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Debussy’s Redefinition of French Music through Pelléas et Melisande 

 The fin-de-siècle approached a Wagner-crazed France. Richard Wagner was used as an 

icon for various political, social, and artistic movements starting in the 1850’s and his influence 

grew as time went on.
1
 His death in 1883, instead of veiling his influence, “helped nurture a final 

flowering of French Wagnerism.”
2
 The name he built cast a shadow over all other musical works 

being written, and the task of writing an opera to follow Tannhäuser, Tristan und Isolde, and Der 

Ring des Nibelungen without drawing direct comparison seemed nigh impossible. How strange is 

seems, though, that this strong German nationalism should have become so popular elsewhere in 

Europe. Some observed how odd it was that French composers and citizens should stand in awe 

of this German archetype but the French’s reception in German speaking countries maintained 

simply an air of politeness and nothing more. Some composers had just about all they could 

stand of hearing their own countrymen praise Wagner’s works and ignoring all others. It was 

time for France to reclaim their music and theatres. It was time for a work in French written by a 

Frenchman to take center stage.  Claude Debussy strove to adhere to a French style, sans Wagner 

and German influence. Through his opera Pelléas et Melisande, Debussy epitomizes French 

vocal music at the turn of the century.  

 Claude Debussy was born in 1862 to a family of humble means. In 1870, his family 

moved to Cannes to take refuge from the Franco-Prussian war and there, Debussy’s aunt 

arranged his first piano lesson. In 1872, Debussy entered the Paris Conservatory and never 

attended a regular school. His education served him well: in 1883 he won runner up to the Prix 
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de Rome and in 1884 he won first prize with his cantata L’enfant prodigue.
3
 After his two years 

in Rome, Debussy returned to Paris and found himself in the midst of society heavily influenced 

by the symbolists and Wagner. After an excursion to Bayreuth in 1888-89, Debussy’s own zeal 

for Wagner was at its peak but he realized there was no further logical development one could 

take following Wagner, he would have to come after Wagner but not follow him. In the 

meantime, composer Eric Satie challenged Debussy to find a way to proficiently set the 

symbolist writings to music.
4
 This eventually led to Debussy’s composition of Pelléas et 

Melisande, his only complete opera based off of a play of the same name by Maurice 

Maeterlinck.   

 A variety of sources helped Debussy develop his compositional style in the years leading 

up to Pelléas et Melisande. Undoubtedly, Debussy’s twelve years at the Paris Conservatory 

shaped his works. There, other than basic ear training and study of Western harmonic models, 

Debussy’s exposure to Chopin’s music likely influenced his use of “added-tone and extended 

chords, irregular resolutions of chordal sevenths, parallel chords, and the use of the pentatonic 

scale.”
5
 The conservatory also functioned as a “safe laboratory for Debussy’s initial 

experimentation with novel technical means.”
6
 In this way, Debussy learned to have his music 

flow organically according to his own sensibilities instead of using a strict academic approach, 

which he scorned.
7
 Debussy’s contemporaries in the French school also employed such 

techniques, but Debussy took them a step further than his compatriots by almost excluding 
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simple triads.
8
 Based off another French harmonic ploy, the “surprise chord,” Debussy 

developed the “harmonic parentheses” or “harmonic disjunction.”
9
 Stephan Barr describes them 

as chords with “contrasting sonorities that appear to exist outside of a key and are neither 

prepared for nor resolved in any traditional manner.”
10

 Debussy wanted a freer musical language 

than tonality had to offer. He followed his own set of rules for modality saying, “Relative keys 

are nonsense…Music is neither major nor minor. Minor thirds and major thirds should be 

combined, modulation thus becoming more flexible. The mode is that which one happens to 

choose at the moment.”
11

 “Bimodal borrowing” or, the “juxtaposition of the same base material 

in different modes resulting in chromatic music through diatonic means” is the outcome of this 

easy modulation and modal choice. 
12

 Barr goes on to say that this might be the closest literal 

approach to “Impressionist technique” found in Debussy as it can be likened to “Monet’s fixed 

object…illuminated from different angles.”
13

 All of these elements helped Debussy develop a 

technique called “tonal veiling.” Stephan Barr describes “tonal veiling” as the “technique of 

substantially attenuating and obscuring the tonal structure of a work.”
14

 Other ways Debussy 

used tonal veiling are root movement by third, planning or parallelism, weak harmonic 

progressions based on stepwise root movement, and “coloristic harmony” such as quartal and 

quintal chords.
15

  

Wagner was an influence on Debussy, but Debussy gave each borrowed element of 

Wagner’s a sense of finesse that Wagner could not. From Wagner, Debussy took highly 
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chromatic writing, use of the leitmotiv, and phrase deconstruction. 
16

 The highly chromatic 

writing with the use of multiple modes just further facilitated Debussy’s ease of modulation. This 

is not the same tension filled chromaticism Wagner so often employed. Debussy also 

experimented with the leitmotiv. Debussy thought ill of Wagner for overusing and overstating 

the leitmotiv. In 1901 he said,  

Wagner has set us a number of precedents in how to fashion music for the theatre. One 

day we shall see how useless they all are. For his own benefit [Wagner] invented the 

‘leitmotiv guide’ to aid those who cannot read a score. It’s perfect: it enables the listener 

to get through all the more quickly.
17

 

 

Despite this visceral reaction against what seems a crutch for the musically illiterate, Debussy 

did use the leitmotiv as a means to an end. Debussy’s use of leitmotiv was much more subdued 

and it “implied rather than signaled both the main characters of the opera and certain symbols” 

throughout.
18

  To keep the drama of the opera moving, Wagner removed traditional cadential 

phrases from his work. Debussy still recognized classical form in Wagner’s work but seemed 

glad to be rid of the “perpetual perfect cadence.”
19

 Through-composition in Wagner’s work was 

aided by the use of leitmotivs, chromaticism and phrase deconstruction. Slowly and meticulously 

Debussy refined the ideas given him by Wagner to a point where Wagner may no longer deserve 

credit for them.   

