. and we will

have to resign ourselves to being a country that no longer makes good films. '·"'7
Nevertheless. the perception of the "Frenchness" of the cinematic medium persists for sorne

time. as. for example. in Apollinaire's postwar crusade for a specifically French style of

modem poetry that would take the cinema as i15 model for expression. Apollinaire writes:

It would have been strange if in a epoch when the popular art par exellence. the
cinema. is a book of pictures. poets tried ta compose pictures for meditative and
refined minds that are not content with the crude irnaginings of the makers of films.
These last will become more perceptive. and one can predict the day when. the
photograph and the cinema having becorne the only form of publication in use. the
poet will have a freedom heretofore unknown. One should not he astonished if.
with the means they now have at their disposal. poets set themselves to preparing
this new art. J8

Debussy' S own crusade for a musique française becomes most pronounced in his

later career. His desire to express what he believed ta be a uniquely French kind of

lyricism is perhaps best achieved in his late works. which do appear to express something

of the spirit of cinema. Perhaps Debussy' s deployment of filmic devices~ bis cultivation of

the modes of continuation of cinematic editing and its special qualities of motion and

juxtapositio:l. was motivated by a sense of the cinema as a particularly French art. And this

36Louis Delluc•..Antoine travaille:' Le Film (20 August 1917), p. 5.
37Quoted in Abel, French Cinema: The Firsl Wave. 1915-1929. p. 6.
38Quoted in Kittler. p. 251.
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perception of cinema's "Frenchness" was perhaps most acutely felt after the demise of the

film industry in 1914. Certainlyas Debussy's work becomes more self-consciously

French~ the cinematic aspects of his style become more prominent. In any case. the cinema

offered appealing new models of temporality and spatial orientation. and the development

of motion pictures is clearly an important factor for an understanding of many early

twentieth-eentury artistic ventures. musical or otherwise.
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• Cbapter 5. A Narrativ~ Approach to the
Analysis of Debussy's "Serenade" from the Cello Sonata

Introduction

Debussy's letters written during the summer and faH of 1915 reveal the renewed

sense of enthusiasm with which he approached the composition of his late chamber music.

To his friend Bernardo Molinari he writes, in October of 1915 :

When l tell you that I spent nearly a year unable to write music ... after that l've
almost had to releam it. It was like a rediscovery and it's seemed to me more
beautiful than ever! [ ...] We're still in the age of "harmonie progressions' and
people who are happy just with the beauty of sound are hard to find. [ ... ] 1
haven't written much orchestral music. but 1have finished Douze Etudes for piano.
a Cello Sonata, and another sonata for flute. viola, and harp. in the ancient. flexible
mould with none of the grandiloquence of modern sonatas. There are going to he
six of them for different instruments and the last one will combine ail those used in
the previous five. 1

Beyond the Sonata for Flute. Viola. and Harp and the Cello Sonata. Debussy went on to

complete only one more chamber work. the Violin Sonata. The other projected works to

which Debussy refers were to have involved sorne rather unusual combinations of

instruments: a sonata for oboe. homo and harpsichord. another for trompet. clarinet.

bassoon. and piano. and a final work in which a double bass was to be added to the whole

ensemble. These combinations and subgroupings of instrumental forces are evidence of

Debussy's keen interest in issues of timbre. and suggest that he was perhaps thinking about

new ways of composing for contrasting sonorous blacks. The contrast. for example.

between the sounds of the flute. viola. and harp ensemble and the oboe. homo and

harpsichord combination suggests a mosaic-like conception of timbre that might have been

exploited when the full complement of instruments was brought together in the final work.

Debussy was perhaps inspired by the kinds of contrasting instrumental textures and

sonoraus blacks employed by Stravinsky, especially in Le Sacre du printemps. a work

which Debussy described as "extraordinarily wild.... you might say, it's primitive music

IFrom a letter to Bernardo Molinari. 60clober 1915. Published in François Lesure and Roger Nichols.
Debussy Letters (Cambridge. Mass.: Harvard University Press. 1987), p. 303-4.
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c with all the modem conveniences!'~ Certainly the juxtaposition of heterogeneous materials

that characterizes Debussy's late style recalls sirnilar techniques used by Stravinsky. But

Debussy's works show a concem for integration as well as contrast: in the Violin Sonata.

for example. he strives for a kind of unity. and expresses tbis concern in a lerrer to Durand:

Going for a walk recently at Cap Ferrat, 1found the 'cellular" idea for the finale of
the Violin Sonata ... Unfortunately. the first two movements don' t want to have
anything to do with it ... Knowing myself as 1do. l'm certainly not going to force
them to put up with an awkward neighbour.3

AIso clearly indicated in bis letters is Debussy's feeling that he is creating something

truly new in these late works. Following the completion of the Cello Sonata and the Etudes

in September of 1915. he writes to his friend D. E. Inghelbrecht:

The reason 1haven't written before is that l'm re-learning about music ... ICs
good. even so. Il' s even better not to he thinking in terms of the various societies:
Nationale. Internationale and other places of ill-repute ... The emotional
satisfaction one gets from putting the right chord on the right place can' t he equaled
in any of the other arts. Forgive me. 1sound as if l' ve just discovered music. But.
in ail humility. that's rather what 1 feellike.4

At the same time. however. he imagines that he is recapturing a classical or timeless kind of

compositional technique. an "ancient. flexible mould.·· To Durand he writes. in August of

1915:

The sonata for cello and piano will reach you. perhaps. before this letter. les not
for me to judge its excellence but 1 like its proportions and its almost classical form.
in the good sense of the word.5

It is evident from these letters that in the late charnher works Debussy is occupied

with issues of contrast and unity, of novelty and tradition. even primitivism and

modernism. Debussy strives for a balance between "contïgurational" and "episodic"

elements. by meeting sorne of the expectations of listeners accustomed to the conventions

of the instrumental sonata and achieving at the same time a freshness of expression.

lFrom a letter to André Caplet. 29 May 1913. Lesure and Nichols. p. 270.
3From a letter to Jacques Durand. 17 October 1916. Lesure and Nichols. p. 319.
~From a letter to Inghelbrecht. 30 September 1915. Lesure and Nichols. p. 302.
sFrom a letter to Durand. 5 August 1915. Lesure and Nichols. p. 299.
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Interestingly, what Debussy sees as "dassical" or enduring about his cello sonata has to do

with the plasticity of i15 fonn. Unlike the rigid schematic patterns of "modem" sonatas.

Debussy feels that his own sonata has reanimated the formal mould. [n this chapter [ argue

that this "reanimation" is accomplished through the combination of classical narrative

principles with alternative narrative structures and with other new formal techniques that [

identify as "cinematic." [discuss the second movement. the Serenade. from the Sonata for

Cello and Piano. in arder to illustrate sorne of the ways that Debussy employs these

techniques. [n this work. Debussy's habit of juxtaposing heterogeneous musical materials

is taken to i15 greatest extrerne. and as such. it presents an especially challenging puzzle for

the listener or performer. My approach to this piece offers a new perspective that

complements the more traditional analytical approach taken by Robert Moevs in his article

"Intervallic Procedures in Debussy: Serenade from the Sonata for Cella and Piano. 1915."(,

The first part of this chapter summarizes the main points of Moevs' analysis. one of the

very few examples in the theoreticalliterature that tries to deal with this work. [then try to

reconfigure sorne of Moevs' observations within a narrative perspective. one which views

the Serenade as a kind of story with identifiable actantial raIes and narrative functions. My

analysis of the work draws upon ideas presented in the previous two chapters and attempts

a practical application of sorne of the analytical ideas l have discussed therein.

Moevs' Analysis

Moevs begins his analysis with the daim that in the Serenade "it is the intervallic

that is most significant."7 By considering the raIe of intervaL separate from motive or

counterpoint. Moevs hopes to elucidate a coherent structure in the work. This focus on the

work's constituent intervallic elements is motivated by the mosaic-like quality of the music:

6 Robert Moevs. ··Intervallic Procedures in Debussy: Serenade l'rom the Sonata for Cdlo and Piano. 1915:'
Perspectives of New Music 8 (1969-1970). p. 82 - 101.
7Moevs. p. 82.
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listening to the movement one has the sense of a graduaI building up of smaIl discrete

components~ that the overall shape of the work results from an accretion of tiny fragments.

This constructivist style is~ in part~ what gives the piece a decideclly "modem" sound.

