
Claude Debussy

At the Paris Conservatory, Claude 
Debussy (French, 1862–1918) was not 
allowed to study composition after 
failing harmony class. He defiantly wrote 
outlandish chords that did not follow 
traditional rules of composition. More 
progressive professors recognized his genius, 
and he won the prestigious Prix de Rome 
arts scholarship when he was 22. 

Debussy’s music is usually associated with 
the Impressionist movement in art because 
of its blurred harmonies and atmospheric 
moods. Debussy knew several Impressionist 
painters and they influenced him, but he 
did not like the term applied to his music. 
After his return from Rome (where he met 
Franz Liszt and heard him play), he became 
convinced that a distinct French style of 
music should be developed.

Two-page background: Under the Wave  
off Kanagawa “The Great Wave”  

(ca. 1830–1832) by Katsushika Hokusai 
(1760–1849)

Debussy kept a framed print of this  
artwork on his wall. His orchestral piece 

La Mer (The Sea) (1905) is an example of 
Debussy’s ability to create sound pictures.  

It is also a reflection of his  
fascination with the ocean.

Manuscript of  
Douze Études

Debussy
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Debussy’s Style

Wanting the piano to appear to have no 
hammers, Debussy used the entire range of the 
instrument and created new colors. He also used 
non-traditional scales and irregular rhythms. 
Looking back to his French roots, he studied 
the Baroque composers Couperin and Rameau. 

He composed in Baroque forms (sarabande, 
minuet, toccata, and suite) and wrote 

Hommage to Rameau. He proudly 
signed “musician of France” after his 

name and, like his predecessors, 
created music of elegance and 
charm that would please and 
entertain through suggestion 
and delicacy. He was also 
influenced by Asian art and 
music, Russian orchestration, 
and the scales used by the 
medieval church.

Debussy’s  
Blüthner  
piano

“Debussy’s great service to music was to reawaken among 
all musicians an awareness of harmony and its possibilities. 

In that, he was just as important as Beethoven, who showed 
us the meaning of progressive form, or as Bach, who 

showed us the transcendent significance of counterpoint.”

Béla Bartók (1881–1945)

Debussy’s Keyboard Works

Debussy’s most famous piano work is 
“Claire de lune” (Moonlight) from Suite 
Bergamasque. This suite includes pieces 
inspired by Baroque dances, although 
with more modern harmonies and 
rhythms. Debussy’s Children’s Corner Suite 
was inspired by, and dedicated to, his 
only daughter, Claude-Emma (who he 
affectionately called “Chou-Chou”). 

Among his most influential pieces are 
two books of Préludes. These short works 
display the range of Debussy’s compositional 
style. His late masterpieces Douze Études 
(Twelve Studies) (1915) are some of the most 
difficult in the piano literature. Debussy 
described them as “a warning to pianists not 
to take up the musical profession unless they 
have remarkable hands.” Debussy’s music 
influenced many 20th-century composers.

Debussy’s works are identified by the 
Lesure (L.) catalogue numbers by  
François Lesure (French, 1923–2001).
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