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PREFACE

The topic of the relation of text to music is at once the
most problematic and the most interesfing one that can be dealt
with in a vocal composition--this is especially so when the
poet in question is Mallarme and the composer Debussy. It is
maintained throughout this paper, however, that difficult ques-
tions that seem ultimately to evade precise, uncontestable
solutions should not be discreetly avoided but addressed with
all available techniques.

It will be evident throughout this paper that the
greater portion of analysisv has been musical rather than
poetic: this writer is primarily a musician. The dis-
cussions of poetry herein attempt no ground-breaking insights.
Rather, this writer has striven to attain a familiarity with
Mallarme's style, and has been content to enlist }he aid' of ex-
perts in any detailed discussion of poetry.

As a musician, this writer has felt more at home in making
critical decisions and in formulating personal conclusions. The
literature in this field has not been as helpful as might have

been expected. A. B. Wenk's book, Debussy and the Poets, con-

tains the only in-depth examination of the Trois Poemes de

Mallarme. In the course of the upcoming analysis, many prob-
lems will be seen in Wenk's handling of both musical and
musical-poetic matters. On the other hand, S. J“arocinski,.
in his book Debussy, has proven to be extremely stimul_ating

in his discussion of musical symbolism. In fact, his symbolic

g
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approach to the music of Debussy has been to an extent
adopted in this paper, somewhat at the expense of the tra-
ditional view of Debussy's technique as closely related to
Impressionist painting. | .

Two works of relatively high repute which have also
proven rather unhelpful are Lawrence Berman's dissertation
on the evolution of harmonic thinking in‘ Debussy, and Robert
Moevs' article on Debussy's 'Cello Sonata, which deals by impli-
cation with the late Debussy style in general. The Berman dis-
sertation is a very thorough work, and is helpful in placing var-
jous harmonic elements of French Impressionism in historical
perspective. Yet rarely does this studied work deal with pro-
vocative questions of aesthetic principles; the "how" of Debussy
interests Berman more than the "why" behind it. This writer
finds himself harboring even greater reservations about the
basic principles underlying Moevs' approach. This will be seen
in the course of the analysis of the second song of this group,
Placet futile.

The iiterature in French has proven more interesting
overall. This is particularly true regarding the wave of re-
search in the field of semiotics appearing in recent times.

In closing, I ‘would like to thank, first of all, my ad-
viser, Professor Joel Lester, my readers, Professor H. Wiley
Hitchcock and Professor Leo Kraft, and Professor Royal Brown
for special and gracious assistance with my French. I would also

like to thank Phyllis Katz for typing this paper, as well as for
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making numerous helpful suggestions. Lastly, I wish to thank my
wife, Margaret, for cooking the pasta which gave me the energy
and inspiration to complete this project, and my sons, Gregory, .

Steven, and Bart, for just being around!

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Abstract

The Legend of Saint Julian

an opera-oratorio in one act

by

Peter Andreacchi

Adviser: Professor Robert Starer

The Legend of Saint Julian uses a text based on a short

story by that title by Gustave Flaubert, translated by Wallace
Fowlie, and adapted by the composer. The designation "opera-
oratorio" signifies the flexible nature of the work: it is
designed to be performable semi-staged in concert form, or

fully staged in an opera house. In either case, the extensive
use of a narrator, as well as the intentionally static "stained-
glass" effects in the movement of the drama, are reminiscent of
baroque oratorio, as is the employment of harpsichord accompani-
ment for the narrator, preceding each of the four scenes.

Saint Julian is a medieval legendary figure whose story
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Abstract

Page Two

appears in the stained-glass windows of a -church to which the
narrator alludes. As a young nobleman, Julian is a vicious
hunter. One day, slain animals rise up and speak to him
(presumably in French), cursing him to the effect that he will
kill his own parents. Julian flees his home in fear, but years
later accidentally fulfills this grim prophecy. Hié penance is
then severe. Ultimately, he aids a dying leper who reveals his
true identity as Jesus: he and Julian are transfigured, and
carried aloft to heaven amid angels and saints.