Example 1 shows the beginning of the Serenade. Moevs begins by drawing

attention to the intervallic content of the frrst measure: the two consecutive semitones played

by the cella constitute a "nucleus~'~ a generative event from which all other events. he

claims~ grow organically. This nucleus is immediately transposed up a perfect fourth:

Moevs highlights the minor-third gap that is formed between the last note of the initial

presentation of the nucleus and its transposition. This intervaI class~ he points out. also

spans the gap between the cello' s Eb and the piano's entrance on Gb at the end of the frrst

measure. Here the piano plays what Moevs claims is another transposition of the nucleus

but without its middle terrn. He considers that the transpositional process is otherwise the

same as in the previous event~ with the nucleus moving a perfect fourth higher. Thus~ "the

total distance covered in this systematic fashion is an octave: two successive presentations

of the nucleus cover the distance of a fourth."s The cello's part at measures 3 and 4 Moevs

considers as forming a compound line that presents two interlocking forrns of the nucleus:

two sets of consecutive semitones are formed by the G. Ab. and A. in the cello's "upper

voice" and Db~ D~ Eb in the ''1ower voice." Meanwhile the piano's A. Bb. and Ch

represent a third form of the nucleus. Next~ Moevs points out how the piano' s bass note G

in measure 5 and the high E in the cello each expand by one half-step the range of the

previous four measures. In measure 6 new transpositions of the three-note nucleus are

formed by the ceL1o's E-F leading to F# and the F#-G-Ab at the end of the measure. Thus

Moevs shows how the nucleus cuts a gradually widening band through pitch-space.

A descending whole-step separates the cello and piano at the beginning of the third

measure. Moevs views this whole-step as an expansion of the initial haIf-step interval. a

kind of transformation of the first idea. Throughout the Serenade~ Moevs locates

8Moevs. p. 82.
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prominent half- and whole-step intervals; in the contrast between these two intervals~

Moevs sees a kind of theme for the whole piece: an expansion and contraction by half-steps

of the objects in pitch space. The whole-step. Moevs daims. originally derives from the

accretion of two half-steps. but later asserts itself as an indePendent and irreducible entity.

ln measure 7. for instance. the semitone interval is fully displaced by the wholetone: the

pentatomc collection {C. D. F. G. A} played by the cello here represents a transformation

of the initial chromatic accretions into diatonicism characterized by whole-tone spacing.

The transformation of half-steps into whole-steps is made most explicit in measure 23 and

24 in the top line in the piano part shown in Example 2: here the motive D. Eb. Fin

measure 23 maps onto D. E. F# in measure 24. preserving the original rhythmic values and

contours of measure 23 while augmenting the constituent intervals.

Throughout the Serenade the contrast between whole- and half-steps is nùITored by

a corresponding juxtaposition of the perfect fifth and the tritone. Example 3 isolates several

places in the piece where perfect fifths contract into diminished fifths--retaining one

common pc--and where tritones expand into fifths. Moevs argues that both the half-step

and the tritone cao he understood as chromatic alterations of normative diatonic intervals: in

ather words. the whole-step and the fifth are emblematic of diatonicism or pentatonicism.

while the half-step and tritone represem deviations from diatonicism. Moevs sees the

contrast between diatonicism and undifferentiated chromaticism as a recurring theme

throughout the work. He attempts to account for much of the piece in terms of a process by

which the fifth and the tritone are gradually built up though the accretion of half- and

whole-steps. The tritone then associates with symmetrical subdivisions of the octave

hexatonicism and chromaticism. and therefore with tonal indetenninacy--while the fifth

becomes associated with diatonicism and pentatonicism. Certain passages of the Serenade.

then. are under the influence of the tritone, and others under the influence of the fifth.

Moevs observes that the tritone itself acts as a ··vehicle for the interaction" between the two

systems:
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At one extreme it [the tritone1may he integrated into tonal functions. as the second
degree in the minor mode. and in the dominant seventh and ninth. Less a functional
part of the process. it may he superimposed upon it as a melodic or nonharmonic
element. such as an appogiatura or échappée. Frequent or consecutive use of such
devices can affect. and modify. the implications of the harmonie structure itself.
Further intrusion of the tritone into the hannonic process from without can alter the
functional components of that process. by modifying their intervallic organization or
by adding further intervals to it. This coloration of expansion of the harmonie
function softens its contour. lessening harmonic identifiability. particularization.
and meaning. and increasing the multiplicity of harmonic interpretations. tending
eventually towards a generalized harmonic vagueness. This extreme point is
reached.. or nearly. with the emergence of the tritone to an absolute ascendancy.
correspondent to the total banishment of the fifth.... Movement back and forth
across the fifth-tritone continuum is maintained at a fairly constant pace.
Oscillations between extreme points occur infrequently~ more normal is a
fluctuation among intennediate stages of tritone infLltration. producing a smoother
transition and greater continuity from one group of measures to the next. 'J

In Moevs view the piece is essentially construed in terms of a binary opposition

between tritone-based music and tïfth-based music. While this view does capture an aspect

of the work's formal fluidity. it aIso tends to oversimplify the form by forcing us to

consider individual parts of the work as either tonal or "non-tonaL Il In arder to better

appreciate the particularities of these non-tonal moments in the work. moments that Moevs

himself recognizes as "interrnediate stages of tritone intïltration." Richard Parks' notion of

referential collections cao he helpfuL Individual passages of the Serenade can be analyzed

according to the pc-set genera from which the pitch material is drawn. Diatonicism

characterizes measure 5 through 7. for example. while measures L0 through 17 are

predominantly hexatonic. and an octatonic collection underlies the music in measure 28 to

34. Example 4 shows these excerpts from passages. Focusing on these referential

collections brings to 1ight further interesting relationships between parts of the piece. For

example, each of these three pc-set genera is already present in the opening few measures

of the piece in the fonn of an "emblematic" trichord: Example 5 isolates three sonorities

that occur on the weak beats of measures 3 and 4. The tïrst. Cb. Db. G. is a wholetone

trichord, [0,2,6] in setclass terms. arranged in an unmistakably hexatonic configuration~

llMoevs. p. 90.
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the second Ch, D. Ab. is a diminished triad. a hallmark of octatonicism: tïnally. the last

trichord, Ch, Eb, A. is. in setclass terms. another [0,2,6], but now deployed with distinct

diatonic implications. enharmonically equivalent to the root. third and seventh of a

dominant-seventh sonority. Moevs' view of the tritone as a vehicle for the interaction of

tonal and nontonal organization meshes weil with Parks' style of analysis in this instance:

each of these emblematic trichords contains the tritone as a salient feature. To view the

work in tenns of the fluctuations between three referential collections throughout the piece

grants more intricacy to fonn than does the strictly binary model in Moevs' interpretation.

It is aIso possible to reconfigure Moevs observations about the oscillation between

tritone-based music and fifth-based music in tenns of contrasting "narrative strategies."

For example. one strategy obtains in passages where the music is organized according to

tonal or modal progressions. in which the ordering of events is partly determined by

hierarchicaI pitch structures and temporal schema. while another strategy characterizes

passages based on unordered referential collections. including octatonicism and

hexatonicism. This approach could then lead us to assert the presence of a range of

additional narrative structures within the work. such as those that 1have described in

chapter three. Certain passages in the Serenade could be said to he based uPQn paradigrnatic

tonal progressions. such as foot motion by fifth between identifiable harmonies. while

other passages rely on a collectionaL structure in which pitch materials are drawn from. for

exarnple. hexatonic or octatonic "catalogues" and in which the particular order of the pitch

events is undetennined: still other passages exhibit a heap-like arrangement of elements

where both the pitch materials and their temporal order are non-schematic. This narrative

approach further complicates the binary opposition that Moevs posits between tritone and

fifth. and allows for the possibiLity of a greater number of organizational strategies within

the work.

For Moevs, the main goal in bis analysis is to elucidate the work's coherence. The

underlying assumptions of Moevs' analytical method are clear from the way that he
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approaches the first few measures of the Serenade: in identifying a nucleus and its

transformations Moevs' analytical point is to emphasize the "systematic" and ··organic'·

aspects of these opening measures. However. the singular eccentricity of the passage is

passed over without comment. Someone reading Moevs analysis. without having heard the

work. would not get the impression that the work is bizarre or bewildering in any way.

whereas. it could reasonably be claimed. the opening measures only just barely cohere.

Moevs even adjusts the musical ··facts" somewhat to fit his organicist prernise: what he

caUs an "octave span" in the first measure. the distance traversed between the cello's initial

Ab and the piano's Ab at the beginning of measure 2. is not really an octave but a unison.

