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Track 13 
Estampes: Pagodes
In 1903, Debussy wrote to fellow composer André Messager, saying he had written a set of three piano pieces
whose titles he particularly liked. Given that the first two evoke exotic landscapes – Pagodes evoking Japanese
gardens, and La soirée dans Grenade (Evening in Granada) – he added, ‘When you don’t have any money to
go on holiday, you must make do by using your imagination’! It is very likely that Debussy intended to
orchestrate the three works, for in his notes on the third he indicated ‘here the harps give a lifelike imitation of
strutting peacocks’. This orchestration by André Caplet uses an array of percussion including celesta, triangle,
cymbals and gong to create a distinctly Oriental atmosphere. Pentatonic arpeggios reflect all the colours of the
rainbow; and towards the end, the trills of violins and violas, the tremolos of the celesta and the glissandi of
harps in contrary motion contribute to a halo of sound that is ecstatically beautiful.

To hear the original piano version of Estampes, listen to:
8.553292 Piano Works, Vol. 3 (includes Images Books 1 and 2, Images oubliées and Estampes)

François-Joël Thiollier (piano)
If you would like to hear more of Debussy’s works in orchestrations by André Caplet, listen to:
8.223751 Children’s Corner, Clair de lune, Estampes: Pagodes (orch. A. Caplet) 

Rheinland-Pfalz State Philharmonic Orchestra, Leif Segerstam 

Chill with Debussy

‘The m usic I desire m ust be supple enough to adapt itself to the l yrical effusions of the soul and the
fantasy of dreams. ’ Debussy in a letter to a friend

A unique voice in classical music, Claude Debussy influenced virtually every composer in subsequent
generations including Messiaen, Cage and Bartók. He continued the legacy of Chopin in his attempts to create a
new musical language for the piano, and in fact conceived an entirely new rich soundscape by his use of
Javanese influences (heard at the 1889 Paris Exhibition) and modal scales rather than major or minor keys. The
majority of his writing was for the piano, although he also wrote a number of song settings, as well as
instrumental and orchestral works and even an opera, Pelléas et Mélisande (although he once caustically
remarked ‘In opera, there is always too much singing.’)  His music has often been called ‘Impressionistic’ for its
colourful use of whole tone scales and subtly shifting, blurred chords – the musical equivalent of paintings by
Monet and Renoir, who were both contemporaries and compatriots – although Debussy himself had a huge
dislike of being labelled as such.

Debussy showed an aptitude for music at an early age, entering the Paris Conservatoire at the age of 10. He
abandoned his early aspirations of becoming a virtuoso pianist to concentrate on composition and quickly
progressed to become one of the key figures of early 20th century Parisian society. He was often in the
company of prominent poets and painters, and while he chose not to mix much with other composers, counted
Erik Satie amongst his close friends. He was also known for his philandering ways, leaving his first wife Lily for
the soprano Emma Bardac, leading Lily to attempt suicide (the second woman to do so as a result of being
rejected by Debussy) and resulting in a huge scandal that lost him many friends. After Emma’s rich uncle
disinherited her Debussy was forced to take various commissions and make regular performance trips abroad to
support them both. Despite his financial insecurity, he had a lifelong penchant for fineries and often spent his
money on antiquities and objets d’art, including a Chinese ornamental wooden toad named Arkel without which
he claimed not to be able to compose. He continued to compose, conduct and perform virtually to the end of his
life and eventually died at the age of 55 during the bombardment of Paris in March 1918, ravaged by cancer and
deeply saddened by the devastation of war.
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Track 11 
Pour le piano: Sarabande
The three pieces that make up the suite Pour le piano were written between 1896 and their publication date of
1901. The second piece of the set, Sarabande, was dedicated to Madame E. Rouart, related by marriage to
Chausson. It is marked avec une elegance grave et lente, an apt summary of its mood: Debussy said that it
should be played with ‘a slow serious elegance, rather like an old portrait, or a memory of the Louvre’.

To hear the rest of Pour le piano, try:
8.553290 Piano Works, Vol. 1 (includes Suite bergamasque, Arabesques No. 1 and  2 and 

Pour le piano)
François-Joël Thiollier (piano)

Track 12 
Images II: Poissons d’or
Debussy’s two books of Images each comprise a triptych of tableaux, from the diaphanous shimmering of Reflets
dans l’eau (Reflections in the water) to the mysterious and atmospheric Et la lune descend sur la temple qui fût
(And the moon descends on the ruins of the temple). Poissons d’or (Goldfish) from Book 2 of Images was
apparently inspired by two goldfish depicted on a Japanese lacquered panel that adorned Debussy’s office. In
this gloriously luminescent picture, the composer shows his ability to depict flashing fins and glints of sunlight to
astounding effect.