Musically, the work blends medieval gestures with modern

touches. It calls for the following characters:

Narrator: Bass-baritone Wife: Soprano
Father: Baritone Leper-Jesus: Baritone
Mother: Soprano Page: Spoken
Julian: Tenor Chorus: SATB

The orchestra consists of 2 flutes (1 doubling piccolo); 2 oboes;
2 Bb clarinets; 2 bassoons; 2 C trumpets; 2 horns in F; 1 percus-
sion player; strings, and harpsichord,

The duration of the work is approximately 1 hour and 30 minutes.
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CHAPTER ONE:
SYMBOLISM IN LANGUAGE AND IN MUSIC

A symbol is "that which suggests something else by

nl This chapter

reason of relationship, association, convention...
examines the use of symbols in four areas: 1) in language
generally, 2) in the poetry of MallarmE, 3) in music generally,
and 4) in Debussy's music in particular.

Language consists of symbols. Convention assigns fixed
connotations to arbitrary sounds. Linguists may hypothesize that
the sounds of language originally bore a direct and
non-arbitrary relation to that which they symbolize, but for our
purposes it suffices to state that in modern times, language
consists mostly of apparently arbitrary symbols. Thus a
language only makes sense when the listener is familiar with the
meanings of its symbols. |

Beyond this broad basis of conventional meaning, other
kinds of symbolism in language exist and are fy.pically exploited
in special situations. Poetry, with its use of rhythm, rhyme,
onomatopoeia, and other devices, as well as with its emphasis on
auxiliary meaning and striking word combinations, possesses a
more highly developed network. of symbols than does everyday
prose.

It is in connection with this specialized use of language

1 Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary, 2nd Edition, (Springfield,

Mass.: G.& C. Merriam Co., 1949), p. 860.
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that Mallarme and his associates came to be 'knov(m as the
"Symbolists." The Mallarme scholar Robert Greer Cohn describes

how Mallarm;.'s

words and the images they delineate (symbols) reach
out in all directions...toward other words and images of
the 'met' in a constellar pattern, resembling the web at
the center of which he saw himself installed as a 'sacred
Spider.' His words are richly connotative, ambiguous,
suggestive; they saturate the air with overtones which
emerge when they marry the overtones of other terms.
This implies...not a vagueness, as is sometimes thought,
but a greater precision...2
A poem by Mallarm;,, then, utilizes all the fixed 5ymbols of
language, at the same time that it draws on a deeper level, or
added dimension/of symbolic meaning. This appears not only in
the special care allotted to questions of rhythm and sound-quality
manifested in some fashion by all poetry, but more particularly
in the means by which images and concepts are communicated.
For while Mallarme "uses a quite standard vocabulary,"3 it is
the combination and association of these familiar terms that is
unique. New mutual relations between common terms result in
novel effects, while composite impressions may crystallize
through the accumulation of subordinate imagery. Further, key
words take on a double-symbolic function. As a single example,

azur denotes the commonly held image of the color blue at one

2 Robert Greer Cohn, Toward the Poems of Mallarme, (Berkeley:

U. of California Press, 1965), p. 3-4.

3 Cohn, p. 4.
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level, while simultaneously connoting, in Mallarme's oeuvre, an
abstract concept of "the ideal," as A. B. Wenk points ou'c.4
These aspects of SymboliSt poetry which Aistinguish it
from other poetry represent rather musical elements of lan-
guage. Certainly this description is apt with reference to poetic
care over rhythm and sound-quality. In addition, fluidity and
ambigﬁity, hallmarks of the Mallarme style, are concepts also
commonly associated with music‘. Further, it may be noted
that in a Mallarme poem, it is not what happens that is typi-
cally significant, but the aura of emotions created which vibrates
through the common surroundings. This represents a transpo-
sition jof significance away from that which is literally occurring
toward a world of feeling, where isolated terms become inadequate
and clusters of images are necessary to approximate ungraspable
feelings. That 'this tendency toward elusive, emotional expression
at thef expense of clear, unambiguous intellectual meaning repre-
sents a particularly musical aspect of poetry is a theme to be
developed in the ensuing discussion of musical symbolism.
Symbolism in music does not operate in precisely the same
way as literary symbolism. Whereas in language, the sounds of
symbols generally seem arbitrary, bearing no apparent integral
relation to that which they signify, in music, the quality of sound
is central to what is expressed. Musical sounds possess signifi-