The piano does not literally complete a cycle of transpositions of the nucleus: rather it

interrupts this transpositional process by reasserting the starting pitch. This initiates a

restatement of the nucleus at its original pitch level. Quite contrary to Moevs' assertion.

measure 2 does not represent a moment of cyclic completion. a continuation of the logical

growth of the nucleus. but is rather more like a disruption of a process. Measures 1 and 2

constitute an example of a duplication. a temporal disjunction in which an idea seems to

begin over again in the second measure. It is perhaps more accurate to say that the

movement begins in a t1uttering or "stuttering" manner: to describe it as systematic or

organic does not really capture the decidedly anomalous quality of these opening measures.

Moevs' attempt ta elucidate the organic quality of the Serenade means that he overlooks

many of the points of discontinuity, the fractures. nonsequiturs. and logical gaps that play

an essential role in this piece. What Moevs' anatysis ultimately attempts to show is how an

underlying principle of organicism knits together a discontinuous surface. and how a rich

network of intra-opus associations may he grasped with repeated listenings. What Moevs'

analysis leaves out is an account of the way that the music thwarts our sense of an

overarching coherence. and what the role of these discontinuities might he. An analysis

that approaches the piece as though it were a kind of narrative. in contrast. can address

sorne of these structural anomalies.
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Coherence and Heterogeneity: A Narrative Approach to the Serenade

In its broad formal outlines the Serenade exhibits sorne convenùonal features of a

classical narrative design. The piece is in a temary forro that Richard Parks has described

as a "rondo-derived morphological plan:" Parks represents this design as follows:

A------------->reprise------------>reprise------------->1

where "A" represents a therne that returns at intervals following passages in which a

process of developing variation oceurs. represented by the arrows in the diagram. lO In his

discussion of this formai design Parks does not discuss the Cello Sonata specifically. but

mentions severa! other works that share this rondo-derived temary structure: "Brouillards"

frorn the second book of Preludes. "La danse du Puck" frorn the tirst set of Preludes. and

"La flûte de Pan" from the Chansons de Bilitis. In the Serenade. the "rondo therne"

delineates three large fonnal sections: rneasures 1 - 18. 19 - 53. and 54 - 64. 11 Example 6

compares the three rondo statements themselves. The content of measures 3 through 6

corresponds exactly to that of measures 19 through 22: in the third statement of the rondo

theme measures 54 and 55 repeat the content of measures 3 and 4 but alter that of the two

subsequent measures. The principal difference between the material in measure 5-6 and 21-

22 and that in measures 56-57 is that the former constitute instances of duplication--in

which the tirst halves of each of the two rneasures contain identical material while the tail

segments vary frorn one measure ta the next. Measures 56 and 57. on the other hand.

dispense with the mechanical repetitions associated with duplication and present instead

what would he hetter described as a reharmonization: Le.• the measure 57 essentially

lOParks. p. 222-3.
11Arguably. tripartite structures are acchetypical of classical narratives: from a Greimasian perspective. there
are always Lhree "left-tums" to make on the path around a semiotic square. so that a group of three events
might be understood as a minimum number necessary for imparting a sense of completion or closure. It
may he simply this tripartite structure that Debussy senses as the "classical" aspect of the work's form.
rather than its correspondence to the three main sections of a classical sonata movement.
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reharmonizes the material of 56. This represents a significant transfonnation of the rondo

theme over the course of the work. Since a duplication takes place in the opening two

measures of the Serenade. where it has the quality of a "double-take" or a stammer. that

technique becornes associated with a "beginning function" within the work~ an "ending

function" is imparted to the final rondo statement through its treatment as a single

continuous two-measure unit. its contextualization within a srnooth progression of three

harmonies that contrasts with the stammering quality of the duplications. Thus the tinal

statement of rondo theme. by "overcoming" the duplications associated with the first two.

irnparts a sense of closure to the Serenade. This is something like classical closural effect

described by Fred Maus in his analysis of Beethoven's Opus l4~ the transformations of

the rondo theme in that work. Maus daims. can he understood as "a series of actions.

repeated attempts to reach a state of affairs that requires no further action." 12 In the

Serenade. however. more music foHows on the heels of tbis final reprise. This facl. along

with many other aspects of the Serenade tend to offset its classical narrative characteristics

like "closure." In the next part of tbis chapter l explore sorne of the more irrational qualities

of the work and argue that these serve a particular narrative purpose.

[t is notoriously difficult to establish precise "extra-musical" references in purely

instrumental music. so that a narrative approach must often necessarily dispense with the

whole issue of a composer's intentions when seeking sorne sort of ltstory" within the work.

Conveniently. however. Debussy has provided a specific literary reference in connection

with the Cello Sonata upon which a narrative analysis might he based. Based on the

original descriptive title that Debussy gave to tbis Sonata.. Pierrot faché avec la lune

("Pierrot vexed with the moon lt

), 1wish ta approach the work as though it were teHing a

story about Pierrot. or more specifically, presenting a portrait of Pierrot in which he acts

and speaks. Furthermore. this Pierrot may he understood as a particularly cinematic

Pierrot. in that the music evokes the way that Pierrot might be portrayed in the silent

12Fred Everett Maus. "Music as Narrative." Indiana Them}' Review l2 (FaU 1991). p. 13.
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cinema.. using the technique of rapid direct cutting between contrasting images. This

interpretation seems especially appropriate when we consider sorne of the ways that the

character of Pierrot was generally understood at the time of the cello sonata's composition.

To assert that Pierrot was a character of considerable significance at the tum of the

century is hardly controversial: Glenn Watkins devotes a portion of his book Pyramids at

the Louvre to the "·Obsessions with Pierrot" that characterized late nineteenth- and early

twentieth-century artistic production throughout Europe.!3 The ancient commedia dell' arte

tradition served as inspiration to a great number of poets, painters~ rnusicians~ and writers,

and Watkins argues that it was the figure of Pierrot. in particular. that provided a rich

source of expressive ideas:

Of all the figures in the commedia deU'arte it was Pierrot whose popularity was
ascendant during the nineteenth century. A buffoon attired in a loose white tunic
with huge buttons. loose sleeves~ white pantaloons~and white face~ he became
increasingly subject to mood swings that emphasized a psychological fragility.
Pierrot as portrayed by the mime Jean-Gaspard Debureau ( 1796-l846) became for
Baudelaire "le vrai pierrot actuet le pierrot de 1" histoire moderne." and before long
other Symbolist poets and musicians recognized bis capacity for sniking varied
poses. The Belgian Albert Giraud wrote his Pierrot lunaire ~ subtitled Rondels
bergamasques in 1884. and Debussy began bis Suite bergamasque a few years later
in l890. capturing the moonstrllck note of Pierrot from Bergarno in his renowned
"Clair de lune:' Similarly Verlaine's Fête galantes of 1864 conjured up the tïgure
of Pierrot.. and Debussy introduced Scaramouche and Pulcinella in the tïrst line of
"Fantoches" CMarionenes") from his first set of Fête galantes of 1892. Debussy's
fascination with Pierrot continued in the guise of a sonata for cello and piano as late
as 1915~ for which Debussy proposed the subtitle Pierrotfaché avec la lune (Pierrot
Vexed with the Moon). The Decadent Pierrot of the late nineteenth cenrury had
always been a figure drawn to multiplicity rather than singularity. given to fusion as
weIl as confusion, and assisted by Sarah Bernhardt as weIl as Félicien Campsur's
Lulu published in 1901. he finally achieves a morphological rebirth as a
clownesse.l-l

As a "figure drawn to multiplicity," Pierrot provided an ideal embodiment of the

multiplicity of discursive styles that~ as l have argued in previous chapters~ were beginning

to emerge around 1900. Pierrot's own broad expressive range and sudden changes of

mood parallel the proliferation and diversification of narrative strategies that characterize

I3Glenn Waoons. Pyramids at the Louvre: Music. Culture. and Collage tram Stravinsky ta the
Postmademists (Cambridge. Mass: Harvard University Press. (994), p. 277.
l''Watkins. p. 281-2.
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early modernisme The image of Pierrot as a kind of emotional chameleon resonates with

the major themes of psychoanalysis.. such as the notion of ambivalence. the presence of

powerfully conflicted psychological wishes within the individual psyche. Freud's

understanding of neuroses as the expression of conflicts between the ego and whatever

drive impulses seem to the ego to be "non-ego-syntonic" represents a companmentalized

notion of the mind that the character of Pierrot renders vividly.