To hear both books of Images in their entirety, try:
8.553292 Piano Works, Vol. 3 (includes Images Books 1 and 2, Images oubliées and Estampes)

François-Joël Thiollier (piano)
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Tracks 1 and 14
Suite Ber gamasque: Clair de lune
Instantly recognisable from its plaintive opening chords, Clair de lune has been used in numerous film
soundtracks, cartoons and adverts and has appeared at one time or another in almost every conceivable
arrangement. It is taken from the Suite bergamasque, a collection of four short pieces for piano composed from
1890 to 1905, although we also hear it here in an arrangement by composer André Caplet for orchestra (track
14). In mysterious F minor it suggests the moonlit vieux parc, solitaire et glace of Verlaine in delicate and
evocative textures. It remains one of Debussy’s most famous and best-loved pieces.

If you would like to hear the whole of the original piano version of the Suite bergamasque, listen to:
8.553290 Piano Works, Vol. 1 (includes Suite bergamasque, Arabesques Nos. 1 & 2 and 

Pour le piano)
François-Joël Thiollier (piano)

To hear Clair de lune in a slightly more unusual arrangement for jazz band, try:
8.120703 Stan Kenton: MacGregor Transcriptions, Vol. 4 (1944)

Stan Kenton Orchestra

Track 2
Arabesque No. 1
Ironically, given the extent of Debussy’s piano output, he seems to have chosen not to attempt writing seriously
for the piano until relatively late on in his composing life, perhaps feeling himself to be restricted by its tonal
possibilities. The Deux Arabesques dating from 1888 are the earliest of Debussy’s pieces to remain in the
modern repertoire, and the Arabesque No. 1 remains another of his best known piano works. This charming
piece features rippling, lilting melodies, sounding almost harp-like, propelled by the three-against-two rhythms
(where the one-two, one-two of the left hand weaves in and out of the triplets of the right hand).

To hear both of the Arabesques, try:
8.553290 Piano Works Vol. 1 (includes Suite bergamasque, Arabesques Nos. 1 & 2 and 

Pour le piano)
François-Joël Thiollier (piano)
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Track 8 
La plus que lente
La plus que lente (‘A slower than slow waltz’), dating from 1910, carries the unusual indication Molto rubato con
morbidezza (At a very flexible tempo, with tenderness) – perhaps a hint at a mildly satirical intention. It has
proved popular in its original form and in a variety of transcriptions; this sultry arrangement for violin and harp
brings it back to the ‘brasserie’ style Debussy intended. It is a piece to which he never attached any particular
seriousness, but it has become one of his most familiar works.

To hear more of Debussy’s works in arrangements for harp and strings, listen to:
8.555328 French Music for Harp & Strings (includes music by Ravel, Satie, 

Debussy, Ibert and Pierné)
Ellen Sejersted Bødtker (harp), Vertavo String Quartet

Tracks 9 and 10 
Préludes
9 Des pas sur la neig e
0 La fille aux c heveux de lin
Debussy’s poetic sensibility and his delicate use of keyboard nuances, developed from Chopin, is shown clearly
enough in the two books of Préludes, the first completed in 1910 and the second in 1913. These were published
with titles given only at the end of each piece, suggesting that they were not absolutely essential to the
performer. Des pas sur la neige (Footprints on the snow) evokes an icy landscape, suggested by the bare
textures and the rhythmic ‘footsteps’ that recur throughout the work. Forming an exquisite contrast, the gently
expressive portrait of La fille aux cheveux de lin (The girl with flaxen hair) is one of the most familiar of the
Préludes. Inspired by a poem by Leconte de Lisle, its simple melodic and harmonic language conjures up
images of balmy summer evenings in fields of clover.

If you would like to hear the rest of the Préludes, listen to:
8.553293 Préludes, Books 1 and 2

François-Joël Thiollier (piano)

Tracks 3 - 5
Children’ s Corner
3 Serenade f or the Doll  
4 The Sno w Is Dancing
5 The Little Shepher d
These three works are taken from the Children’s Corner collection, a suite of six short pieces originally for piano
(though here heard in an unusual orchestration again by André Caplet), written around 1907 for Debussy’s
adored daughter Chou-Chou whose nursery toys inspired many of the pieces’ titles. The composer used the
collection to poke fun at two things he detested: Wagner and finger exercises, yet they also constitute a nostalgic
picture of childhood. The Little Shepherd is perhaps the most familiar piece, contrasting the reflective melody of
the shepherd-boy’s flute with a lilting dance motif.

Track 6
String Quar tet: Andantino doucement e xpressif
Debussy’s only string quartet looks forward in many ways to the musical language that he was to develop as
entirely his own, with its use of modal and whole-tone scales, subtle harmonies and texture and clarity of form.
The sumptuously slow third movement suggests the medieval or pre-Raphaelite world of Pelléas et Mélisande,
beginning with a reflective viola melody before developing into an impassioned climax.