cance without needing to be linked to any linguistic "explanation."

4 A. B. Wenk, Debussy and the Poets, (Berkeley: U. of

California Press, 1976), p. 247.
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The French semiotics scholar, Jean-Jacques Nattiez, dis-
cusses- at length the relation of musical symbolism to linguistic
symbolism. In comparing the two, Nattiez begins by enumerating
the pertinent characteristics of a note:

...We may note first that the four ’parameters,

pitch, duration, intensity, timbre, exist in the

sounds of language, but not in the same manner

(pitch is primary in music, but determined, in

language, by the individual manner of speech--

as far as we actually know); one could analyze

the place accorded to each of these parameters

in the framework of different systems of

reference..."5

Nattiez concludes that "the auditory character of music
and of language are both founded on linear modes of semiotic
systems, in opposition to such systems as those found in
painting and cinema."6

The above similarities and distinctions being noted, it may
now be asked, with all due caution, what it is that music
signifies.  This difficult question, perhaps ultimately unre-
solvable, has been dealt with' brilliantly by Suzanne Langer

in her book, Philosophy in & New Key. For Langer (as well as

for numerous earlier writers on music including Wagner,
Riemann, and Kurth), music "articulates forms which language
cannot set forth,"7 and these forms come from the realm of

emotion and feeling. Further, music "has all the earmarks of

Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Situation de la Semiologie Musicale
(Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1971), p. 7. Translated by
Peter Andreacchi.

6 Nattiez, p. 7.

Suzanne Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, (Cambridge:
Harvard U. Press, 1963), p. 232.
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a trﬁe symbolism except one: assigned connotation. It is a
form that is capable of connotation, and the meanings to which it
is amenable are articulations of emotive, vital, sentient experiences.
" But its import is never fixed."8 Thus "music at its highest,
. though cleariy a symbolic form, is an unconsummated symbol.."9
| In recent times, S. Jankelevitch expands the concept of
music as symbolism without fixed connotation. '"Music," he
writes, "a language at once ambiguous and ambivalent, and even
capable of meaning more than one thing at a time--a language
which is in fact the opposite of a language--music never has fo
make a choice between one meaning rather than another, as is
the case with rational speech. It lends itself to a great variety
of interpretations, all of which are wvalid.. ."10
This idea of plurality of meaning is brought forward, not
regarding the nature of music, but of poetry, by Edward T.
Cone in "Words into Music: The Composer’s Approach to the
Text:"
What .the composer does, then, when he sets a
poem to music, is to choose one among all its forms. .
it might well be termed a latent form of the poem..
The composer's task is to make the latent form patent

by presenting it through the more specific, inflexible,
and immediate form of music...11

Langer, p. 240.

9 Langer, p. 240.

10 S. Jankelevitch, preface to S. Jarocinski,
Debussy, (Krakow ) 1966, Eng. translation 1975.
pP. IX

11

Edward T. Cone, "Words into Music: The Composer's
Approach to the Text," in Sound and Poetry, English
Institute Essays (N.Y.: <Columbia U. Press, 1956), p. 9.
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Thus, two well-known scholars seem to be in complete
disagreement: for Jankelevitch, music is adaptable to various
interpretatiohs'; while for Cone, it is poetry which possesses
flexibility and the potential for multiple meaning.