Watkins argues that the widespread interest in commedia dell'arte. along with a

concurrent fascination with puppetry. Japanese No drarna. and other kinds of masked

performance. all represent a reaction to the histrionics of the late nineteenth-century theatre:

he daims that the attraction to these more impersonal theatrical techniques lies in ·-the power

of the mask and the Orient to diffuse the heightened passions of verismo and at the same

time support a nobility of expression."! 5 As weIl. Pierrot and the other commedia deIl ' arte

characters provided fresh alternatives to the heroic characters associated with nineteenth-

century epic narratives: Watk.ins argues that it is the Italian origins of the commedia that

attracted artists who were anxious to distance themselves from the Teutonic mythology that

had played such an important role in the nineteenth century. Watk.ins writes:

The French scholar Pierre Duchane. in rus La Comédie italienne of 1925.
recognized with rare clarity the force of the tradition to which numerous
contemporary artists were then making their contribution. Pointing to the painters
as weil as the poets. the Fratellini clowns. and the Ballets Russes. he concluded:
··Poets, musicians. writers. painters of talent or genius. [otherwise l most strongly
opposed ta each other. meet in their cammon love for the commedia dell'arte."
Even more fundamentally, however. owing to the Italian origins of the commedia it
could serve in the immediate postwar period as an ideal forum for extolling Latin.
non-Germanic vïrtues. and especially for claiming them as the source of a
developing Neoclassicism. It was a daim that involved a healthy set of fictions.
and one that did not go undisputed. But in sorne very important ways. it was
honored. as Stravinsky became the embodiment of a Latin-based Neoc1assicism
with its love of eighteenth-century forms and manners. whi1e Schoenberg. tïrst
adopting Pierrot and then rec1airning the classic forros of his own inheritance in the
1920's. denied bis relation to the aesthetic altogether.!6

l5Watkins. p. 281.
16Watkins. p. 293-4.
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Watkins' remarks here suggest that one reason why Debussy in particular might have found

the character of Pierret attractive has to do with its specifically non-Germanic origins.

Pierrot and the other commedia characters provided an set of narrative roles and functions

that contrasted sharply with those associated with the Wagnerian idiome

As Watkins points out. the cultivation of the stock characters of the commedia at the

turn of the century points toward the aesthetics of Neoclassicism. with its more ritualistîc

use of tonality and classical fonnal schemes. ln the Cello Sonata. tonality is treated in a

"ritualized" fashion at least in the sense that it is "denaturalized." Tonal abjects and

paradigms are presented as one particular construct along side a variety of other possible

organizational modes. Moevs' identification of a vacillation between points on a fifth

tritone continuum is an analYtical response to this a.~pect of the music. Moments of

unambiguous tonality in the cello sonata are brief and appear almost self-conscious. Like

the breakdown of Pierrot's unitary ego. paradigmatic tonal progressions tend to give way to

other organizational strategies. and tonality appears as merely one musical dialect among a

plurality of diaIects. This effect is achieved in the Serenade thraugh the juxtaposition of

tonal progressions with ather techniques of organization. Severa! passages in the work can

be understaod in this way. such as the events in measures 3 and 4. This passage emplays a

familiar tonal paradigrn: at the beginning of measure 3. the cella and piano create a twa

voice counterpoint based on an ascending chromatic 5-6 sequence. Example 7 shows a

reduction of this passage to its underlying sequentiaI basis. It is possible ta anaIyze

measure 3 using roman numerallabels. The sonority on the first beat of measure 3 can be

construed as a C minor-seventh harmony in four-two position. which resolves on the

second beat to an F major chard in first inversion. This chord now functions as V6 of the

Bb hannony on the following beat. The cello's G over the Ch in the piano implies a

continuation of the sequence: the sonority can be understood enharmonicaIly as a G chord

in first inversion, pointing toward a resolution to C. What thwarts this interpretation is the

intrusion of the note Db. which sounds in place of an expected D naturaI. Now the piano.
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instead of ascending to an expected C naturaL descends back to Bb; the Db has derailed the

sequence. and the piano mechanically repeats the motion Bb to Ch two more tirnes. while

the cello continues to creep upward by half-steps.

1 understand these rneasures as representative of a transition from a functional chord

progression to a chain-like mode of organization. In other words. the music changes from

an initial situation in which scale-degree hierarchies and attendant voice-Ieading

probabilities obtain to a situation in which simple transformational gestures govern the

course of events. The transition between these two modes can be thought of as a reduction

in the level of complexity of the referential schemata that the music engages. Example 7

shows the roman numeraI labels that may he placed under measure 3 and the

transformational arrows that replace these in measure 4. The moment at which the passage

mutates from a progression to a chain coincides with the cello's Db. The interval G - Db on

beat 4 of measure 3 functions in two ways. both as a chordal component within an altered

dominant-functioning chord. V -fiat 5 of C. and as an object independent of a tonal context.

that participates in a transfonnational network. This transition from progression to chain

recurs in the reprise of trus material at measures 19 and 20. so that the "slippage" hetween

the two organizational modes becomes a kind of theme in the piece. Ir depicts the

vacillations of Pierrot himself, bis tendency to become "unglued."

Measures 5 through 9 also highlight the contrast between tonal progressions and

alternative organizational strategies. The passage, shown in Example 8. begins precariously

in G minor, where the tonal orientation is somewhat attenuated by the chromaticism in the

cello. Measure 7. however. is unambiguously diatonic (Moevs says pentatonic) and a

modal cadence occurs on beats 3 and 4. which may he labeled as VII - i in G dorian or

naturaI minor. In measure 8 this modal organization vanishes. The cello's Es at the end of

measure 7 and beginning of measure 8 provide a link between two organizational modes:

the modal progressions of measure 7 and the heap-like arrangement of diatonic triads in
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measures 8 and 9~ where the C# minor. F major and D minor chords succeed one another

in a relatively nonschematic or erratic fashion.

As Example 9 shows. the span separating the G minor chord at the end of measure

7 and the C# minor chord at the beginning of measure 8 recalls the tritone interval played by

the cello in measures 3 and 4. The motion of the chord roots. G to C#. also repeats the pcs

played by the cella on beat 4- of measure 3. It is significant that the same pitch-elal\s.

C#lDb. occurs at the moment of transition from one organizational mode to another. both in

measure 3 and in measure 8.

Another shift from tonal to transfonnational organization oceurs later in the pieee. in

measure 37. shown in Example lO. Measures 37 and 38 represent a tonie-dominant

progression in C major: the piano's left hand provides a clear functional bass that grounds

the complex harmonies of the upper parts. A much more tonally ambiguous passage ensues

in measure 39 and 40. one which may be best eharacterized as a chain-like passage enacting

a series of T3 transformations. Here again. tonal functions are convoked and rapidly

dissolved. suggesting Pierrot's destabilized ego. a personality comprised of unintegrated

components and ephemeral affects.

Besides these shifts in narrative mode. another way that the music portrays Pierrot's

mood swings is through sudden shifts in register. The break between the (WO

organizational modes at measures 7 and 8 is. simultaneously. such a registral shift. with the

cello suddenly soaring high above the pitch range hitherto established in the piece. These

moments of sharp contrast in register accur many tirnes in the Serenade and they serve ta

broadly delineate three different registers on the cello-the low. medium. and high ranges.

From a narrative perspective. it is possible to consider these three separate ranges as

representing three different persona or "voices." three singers of the serenade. Each has

certain unique qualities~ besides its particular registral deployment. sa that the music of each

voice differs from the others in certain ways. The Serenade enacts something like the

interplay of the distinct voices of the father, the child~ and the supematural being in
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Schubert's "Erlkonig~" only here in the Serenade each voice is really Pierrot's own voice,

the utterances of the different component parts of his conflicted "multiple personality"-

perhaps even voices heard in his own head. What [ identify as the first of these "voices"

corresponds with the lowest range of the cello, heard in measure 1 to 4. Moevs'

identification of an implied two-voice texture in the cello at measures 3 and 4 reveals a

bifurcation of the line here. what [ take to he a splitting-off of a second voice that is then

fully accomplished when the higher register is introduced in measure 5.

This second voice emerges in an interesting fashion: Example Il traces the path

followed by the tritone motive that tïrst appears at the end of measure 3. The cello's tritone

moves upward by semitone: G -Db is followed by Ab -O. then A - Eb. a consistent pattern

that creates the expectation of continuation. A fourth tritone. E - Bb. would continue trus

rising pattern. This expected dyad does come in measure 5. but here it is inverted and

transposed up one octave: the cello's Bb - E. played as the top two notes of a roUed chord.

signais a decisive registeral shift which 1 interpret as the entrance of a second contesting

voice. It is still Pierrot's voice. but tbis time it issues from another part of his contlicted

personality. This is. 50 to speak. his first mood swing. The higher range of the cello. the

more volatile rhythmic values--dotted quarters and sixteenth-notes. as compared with the

less highly differentiated values of the frrst four measures--and the "haïr-pin" dynamic

markings contribute to a feeling of increasing anxiety associated with this second persona.