If you would like to hear Debussy’s complete String Quartet, listen to:
8.550249 Debussy / Ravel: String Quartets

Kodály Quartet

Track 7 
Danse pr ofane
The Danse sacrée and Danse profane were written in the spring of 1904 and scored for chromatic harp and
strings. They were first heard at the Concerts Colonne in November of the same year. The dances were
commissioned by Pleyel and were intended for competitions at the Brussels Conservatoire. There is a use of
early modal writing and virtuosic writing, particularly in the Danse profane heard here, while both dances have
more than a hint of Satie’s Gymnopédies about them. In Paris, the works provoked criticism for a lack of formal
structure and, strangely enough, for perceived dissonance.
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Track 11 
Pour le piano: Sarabande
The three pieces that make up the suite Pour le piano were written between 1896 and their publication date of
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Tracks 1 and 14
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Instantly recognisable from its plaintive opening chords, Clair de lune has been used in numerous film
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possibilities. The Deux Arabesques dating from 1888 are the earliest of Debussy’s pieces to remain in the
modern repertoire, and the Arabesque No. 1 remains another of his best known piano works. This charming
piece features rippling, lilting melodies, sounding almost harp-like, propelled by the three-against-two rhythms
(where the one-two, one-two of the left hand weaves in and out of the triplets of the right hand).
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Track 13 
Estampes: Pagodes
In 1903, Debussy wrote to fellow composer André Messager, saying he had written a set of three piano pieces
whose titles he particularly liked. Given that the first two evoke exotic landscapes – Pagodes evoking Japanese
gardens, and La soirée dans Grenade (Evening in Granada) – he added, ‘When you don’t have any money to
go on holiday, you must make do by using your imagination’! It is very likely that Debussy intended to
orchestrate the three works, for in his notes on the third he indicated ‘here the harps give a lifelike imitation of
strutting peacocks’. This orchestration by André Caplet uses an array of percussion including celesta, triangle,
cymbals and gong to create a distinctly Oriental atmosphere. Pentatonic arpeggios reflect all the colours of the
rainbow; and towards the end, the trills of violins and violas, the tremolos of the celesta and the glissandi of
harps in contrary motion contribute to a halo of sound that is ecstatically beautiful.

To hear the original piano version of Estampes, listen to:
8.553292 Piano Works, Vol. 3 (includes Images Books 1 and 2, Images oubliées and Estampes)

François-Joël Thiollier (piano)
If you would like to hear more of Debussy’s works in orchestrations by André Caplet, listen to:
8.223751 Children’s Corner, Clair de lune, Estampes: Pagodes (orch. A. Caplet) 

Rheinland-Pfalz State Philharmonic Orchestra, Leif Segerstam 

Chill with Debussy

‘The m usic I desire m ust be supple enough to adapt itself to the l yrical effusions of the soul and the
fantasy of dreams. ’ Debussy in a letter to a friend

A unique voice in classical music, Claude Debussy influenced virtually every composer in subsequent
generations including Messiaen, Cage and Bartók. He continued the legacy of Chopin in his attempts to create a
new musical language for the piano, and in fact conceived an entirely new rich soundscape by his use of
Javanese influences (heard at the 1889 Paris Exhibition) and modal scales rather than major or minor keys. The
majority of his writing was for the piano, although he also wrote a number of song settings, as well as
instrumental and orchestral works and even an opera, Pelléas et Mélisande (although he once caustically
remarked ‘In opera, there is always too much singing.’)  His music has often been called ‘Impressionistic’ for its
colourful use of whole tone scales and subtly shifting, blurred chords – the musical equivalent of paintings by
Monet and Renoir, who were both contemporaries and compatriots – although Debussy himself had a huge
dislike of being labelled as such.

Debussy showed an aptitude for music at an early age, entering the Paris Conservatoire at the age of 10. He
abandoned his early aspirations of becoming a virtuoso pianist to concentrate on composition and quickly
progressed to become one of the key figures of early 20th century Parisian society. He was often in the
company of prominent poets and painters, and while he chose not to mix much with other composers, counted
Erik Satie amongst his close friends. He was also known for his philandering ways, leaving his first wife Lily for
the soprano Emma Bardac, leading Lily to attempt suicide (the second woman to do so as a result of being
rejected by Debussy) and resulting in a huge scandal that lost him many friends. After Emma’s rich uncle
disinherited her Debussy was forced to take various commissions and make regular performance trips abroad to
support them both. Despite his financial insecurity, he had a lifelong penchant for fineries and often spent his
money on antiquities and objets d’art, including a Chinese ornamental wooden toad named Arkel without which
he claimed not to be able to compose. He continued to compose, conduct and perform virtually to the end of his
life and eventually died at the age of 55 during the bombardment of Paris in March 1918, ravaged by cancer and
deeply saddened by the devastation of war.
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