One might answer Jankelevitch by proposing that music
may in fact. possess a single, particular meaning which simpiy
has -no pr_‘eéise linguistic equivalent (perhaps this meaning is
too specific for words). The apparent "variety of interpretations"
to which music is subjected, then, may be seen as linguistic
approximations or attempts at definition. Langer has already
been quoted to this effect where she characterizes music as
articulating forms "which language cannot set for'th."12 Yet
she seems to infer from our inability to define musical
significance in words the notion that musical symbolism, there-
fore, is by nature mutable, shifting, and lacking in "permanent
contents."l?’-" One might question how, given her inability to
satisfactorily define what these contents are, Langer can speak
with any assurance of their mutable quality. Perhaps instead,
music opens ub a realm of feeling wherein verbal distinctions
blend and dissolve. Language polarizes emotional qualities such
as "sad" and "happy" as opposites: might there be a concept,
or emotional state elicited by music, not general or vague, but
specific at the same time that it is comprehensive, which

contains both "happy" and "sad" as parts of something larger?

12 Langer, p. 232.

13 Langer, p. 240.
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For the limits of language seem to be at the borders of emotion.
Words denoting feelings are at once categorical and imprecise--
they are "imperfect symbols." .
What the above argument is driving toward is the notion
of unity of meaning, or immutable significance, as a necessary
condition for integrity and coherence in a work of art. Robert
Greer Cohn develops this theme in connection with Mallarme:
his prerequisites for poetic significance may aptly be ascribed
to music as well: "I should like to make plain," writes Cohn,
"nonetheless, that I do not believe there are various possible
interpretations of Mallarn?é. ..There is only one meaning to a
Mallarme poem, or any other authentic poem. True, the meaning
may be exceedingly complex, polyvalent, ambiguous (in the
well-known Empsonian sense); it may be constructed in places
like music, with overtones achieved through a sort of verbal
equivalent of chords...All this...does not alter the basic
condition of integrity, or authenticity, or inner harmony."14
If music too possesses specific, immutable significance, which,
however, eludes linguistic definition due to its very nature,
this would simultaneously account for why, on the one hand,
one‘s"-perception of what music expresses does not seem vague
or imprecise, but vivid and distinct, and, on the other hand,
why attempts at characterizing musical - expression vary from one
person to another, and even from one listening to the next in

the case of the same person.

14 Cohn, p. 7.
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Symbolism in Debussy

S. Jarocinski has made. an important contribution to the
study of musical symbolism in his book, Debussy. Jarocinski
argues soundly that the general public has been misled for decades
into associating Debussy's music with the techniques and aesthetics

of Impressionist painting; this obscures a deepér affinity between

15

Debussy and the literary school of Symbolist poetry. For

Jarocinski, Debussy is the founder of a new kind of symbolism
in music, and it is the abandonment of functionality--the
liberation of sound from traditional associations of tension and
resolution--which is at the heart of Debussy's novel contribution.

Jarocinski writes,

"The dissonant chords have by now ceased to

be a transition between two tonalities; they no
longer prepare a resolution--they dispense with

it altogether and claim equality--with the result
that all the laws of gravitation and interdepen-
dence are flouted: everything is called into
question again and takes on an ambiguous, poly-
valent character, while the parallel chords clearly
mark a new stage in the evolution of 'thinking in
sound.' Trusting to his own instinct, Debussy
broke the traditional rules, instituted a new musical
language, and a new kind of Symbolism; he allowed
his hearer's imagination free play, enabling it to
explore a vaster realm, liberated from the narrow
bondage of the traditional system."16