Measure 7 portrays a moment of outright disputation hetween the two voices.

Moevs points out that measure 7 is the frrst unpaired measure in the Serenade. contrasting

with the previous measures which faIl neatly into three groups of two. The octave transfer

of the falling whole-step motive. A - G - F. in this measure can he understood as an abrupt

juxtaposition of two voices. the higher voice on the first beat. followed by a retum to the

low voice associated with the frrst four measures of the Serenade. The two are juxtaPQsed

in the manner of a cinematic direct eut. an instantaneous shift from one octave to the other.

Example 12 isolates these voices on separate staves and shows as weIl the entrance of a
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• third voice: the high E in measure 8. played as a harrnonic~ and~ for the first time in the

movement. with the bow. The piano imparts an unearthly quality to this pitch. surrounding

it with the tonally remote C# minor chord.

Measure 8 and 9 enact what can be considered as a series of direct cuts between

images of Pierrot's tïrst and third personae. the low voice and the highest voice.

Throughout the Serenade. Pierrot's three psychic personae are repeatedly juxtaposed

through this kind of direct cutting. Octave transfer of motives happens frequently: Example

13 isolates these events. which are evocative of Pierrot's fitful temperament. and the sharp

psychological boundaries that are driven between his unintegrated internalized personae. ln

measure 25. a juxtaposition of all three voices takes place. again within a single unpaired

measure that follows a series of two-measure grouping units. This time all three voices are

heard in the repetitions of the motive E - A - B - D. transposed across three registers. Here

as in measure 7. the foreshortened hypermeter creates a frantic effect. a moment of

confusion in which the three personae come in conflict. This correlation of rapid shifts

across different registers with changes in hypermetric grouping is rendered more salient by

the events that take place at measures 28 and following. shown in Example 14. The

expansion of the pitch range to encompass three full octaves coupled with a reduction in the

size of the grouping unit in measure 25 is counterposed by a narrowing of the melodic

range and lengthening of the hypermeter in measures 29 and 30-a kind of inversion of the

situation at measure 25. Here the cello's melodic line shrinks into the space of a minor

third. while the grouping unit which begins with the down beat of measure 29 seems to

stretch out for 8 full beats. an effect accentuated by the lack of any articulation in the piano

at the beginning of measure 30 and the "Molto rit." marking at the end of the measure. It is

as though Pierrot's middle voice. beset by its vituperative neighbours in measure 25~ reacts

by becoming utterly withdrawn at measure 30.

A final juxtaposition of all three voices occurs in measures 56 and 57. the final

statement of the" rondo theme." shown in Example 13. Here the three voices seem to
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achieve a limited degree of integration~ inasmllch as they link. together to constitute a single

melodic idea--the same melody initially assigned [0 the middie voice alone at measllre 5.

This moment of integration coincides with the "closural" effect of the final rondo statement.

although this proves to be an illusory kind of closure. given what follows.

Example 13 shows further instances of direct cuning between the low and middle

voices at measures 27. 35. and 42 - 43: measures 48 to 51 contrast the high and low

registers. The unearthly quality of the high voice at measure 48 is intensitïed by an

incongruous chromatically ascending melody in the right hand of the piano. Incidentally.

this tune. in both its rhythmic and intervallic contours. bears a striking resemblance to the

second half of the motive of Desire or Longing from the Tristan Prelude. shown in

Example 15. This provides a clue as to the possible identity of this high voice: it is perhaps

the voice of Pierrot's (or Debussy's) intemalized Wagnerian sllperego.

That this third. high voice is initially associated with the C# harrnony in measures 8

and 9 is especially interesting when we recall that the same pc. Db. initiates the transition

from a functional chord progression to a chain-like transformational series in measure 3. ln

this piece the C#lDb thus represents a kind of disintegrating agent. In the "tlautendo"

passages at measures 48 - 50 C# is again heard in connection with the third. voice. as

Example 16 shows. Example 17 shows how chis C# functions as the culminating point of

a process spanning measures 28 to 48. a process by which C natura! is converted into C#:

the example compares the cello part at measure 48 with that at measure 28. highlighting two

motives that share the same rhythmic ligure. In measure 18. the dotted-eighth note value in

the rhythmic figure is assigned to C natural. while at measure 48 the corresponding position

in the figure is assigned to C#. Then in measure 49 and 51. the high voice's C# is

counterposed by the C natura! played in the low register of the cella. reenacting the

oppositions between these two pcs that occur elsewhere in the work. Example 18 draws

attention this moment and to the more subtle ac# juxtapositions in the cello line at measure

13 and following~ a" weIl as the contrasts between B# and C# in the inner parts of the
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piano's music at measure 15 and 16. The cello retums to the low C natural at measure 18.

just prior to the first reprise of the rondo theme. The insistent repetitions of low C natural

in measures 52 and 53. a moment formally analogous to measure 18--immediately

preceding the rondo reprise--seem to resolve the C#/C natural opposition in favour of the C

natura!. Here the opposition is manifested in tenns of the contrast between the high and

low voices. It is as thought the low voice is attempting to have the last word here.

However. C# infiltrates this low register in measure 57: Example 18 highlights the

emphatic repetitions of this pe in measure 57 and 58. and identifies one last moment of

contrast between the two opposing pes.

Pierrot is a tïgure who must battle continuously against his own psychic

disintegration. His character. as it was conceived at the turn of the century. subsists in a

state of pennanent ambivalence. A musical portrayal of Pierrot. therefore. may likewise he

expected to maintain a disunified qualiry or an open-endedness. If the Serenade presents a

portrait of Pierrot's vicissitudes. then the listener need not expect to find a srrong sense of

closure within the movement. Real integration is never fully achieved. Rather the piece

enacts over and over again Pierrot's disintegration. The oppositions between C naturaI and

C#. between low voice and high voice. their presentation via the technique of direct cutting.

constitute a musical rendering of Pierrot's perpetual nervous break-down. The tendency

toward anatomization is a more general characteristic of the work. and can he seen to take

place on a variety of different musical levels. The opening few measures of the Serenade

may he interpreted as a manifestation of this tendency. as Example 19 shows. The TI

transpositions of the cello's tritone motive in measures 3 and 4 in combination with the TO

repetitions of the piano's half-step motive cao he understood to represent a kind of "pulling

apart". an unraveling of the work's consrructional fabric. where one musical component

strains in a direction away from another with remains stationary.

David Lewin's notion of a transformational network cao provide a particularly

useful analytical tool for describing this impulse toward disintegration. Example 20 shows
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a transfonnational network that abstracts and generalizes the musical "dismembennent" that

occurs in measures 3 and 4. and again in the reprise of this material at measures 19-20 and

54-55. The nodes in this transfonnational network may he laheled in a numher of ways.

and the network may he employed as a model for a variety of events throughout the

movement. Example 21 uses the same transformational network to model events at

measures 23-24. 31-35. and 44-48. Each of these passages features an expansion of the

tritone to the perfect fifth. which may he understood in terms of a combination of Ta and

Tl transformations of pes. Measures 23-4 contain an additional manifestation of the

transfonnational network: Example 22 shows the cello part in combination with the

passage played by the pianist's left hand. RecaJl that Moevs draws attention to this

particular passage because of the events in the right hand of the piano part. which he

describes as a kind of mapping of half-steps onto whole-steps: the transformational

network may he applied to these events as weIl. with the dyad Eb - F moving up to E - F#

while D remains stationary. Ultimately. the notion of the displacement of half-steps by

whole-steps and the tritoneJfifth continuum that Moevs posits can he reconfigured in more

precise tenns through the model of this transfonnational network.

Another advantage of invoking this particular transformational network is that it

becomes possible to reconsider Richard Parks' notion of "kinesthetic shift" as a more piece

specifie technique. one that has a particular meaning within the context of this \S.lOrk.

Rather than regard these distinctive common-tone chord successions as instances of a

general Debussyist technique. it is interesting to consider the motivic significance of such

events within the context of the piece. Example 23 shows the series of kinesthetic shifts

that takes place in the piano part at measures 28 and 29: these may he understood as

another manifestation of the TlffO combination. At the same time. the cello's melody at

measure 29 actualizes the ~ame network of relationships. as Example 23 indicates. Thus

these kinesthetic shifts can be seen to play out the basic therne of the Serenade. the pulling

apart of Pierrot's psyche.
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Measures 59 through 64 present a final enactment of the transfonnationaI network.