 The symbolist movement had a large impact on Debussy’s compositional style and 

helped to develop the aforementioned techniques to their fullest. He set forth to emulate in music 

what they conveyed through their poetry. The symbolist genre is elusive by definition. The 

movement sought to express the inexpressible, and maintained that deep truths remain elusive to 

direct definition. Symbols took on different meanings wholly dependent on specific context. 
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Anna Balakian describes it best when she says, “The poem becomes an enigma. The multiple 

meanings contained in words and objects are ingredients of the mystery and mood of the poem. 

There is never the sense of triumph of comprehension…”
20

 Adhering to the symbolist aesthetic 

meant using a “’novel set of poetic techniques’ to replicate in musical form.”
21

 Aside from tonal 

veiling, Debussy used the breakdown of regular phrase structure  to accomplish this new 

aesthetic. Without regular cadences, fundamental elements of formal structure are compromised 

because form cannot be articulated.
22

 The Symbolist aesthetic is almost certainly realized when 

both tonality and structure in music have become difficult to pinpoint. 

 Text setting is one of the most important elements showing Debussy’s move toward a 

“French” sound. In 1903, Debussy published an open letter written to Christoph Willibald Gluck 

after seeing Rameau’s Castor et Pollux. In this letter he blames Gluck for the “inauguration of 

the French fashion for the lugubrious word setting and heavy orchestration that led to 

romanticism.”
23

 He says, “Just between the two of us, you set words really badly; at the very 

least you make French into an accentuated language when it is in fact a nuanced one.”
24

 Pelléas 

et Melisande is written in a completely declamatory style. Debussy completely succeeds in 

setting the nuanced language of French in this opera. Where Wagner made his voices sing 

ariosas for nearly an entire show, Debussy has the characters singing the most finely set 

recitative. Debussy accomplishes his ideal setting of the text by narrowing the range, having 

syllabic and repeated notes, and ending phrases often with a longer accented note.
25

 Though 

melody is lost for the voice parts, Debussy keeps his audience enthralled with the “lush harmonic 
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writing, with its unexpected twists,” in the orchestra.
26

 In this way, the music does not overpower 

the drama of the text as it does in Wagner’s operas where the orchestra often can be considered a 

separate character. With Debussy’s understated orchestra in Pelléas, the times of silence and the 

accentuated moments can lead to moments of shock, terror, pity, insatiable tension, and 

inexplicable emotions. The moment when Pelléas and Melisande declare their love for each other 

stands out as a prime example of the effectiveness of silence. Pelléas become more and more 

animated trying to see if Melisande knows his feelings and the orchestration builds tension and 

suddenly dies right before Pelléas says, “Je t’aime.” The orchestra is silent for three measures 

and hearing only the sound of the human voice in this moment makes the characters seem very 

human, very relatable and of personal importance to the audience. 

The proper libretto helped Debussy succeed at setting text how he wished. Debussy used 

Maeterlinck’s play as his libretto without enlisting the help of a librettist. Not being a libretto, 

Pelléas very well suited Debussy’s needs: the prose play lacked scenes specifically for musical 

numbers so the characters interact in a much more realistic fashion. Debussy had tried several 

times preceding and following Pelléas et Melisande to write an opera up to his standards. He 

even said, “The drama of Pelléas—which despite its atmosphere of dreams contains much more 

humanity than those so-called documents of real life---seemed to suit my purpose admirably.”
27

 

The overall plot is very similar to that of  Tristan und Isolde, but the approach to the plot is 

decisively different. Maeterlinck was very grounded as a symbolist and his Pelléas takes on 

those characteristics. Both stories involve a twisted love triangle; a woman marries for reasons 

other than love, then she falls in love with a forbidden suitor, the two are found together, the 

husband kills the suitor who happens to be either his best friend or his brother. The approach to 
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the plot is completely different though. Maeterlinck’s symbolist ideology leads to a much more 

understated libretto where fate guides the characters, and the drama is psychologically driven 

instead of plot driven. Through leitmotivs, we see how Debussy mirrors this ideal. Characters 

have their own leitmotivs, but these become associated with an emotion or a symbol. 

Melisande’s motif is associated with sadness and with her beauty. We do not necessarily hear it 

when her name is mentioned or she is first arriving on stage, but over the eighty-five changes and 

developments in this motif, the listener associates it with sadness and despair.
28

 Using separate 

motifs for symbols such as “light” and “dark” and associating these with characters or their 

motifs, deeper meaning in the opera can be understood, though perhaps not very well 

explained.
29

 

Through Debussy’s Pelléas et Melisande, he finalizes a voice for French vocal music at 

the turn of the century. Over the years, the French had begun to lose their sense of musical 

identity and many adopted Wagner as the ideal. Debussy’s dilemma of being a composer to 

come after Wagner led him eventually to reject Wagnerian ideals and to search for a more 

“French” taste. Debussy’s opera Pelléas et Melisande exemplifies his French ideal. 

Understatement and finesse in the orchestra, as well as psychological thematic material in the 

libretto  and a new rich declamatory writing style for voice are exemplified in this opera. 

Debussy’s ability to diffuse the tonal center to continue melodrama in seemingly static moments 

show the influence of the French symbolist movement in this work. There is not a trace of the 

German audacity of Wagner and a new French voice is heard, quite easily in fact, over an 

understated orchestra. 
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