15
16

Jarocinski, p. 158.
Jarocinski, p. 158.
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This description of musical symboliém bears an unmistakable
relationship to the exposition earlier in this chapter of Mallarme's
use of language. Both cases seem to deal with the idea of new
meaning or significance arising from tﬁe combination of familiar
terms in novel mutual relations and associations. Yet, Jarocinski
seems to go much too far in the direction of what is new and
unexpected in Debussy, and in so doing, fails to note the equal
importance for this composer of powerful forces of tradition,
association, and memory. For one is faced with an apparent
paradox: if "all the laws of gravitation and interdependence"
are simply '!ﬂoﬁted," one must ask why Debussy would have
bothere_d.--“t"d‘ retain an essentially traditional vocabulary of tertian
harmohy and largely diatonic melody, along with a predilection

for projecting large, unified tonal frameworks. Certainly the

.~ musical air of the early twentieth century (most. notably in

A Vienna) was filled with experiments which seemed more
4 drastic in their rebellion from tradition. It may be proposed,
to resolve this apparent paradox, that Debussy utilized rather
common pitch structures in order to create a wonderful sense
of tension through the unusﬁal arrangement of familiar terms.
. As a concrete example of this principle, let us examine
Debussy's use of the so-called "dominant-seventh chord." In the
common-practice period from the Baroque era through late Roman-
ticism, the sound of the dominant-seventh chord is associated
with root motion down a fifth or up a fourth, resulting in an es-
pecially strong cadential gesture, and yielding the standard for-

mula of tension followed by resolution in a tonal setting. It might
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be argued that vertical structures which appear to be dominant-
seventh chords in Debussy's music are misinterpreted by such
a designation. The analyst who so defines such a chord could
be accused of carrying "nineteenth-century baggage" into a
context where such terminology is | invalid. But it must be
emphatically objected here that such "baggage" is as necessary
as it is valid and indeed unavoidable in meaningful - analysis:
Debussy was heir to a rich tradition in which for centuries,
listeners expected dominant-seventh chords to resolve in the ac-
customed manner. When Debussy does the unexpected--when the
familiar tension is suspended, foregoing resolution and taking on
exciting new meaning by virtue of its context--an important as-
pect of Debussy's style is evidenced. Yet the very character-
ization of the new relationships as "unexpected" points to another,
equally important part of Debussy's symbolic language.
Wherein lies the excitement, the quality of surprise, of reve-
lation, except in the tension created between one's expectation
of resolution and Debussy's unwillingness to fulfill this? In
fact, this tension is guaranteed in Debussy's work by a sensitive
balance between instances where traditional sounds do resolve
as expected (often at major formal divisions), and instances
where these tendencies are thwarted. Thﬁs one might complete
Jarocinski's view of a "new Symbolism" in Debussy by acknow-
ledging not only the concept of liberation from traditional
functionality, but also its occasional reinforcement, to produce

a delicate balance of tension and release and to insure an element
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of surprise. In the words of Herbert. Eimert,

Debussy is the least revolutionary among the great

renovators of music. More than any other man he

altered his musical environment, the music of the late

nineteenth century. But he did not rebel against ‘it,

he transformed it delicately and with gentle decisiveness,
by altering its content of tension. The newness of his

contribution was a saving in traditional terms. 17
As one might expect, then, in a symbolic language, elements of
tradition, association, and memory are integr;al to an understanding
of that which is new.

There is at least one other important element of Debussy's
style which may been as contributing to the formation of a new
musical symbolism. This may be termed a reversal of the
respective roles of various musical parameters. In the musical
tradition to which Debussy was heir, pitch elements--melody and
harmony--frequently exhibit qualities of change and direction to
a higher degree than do elements of rhythm, texture, timbre,
‘and dynamics. In the music of Debussy, the reverse is often
true. Pitch acquires a certain "frozen," static, non-directional
quality, while the elements of rhythm, texture, timbre, and
dynamics tend to change quickly, unexpectedly, and frequently.