Here the cello undergoes the TO transfonnation~ repeating the material from measure 59-60

in measure 61- 62~ while the piano produces a terraehordaI melodic figure in eighth-notes.

Eb - Fb Db - Eb Ch - Db. whieh creeps up a half-step in measures 61- 62 and then retums

to the original pitch level in measure 63. The pulling apart and subsequent drawing together

of the cello's A and the piano's tetraehord figure here achieves a limited degree of closure.

which may be represented by the addition of a higher-level TO arrow in the diagram in

Example 24. But the retum of the tetrachord {Fb. Eb. Db. Cb} is incomplete--the tïgure

lacks its final Ch-Db terro. The piano's final gesture in the Serenade is an implicative event

that points toward the expected dyad Ch-Db. which would replicate the figure heard in

measures 59-60. The final few notes played by the piano in the Serenade thus create a link

to the following movement. A measure of synthesis is achieved in the Finale when the

tenor voice. produces the line played by pianist's left thumb. as shown in Example 25: this

melody makes clear references to the preceding passage. in its contours and pitch material.

The expected dyad (its enharmonie equivalent ) B-C# that arrives in measure 3 of the

Finale supplies the sense of closure that is denied within the boundaries of the Serenade

itself. As weIl. the tenor-voice melody that begins the Finale represents a kind of fusion of

the two preceding gestures. the tetrachordal figures at measure 59-60 and 61-61 of the

Serenade. in that it combines pc elements of bath: F. E. O. C from measure 61-62. and B

(Ch) and C# (Db) from measure 59-60.

In contrast to the Serenade, the Finale is charaeterized by a relatively unambiguous

tonal orientation~ and opens with a paradigmatic sequential progression in 0 minor. The

key of 0 minor here brings about a resolution to sorne of the "tonal problerns" introduced in

the Serenade. For example this key allows the coexistence of both pcs C naturaI and C#.

which have been counterposed throughout the Serenade: the former as the subtonic in the

natura! minor, heard in the context of the VII chard at the beginning of measure 2 of the

Finale, and the latter as the leading-tone component of the dominant triad~ which occurs in
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the third measure. Recollection of tbis former oppositional relationship occurs in measure

9-12 of the Finale. shown in Example 26. Later in the movement. each of these pcs will

function as a tonal centre: Example 27 shows the beginning two passages at measure 23

and at measure 37. where C# and C naturai. respectively. function as tonic. Il is only in the

Finale. then. that a kind of integration is achieved. while the Serenade itself remains open

ended.

The transfonnational network that models the various events of the Serenade

described above is. in my view, representative of a particular organizational strategy or

narrative structure: a chain-like transformational process that operates at the highest

hierarchicallevel of the work. The tonal progressions that also occur in the Serenade.

along with the collectional structures. such as the octatonic and hexatonic passages. and the

heap-like passages. such as those at measures 8-9 and 48-51. are then subsumed under this

chain structure as lower-Ievel narrative structures. This way of construing the work

meshes weIl with the actual "story" that 1daim is being told. a story in which the

moonstruck figure of Pierrot is irrevocably drawn into a state of psychological multiplicity.

Inasmuch as tbis depiction of Pierrot embodies the proliferation of discursive styles that

distinguish early modemism, the modes of continuation associated with the early cinema

and the newly emerging psychoanalytic vision of the cornpartmentalized rnind. the cello

sonata resonates with an array of cultural meanings. Many of these cultural resonances

remain inaccessible 50 long as the analyst focuses ooly on the organic and coherent aspects

of the music and its intra-opus relationships. A narrative approach. however. opens up the

work to a wealth of possible extra-musical relationships which can illuminate many of the

work's asystematic aspects.
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• Chapter 6. Summary and Conclusion

ln the preceding chapters l have anempted to fonnulate an analytical method that

takes into account sorne of the ways that Debussy's music participates within a broad

network of relationships among various fonns of narrative media. l have tried to adopt an

analytical approach that acknowledges as much as possible the full range of compositional

techniques that Debussy employs in late works. By considering the music within the

context of the more general narrative reorientations characteristic of emerging modemism. it

becomes possible to construct vivid and metaphorically rich interpretations of Debussy's

music.

My efforts to create a model for Debussy's late works have been motivated by what

appears to be a distinct style in these pieces: certain features of these works are. in many

ways. prophetic of the compositional style of the succeeding generation of European

composers. ln bis late compositions Debussy develops more fully many of the

idiosyncratic devices already present within his earlier works: the devices which evade

cadential closure. like modal cadences and subtonic nullification: devices which serve to

dissipate tonal functional propensity such as "planing.·· or harmonic parallelism.

pentatonicism and hexatonicism: other techniques that disrupt normative harmonie syntax.

including non-functional chord successions and kinesthetic shifts: and formal

idiosyncrasies. like duplication. collage-like designs. and "additive" forros. Inasmuch as

the traditional tonal idiom may be equated \Vith the structure of a classical narrative text. [

believe that the purpose of many of these devices is to reconfigure and expand sorne of the

restrictions inherent in classical narrative structures. structures characterized by the binary

oppositions which are defining features of the tonal idiom: tension and resolution. structure

and ornament. departure and return. consonance and dissonance. At the same time. aspects

of functional tonality continue to exist along side the new devices within Debussy's music.

and the shapes of familiar tonal abjects remain recognizable within this radically
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c reconfigured narrative mode. In Debussy's music, then. the destabilization of a unifying

referential tonality is accomplished not simply through a monolithic "non-tonality" or "anti

narrativity" but rather through the presentation of a variety of intennediate narrative forms

ranging from a kind of nonschematic "moment fonn" to full-fledged functional tonality.

l have argued that the analysis of Debussy's music has remained problematic

because music theories have inherited a binary conception of pitch organization--tonal

versus atonal. Because of this binary conception. theorists have employed one or another

of two analytical paradigms. Schenkerian analysis and atonal pitch-class set theory. The

Schenkerian approach. represented for example by the work of Matthew Brown. focuses

exclusively on tonal features in the music while accounting for the non-tonal events simply

as parenthetical interruptions which delay the arrivai of anticipated functional hannonies.

The set-theoretical approaches of Allen Forte and Richard Parks. on the other hand. provide

an intricate and precise system of labels for the non-tonal musical pitch resources. but

overlook the music's tonal aspects altogether. One goal in this study has been te arrive at

an analytical method that would take into account both the tonal and nontonal aspects of the

music. and to achieve a more subtle means of differentiating among the different pitch

resources that Debussy employs.

The problem is. in part. a pedagogical one: it is often difficult to teach students

about this music in a way that is meaningful for more than the few specialists who are weIl

acquainted with the terminology of Schenkerian analysis and atonal pitch-c1ass set theory.

A more accessible tenninology. one that incorporates. for example. well-known or easily

apprehended literary and technological concepts. could be useful for drawing students'

attention to the full range of compositional techniques in these works. Debussy's position

in music history is widely acknowledged to be crucial by scholars. teachers. and

perfonners, but the body of pedagogical and scholarly discourse that deals with his music

is not proportionately significant in scope or in depth. l believe that the lack of analytical

attention accorded this music has largely to do with the difficulties inherent in formulating
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an analyticallanguage that cao deal with the nebulous and anomalous aspects of Debussy's

style. New unconventional approaches. such as the narratological one 1have proposecL

can at least go sorne way toward improving the state of Debussy analysis in classrooms.

The problems with existing analYtical tools have also to do with issues of value:

inasmuch as traditional musical analysis privileges the notion of coherence over

heterogeneity. il inevitably tends to devalue music in which a such criteria are subordinated

to other musical values. The immanent critical method that characterizes traditional music

analysis cannot really address the aspects of Debussy's language that seem to escape logical

systematicity. Analytical methods which tOcus exclusively on the internaI structure of the

artwork. which see the internal relationships of the artwork as the sole source of the work's

meaning, are destined to fall short when the work in question is one which problematizes

these very relationships. Debussy's music caUs for a different approach. one that takes into

account the role of disruptive and disunifying factors. the asystematic elements in his

language.

In chapter (Wo 1have argued that a narratological approach ta Debussy's music has

a number of advantages over other approaches. These include its shift in emphasis from

the features of a rule-governed sysrem--like the generalized "Iaws" governing tonality or

counterpoint--onto the features of the work. By equating a piece of music with a story or a

literary text. a narrative approach can deal more directly with musical form. with the shape

of a whole piece. This eliminates the need to maintain consistent reduction criteria up

through a series of hierarchicallevels in which surface events are grouped with other

musicalleveIs in strict tree-~tructures. There is a certain looseness to a narrative. in that its

syntax is not a direct extension of sentence syntax. and this is an attractive analogy for

musical works that do not make use of conventional tonal organization.