With regard to the static treatment of pitch, one may note

first of all the importance of parallel harmonies not only in

obliterating functionality, but also in drawing one's attention

17 Herbert Eimert, "Debussy's 'Jeux,'" Die Reihe 5, (1961), 3.
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away from what the chord does (resolve, progress), and toward
what it is: the sameness of quality in parallel chords focuses
attention on the sonorities themselves--a case of  "sound for
sound's sake." Closely related to this is the preferénce shown
by Debussy for repetition of ideas rather than sequential
transposition.: True repetition heightens the degree to which
one's perception of the musical idea is connected with literal,
precise equivalence of register (the listener's identification of
a relationship coming not generally through a recognition of an
interval pattern, but of such a pattern occurring specifically at
a fixed pitch level). Further, Debussy's melodies seem to curl
self-admiringly about some fixed point, in an ornamental, non-
directional way, suggesting the composer's term "arabesque."
Herbert Eimert, writing of "Jeux," expresses the notion that
such melodies, in an orchestral setting, become linked in a spe-
cial way to their timbres. In Eimert's words,
Movement and timbre of a sound cannot be separated;
the kinetic curves of time are colored--this goes far be-
_ yond Wagner and beyond the merely muffled sounds of
<, impressionist music. When one listens hard to the sound,
~Nistens in' to it, psychology suddenly mutates into natural
—ism. The metalhcally bright brass of "Jeux," reduced from
themés™ to arabesques and released from the thematic box of
tricks, seéms. already to be settled 'outside,' and the softly
tremblmg mass- of melting outlines seems to contain a stream of
acoustic essence:, Lack of meaning in thematic terms becomes

true significance, ‘the symbol of colored kinetic curves, in which
time passes, blooms .18

-

18 Eimert, p. 4.
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Static treatment of pitch material in Debussy is manifested

in at least one other important form: - whereas cominon-practice

~ tonality is characterized by modulation schemes which shift the
tonic focus in a piece while usually retaining either a major or -
minor scale association, Debussy tends to reniain in one tonal area
for long periods of time, with variety of pitch . deriving from
shifting inflections of mode within a fixed tonic-octave.19
To this point in the discuésion of the relation of words to

music, symbolic qualities in both fields have been noted; some
differences have been acknowledged, as well as some similarities.
A distinction has been drawn between the symbolism of language
and music generally, and the special, heightened uses of symbols
on the part of Mallarme the poet, and Debussy the composer,
respectively. The central question for this chapter thus presents
itself: in vocal music, where the two independent art forms meet
and become interdependent, what is the relation of music to

poetry--what does the one contribute to the other?

This question may be dealt with through analysis of a

concrete musical example. In the first of the Trois Poemes

de Mallarme, entitled Soupir, the text at measure 21 speaks of
the "infinite langor" of the October azure. The richly chromatic,
fully-voiced cho'rds, mostly in parallel motion, seem to this writer

perfectly fitted to this poetic notion. Yet it is not that the chords

19 A clear illustration of this is provided by Debussy's "L'Isle

Joyeux" for piano, wherein ."A" is the tonal center: Debussy
uses ATLydian, A-whole-tone, A-Aeolian, etc., each section
possessing a characteristic modal flavor.
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are "blue" that makes the setting effective. The music seems a
profound, somber commentary on the concept of "infinite lahgor. "
But whyi is this so? 1Is it because the line of text in question
has been fitted to the one and only musical setting which
perfectly expresses the emotional state suggested? Certainly
not, for the number of possible successful alternative musical
settings for this line of text is perhaps infinite. Does then
the opposite situation exist, namely, that the musical idea has
been placed with the set of words which best defines its
emotional content? Again the answer must be negative, for
one can imagine any number of texts which would work well
in conjunction with the musical phrase in question.