Another advantage of a narratological approach is that it encourages the analyst to

look for musical equivalents of literary features such as ambiguity and metaphor. These

asystematic aspects of literary language can provide a model for musical events that
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• transgress the logic of various musical systems. In Debussy's music~ tonal anomalies and

eccentricities can he understood ta play a role similar ta that of the logical anomalies found

in literature~ such as the subversion of normative grammatical mIes of syntax that the

license of literary language pennits. Narrative theory attempts to go beyond the reduction

of language to its purely systematic aspects, and a musical application of narrative theory

cao do the same with respect to musical systems.

Further aspects of narrative theory are attractive for music theorists. Since one of

the aims of narratology is to investigate the ways in which events experienced separately are

comprehended as a unified whole~ it immediately suggests sorne interesting ways of

thinking about the perception of musical tîme. Both narrative theory and music theory

confront the issue of temporality, the ways that listeners and readers grasp the unfolding of

a series of events in time. Ideas that narrative theorists have proposed can contribute much

to music theoretical discussions. Particularly suggestive is Paul Ricoeur's identification of

two dimensions~ the configurational and episodic. bis conception of narrative as a situation

in which a reader processes infonnation in tenns of an expected overall pattern of events on

one hand and as a scattering of discrete moments on the other. Roland Barthes' categories

of the readerly and writerly likewise address those fearures of a text that either conform

with or confound our expectations. By conceiving of narrative in terrns of the expectations

brought to the text by the reader or narratee. and how these expectations interact with the

actual instantiated events~ narrative theory provides a sophisticated tool for the investigation

of other temporal phenomena like music.

Narrative theory thus aIso suggests ways of thinking about music that involves both

tonal configurations and atonal. ··intra-opus" processes. Inasmuch as tonality is identifiable

with a set of expectations--as in the playing out of an Ursatz. or the probabilistic

progressions and resolutions of functionaI harmonies~ for exarnple-and atonality represents

a corresponding negation of expectations. it is usefuI to construe the interaction of tonal and

nonronal elements within a piece of music in terms of the interplay of configurational and
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episodic dimensions. This interplay is especially characteristic of Debussy's style. where a

variety of tonal and nontonal organizational strategies obtain within a single work.

In chapter three 1proposed a range of narrative structures. or organizational

strategies. defined according to the different sorts of referential schemata which each

invokes. Sorne of these referential schemat~ 1argue. have complex hierarchical and

temporal dimensions. while others are relatively less complex. What 1calI the progression

structure. for example. invokes a schema in which musical events are understood according

to a pattern of scale-degrees of differing structural weights: here a tonie acts as a unifying

point of reference and also as a pole of attraction toward which other pitches progress. The

chain structure evokes a different kind of referential schema. one which govems the

progression of events ooly within localized temporal spans. 1 have described this as a kind

of localized cause-and-effect relationship. in which events proceed logically from point (0

point. but without reference to a hierarchy of pitches. The notion of a transfonnational

network that has been developed by David Lewin offers a usefu! system of labels for such a

structure. My use of the network idea differs from Lewin's more inclusive application.

however. in that 1reserve the transformationallabels for cases which 1 view as non-tonal.

am distinguishing between music that evokes a system of hierarchically interrelated tonal

functions and music that simply enacts transformations that turn one musical object into

another within a given space. Unlike Lewin. 1maintain that not ail music is best described

according to transformational processes. Tonal music. for one, 1exclude because of what 1

see as its multiply-determined nature. For another. what 1caU collectional structures do not

necessarily imply motion from one object to another. a transformation of earlier events into

later ones: rather, collections evoke schema that lack a temporal dimension. The idea of

pitch space "catalogues" and other unordered classes of musical objects is useful for

describing music that presents the unfolding of events in a homogeneous space. as

compared with a succession of events related by cause-and-effect. The [oop and Izeap

stnlctures that 1describe in chapter three represent the lower Iimit of nonschematized
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organization. in which a musical object is simply reiterated. or an unstructured assortment

of objects is presented.

Each of these different narrative structures or organizational strategies can be used

to model different kinds of musical passages within Debussy's music. This continuum of

narrative modes provides a way of characterizing sorne of the subtle variations in the tonal

and temporal qualities of the parts of a work. It pennits flner differentiation in the analysis.

Authors have sometimes described certain passages of Debussy's music as "circular" or

"static" and altematively "fluid" and "shifting." but without explaining precisely how these

effects are produced. What accounts for the impressions of stasis and of motion in

Debussy's music. 1believe. is the variation in the types of narrative mode that occur within

pieces: progressions and chains contrast with collections. heaps. loops. and the fluctuation

between these different organizational strategies impart a continually changing quality of

movement.

Drawing on the research of Arthur Applebee and other psycholinguists. 1have

argued that each of these different organizational modes corresponds to a particular

narrative strategy that is adopted by children in the development of their cognitive capacity

to comprehend and create stories. 1 therefore imply that these different narrative strategies

are closely related to more general cognitive skills. Here 1am adopting the attitude of sorne

narrative theorists. according to whom narrative competence represents a fundamental

aspect of human cognition: narrative. it is argued. is essentially a basic "mode of

knowledge." The story is the primary vehicle through which people construct. maintain.

and apply knowledge about their world.

Tlùs view gains sorne support from within the field of cognitive psychology. At

least one theory has it that personality characteristics develop according to the stories that

individuals choose to create out of the raw data of their perceptions. The psychologjst

Silvan Tomkins. in his study Affect. lmagery and Consciousness has argued that what he
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caUs the "script" forms the most basic component of ail human experience. 1 A "script" is

defined by Tomkins as an internai representation of a lived experience that contains at least

one event and one "affect" or basic emotion (such as rtfear" or njoyrt). A script is like a very

primitive narrative that contains an event and an outcome. i.e.. an event which brings about

a change in the affective state of the individual. ~ According to Tomkins. experiences are

stored in the memory in the form of these scripts which may then he elaborated and

combined in innumerable ways. Tomkins' theory of personaIity assumes that humans

continuaIly create. modify. vary. analogize. and concatenate these scripts or stories about

themselves and their environment. and that this process of self-story-telling is ultimately

inseparable from cognition itself. Recently. many scholars have begun to explore the

implications of the notion of narrative as a fundamental attribute of cognition. The idea has

found applications in education. psychology. literary theory. even in business and

advertising. The musical implications of this notion remain to be explored more fully. and

the present study raises just a few of the issues that arise when we try to conceive of music

in terms of narrative.

In chapter four [ have tried to relate Debussy's characteristic organizational

strategies to the development of cinematic devices. [am suggesting that the more abstract

narrative structures that l describe in chapter three can be manifested in different ways

within different narrative media Each narrative medium exhibits different kinds of

conventions. or modes ofcontinuation. different ways of following one event with another.

With the emergence of the new technology of the silent cinema at the tum of the century

new kinds of modes of continuation became possible. The silent cinema began to present

new kinds of story-structures at a time concurrent with the composition of Debussy's

mature works. These new fl1mic devices and film-editing practices. such as the "fade," the

ISilvan Tomkins. Affect. /magery. and Consciollsness (New York: Springer. 1962).
2 Tomkins' script can be modelied according to Gerald Prince's description of the "minimal story" which
consists of two states and one event: S-E-S'. S is the initial affective slate. E is the event which
precipitates S'. the new affective state. See Gerald Prince. A Grammar ofStories (Bloomington: lndiana
University Press. 1973).
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··dissolve~·" the '4cut-in~'~ the juxtaposition of different camera angles. superimpositions and

other special effects. represented a radical departure from the temporaI and spatial

orientations associated with traditionai proscenium staging. These devices. these new ways

of seeing. 1believe have musical counterparts in Debussy's musical language. Friedrich

Kittler has argued that the development of cinema. along with a host of other new

technologies that emerged at about the same time. substantially altered the relationships

among language. narrative. information. and reaIity. 1daim mat the ways that cinematic

devices disrupted existing narrative conventions are c10sely analogous to the ways that

Debussy's formai and hannonic practices disrupted musical conventions.

If technological developments like the cinema can radically alter the "modes of

continuation" of narrative. then one is naturally led to wonder what sorts of narrative

structures are presently emerging along side the development of new technologies in the late

twentieth century. especially the current developments in computer technologies. How do

the increasingly familiar technological devices Like "hypertext" and increasingly common

activities like "Web-surfing" affect our relationship with language. information. and

narrative? Do things such as interacùve computer games and virtual realiry represent a new

fonn of fiction? If 50. what are their attendant "modes of continuation" and what is the

potential for the exportation of these modes to other fonns of media? What would a music

based on these modes of continuation sound like? Are we already hearing it?

In this dissertation 1have dealt excLusively with a small body of music. the late

works of Debussy. but 1believe it is possible apply many of my ideas to other musics. A

cinematic quality. it could he argued. pervades the music of many composers in the earLy

twentieth century. and it may he interesting to look for musical-cinematic cognates within

these other works. The relationships hetween emerging technologies and music is. in all

likelihood, a more generalized phenomenon. As weB. the music of many of Debussy's

contemporaries could he analyzed in terms of its muItiplicity of narrative modes-

progression. chain. and 50 on. Various broad musical trends and styles throughout the last
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• century might even he characterized according to the predominance of one or another of the

narrative modes: for instance. 1have already suggested a relationsbip between "moment

form" and the heap structure. and Minimalism cornes to nùnd as an example of loop-based

music. Such a general theory of musical narrative strategies. one that could he applied to

any sort of music. is heyond the scope of tbis study. but the ideas presented herein may

prove useful for formulating such a theory in the future.
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Musical Examples for Chapter 3

Example L upour les arpèges composé~" opening measures: Loop.
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Example 2. Sonata for Rute, Viol~ and Harp; beginning of the ''Finale:'' Loop.
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Example 3. "Pour les Sonorités opposée~" opening measures: Heap.
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Example 4. Violin Son~ beginning of the second movement: Heap.
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Example 5. upour les 'cinq doigts'-d'apres Monsieur Czerny," opening measures.
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Example 6. "Pour les notes répétées9 " opening measures: Collection.
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Example 7. "Pour les quanes9 " measures 7-12: Collection.
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Example 8. Violin Sona~ first movement. measures 120-127: "Planing."
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Example 9. Sonata for Aute, Viola, and Harp, 'epinale," measures 58-61.
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Example 10. upour les sonorités opposées.," measures 15-22.
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Example Il. Sonata for Flute, Viola, and Harp, l'Pastorale," measures 14-15: Heterophony
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Example 12 upour les sixtes9 " opening measures: Chain.
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Example 13. Violin Sonata. third movemen4 measures 51-54.
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Example 14. ·"Pour les arpèges composé~" measures 14-15: Kinesthetic Shift.
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Example 15. Violin Sona~ first movemen~ measures 64-71.
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Example 16. Cello Sona~ second movemen~ measures 48-53.
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Example 17. Sonata for FIute, Viola, and Barp, "Interlude," measures 28-31.
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(
Example 18. Violin Sonara, first movement: a) measures 87-9~ and b) 110-115.
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(
Example 19_ Sonata for Aute, Viol~ and Harp, "Pastorale," measures 26 and 27:

Duplication
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Example 20. '~ur les sixte~" measures 26 and 27: Duplication.
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Example 21. Violin Sona~ second movement, measures 79-82: LiteraI Transposition9
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Example 22. Cello Sona~ beginning of the third movement: Progression.
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Example 23.&'Pour les arpèges composésll

n measures 1-4: Conundrum.

---~--"'" ~
~...------~

i i 1

f 1

+- ../- ~ L~~ l~ .L b~'"
-,

~t-:f=._ ~+T=~ -rLf=~ -1- - ~. r-L -#-

~
loi

1 ,r 1 7 1 1 LI17 1 l
c1o/~e ~ IlISù,,_nJo .

1 1 h~~
L' ___

I

\. 1 ~ ~ ~

(
199



(
Example 24."Pour les sixtes,n measures 27-29: Conundrum.
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Example 25. upour les agréments.," measures 33-34: Progression.
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Example 26. "Pour les agréments," measures 1-6.
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(
Musical Examples for Chapter 4

Example 1.. Sonata for FIute, Vio~ and Harp, "Pastorale,'Y measures 1-4:
A Dissolve-like transition..
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(
Example 2. "Pour les agréments~ttmeasures 32-35: Dissolves.
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Example 3. "Pour les agrémen~"measures 27-32: Direct Cutting.

( w
r

------
x..

,y
1

~ ~l , 1-. ..r---- ~H"dt .~

1 !?
~ ëFt

(

- J
11' ~ 1 1

:.. ,f r 1-
t(!'

7

- 1 f
~r

~

- - /,

• r •

(
205



(

(

Example 4. Cello Sonata, second movemen~ measures 8-9.
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(
Example 5. "Pour les ~cinq doigts'-d'après Monsieur Czerny," measures 43-50:

The Cut-in, which focuses on a detail within the frame.
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(
Example 6. "Pour les 'cinq doigts'--d'après Monsieur Czerny," measures 71-100: Cross

Cutting, or "Switchbaclc" Editing.
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Example 6, continued.
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Example 6~ continued.

-- ~... 1

1

1

()

r".

1 nJ4-

f

-.....

~i

1 Nf}f-

(

\.1
J ------ ~!±J1

..... ...-'

210



(
Example 7. Sonata for Flute, Viola, and Harp , 5CP-male," measures 43-50: Cross-cutting

and Duplication.
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Example 7, continued.
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(
Example 8. '1>our les arpèges composé~'·measures 40-43: Duplication.
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Example 9. "Pour les 'cinq doigts'--d'après Monsieur Czerny," opening measures:

Superimposition of two different tonal woods.
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(
Example IOa. Children's Corner Suite, '~oetor Gradus ad Pamass~" opening measures.
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Example lOb. ''Doctor Gradus ad~n measures 3040: the "dream-world."
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(
Example 11. uPour les Sonorités opposéesy " measures 54-56: Dream BaIloons.
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Example 12. "Pour les Sonorités opposées9'9 measures 70-75., recalling the "dream-world"

of the caJmaro section.
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(
Musical Examples for Chapter 5

Example 1. Opening measures of the Serenade.
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Example 2. Measures 23-24.
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(
Example 3. a) Measures 9-10; b) m. 23-24; c) m.33-36; d) m46-48:

Expansion and contraction of tritones and perfect fifths.

1 1 p.v.rI.J _
" tlt'CD P ff~ . ::::.-, \ h ....

a) v v
\ \

P pp::::=- ~ \ fi'

t, 'r

J~ ~ r

b) ~~i'~!~'~~) ,~ v

-5" 1 p5 . lOS "
100 -' • j

ifP'~
D5 .
•

-5 ~s, ....
" ,-.-. ...

?@j l§ - pc.)
., 7 1

, p ';'

'

5 "9..,
J

9~ T
--#- .' . ....,..-

' .... - - - - - - . - .

(

d)

221



Example 4. a) Hexatonicism at measures 10-13; b) Octatonicism at measures 31-34.
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Example 5. tlEmblematictl sonorities al measures 3 and 4.
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Example 6. "Rondo" statements at measures 3-6, 19-22, and 54-57.
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Example 7. Measures 3-4: Progression te Chain.
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Example 8. Measures 5-9: Progression to Heap.
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(
Example 9. Tritones.
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Example 10. Measures 37-41: Progression ta Chain.
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(

Example Il. Cella line from end of measure 3 ta S.
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Example 12. 1bree voices in the cello al measure 7-9.
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(
Example 13. a) Measme 25; b) m27; c) m.35-6; d) m.42-3; e) 01.56-7:

Direct cutting between registers.
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(
Example 14. Measures 28-30: Narrowingrange and expanding hypenneœr.
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Example 15. Motive ofDesire from the Tristan Prelude.
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Example 16. Measures 48-53.
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Example 17~ Comparison of the cella line at measures 27-8y 447 and 48.
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(
Example 18 a) Cello at measures 50-53; b) m.13-15; c) piano at m.I5; d) cello at m.57-8:

ClC# oppositions.
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Example 19. End ofmeasure 3 to 4.
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Example 20. Transformational Network.
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Example 21. a) Measures 23-24; b) m.33-36; c) m.46-48:

Expansion and contraction of tritones and perfect fifths as manifestations of the
tranformational network.
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Example 22. Measures 23-24.
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(
Example 23. a) Measures 28-29; b) piano reduction; c) cello reduction:
Kinesthetic shifts reconfigured in tenns of the tranSformational network.
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Example 24. Measures 59-64.
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Example 25. Beginning of the Finale.
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Example 26. Fina1e~ measures 9-12.
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Example 27. a) Finale, measures 23-5; b) m.37-9.
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