An understanding of this i§sue may be facilitated through
reference back to an earlier discussion in this chapter. In
defense of the unity or integrity of musical meaning against
Jankelevitch, who was attributing to music a mutable, adapt-
able quality, this writer proposed to explain differences among
verbal descriptions of the same piece of music as being -"lin-
guistic approximations" of something which is not amorphous,
but too specific to be defined simply in words. In- this vein
(to return to Soupir) the relation of poetry to music may be
viewed as follows: the impression of the text-=-infinite langor
has certain . emotional affinities (as' would other compatible poetic
ideas) with the musical concept embodied in the tones, rhythms,
textures, etc., to which the poetic line is set. This proposal
safeguards the unity and integrity of meaning in music, for

instead of making music the slave of the words by viewing it
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as capable of adapting its meaning, it points to a common ground,
an abstract emotional area shared by the poetic sense and the
musical sense. This is not to say that the whole meaning of
the musical idea or of the poetic thought has been revealed;
rather, there seems to exist what may be termed an accord
through intersection: a portion of the musical meaning has
been harmonized with an aspect of the poetic sense. This.
intersection or merger of qualities seems to take place at that
higher level where the Symbolists sought to blend or merge
the art forms. Indeed, one may speak here of the power of
"universal analogy" and of the "ultimate harmony or connectivity
of all reality..." 20

In elucidation of the above, Jarocinski may be cited as
drawing a distinction between '"whole meaning" and ‘“partial
meaning" in a comparison of musical symbolism with some aspects
of ancient Greek culture. Jarocinski himself quotes Thrasybulas
Georgiades from "Musik und Rhythmus bei den Griechen" as
follows:

The Greek language is a language of masks.

It does not evoke a living physiognomy....One

cannot guess the speaker's thoughts; one does not

know whether his intentions are good or bad, whether

he is happy or in a bad temper. The Greek language

is like the masks used in Greek tragedy. There too,

the lack of facial expression does not diminish the ex-

pressive force--on the contrary it enhances it. In this

way the Greek spoken word can have a powerful, animal-like

demoniacal and somber sonority and not, as in modern cul-
tures, one that is subjective, dynamic, and internal.2l

20
21

Cohn, p. 3.

Jarocinski, p. 34.
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The crucial point here is that the powerful effect
described by Georgiades does not derive from any indecisive-
ness on the part of his speaker. Tension instead is created '
by means of the tantalizing gap which is opened between what
the speaker knows (equivalent for the purposes of this paper
to the "whole musical meaning") and what the speaker divulges
(equivalent to that portion of musical expression which intersects
with poetic meaning).

What emerges from this examination of symbolism is the
realization that an important dividing-line exists, not so much
between languagé and music, as between denotative and connota-
tive modes of éxpression (in semiotic terms, between logical
codes and aesthetic codes). Jean-Jacques Nattiez concludes that
"We need not restrict ourselves to é comparison of music and

language, but may compare music with aesthetic forms of language
122

sﬁch as poetry. Indeed, earlier in this chapter, in the dis-

cussion of symbolism in poetry, it was pointed out that poetic care
over sound-quality (evident in such devices as rhyme), rhythm,
and abstract, emotional content, indicates what this writer termed

23

a "musical" use of language. Yet this last point bears elucida-

22
23

Nattiez, p. 8.

Nicholas Ruwet, in Language, Musique, et Poesie (Paris:
Editions du Seuil, 1972) has elaborated on the idea that
poetry's use of reiteration creates an affinity with music's
use of time.
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tion. In what sense can emphasis on emotional content be
regarded as representing a musical aspect of poetry? Hans
Keller argues that musical understanding is emotional, and as
such is of a different nature from the intellectual understanding
associated vﬁth conceptual logic.24 In "The Nature of Musical
Understanding," Keller points to the one-dimensional
quality of conceptual logic to which he opposes music's second,
added dimension--a dimension wherein expectations are aroused,
only to be happily denied by what he calls "meaningful contra-
dictions...which remain powerfully--logiéally--related to the
unrealized background implications. w25

What then can be said of the combination of poetry and
music? If poetry, in the first place, operates according to
aesthetic rather than logical principles, and thus vibrates with
emotional tensions, setting a poem to music further imbues a
text with emotional connotation. The two dimensions opened
up (the one by the poetic setting, the other by the music)
need not be identical; rather, in a successful union, an inter-

section of complementary qualities seems to take place.

24
Newsletter, iii/4 (Oct. 1973).

25 Keller, p. 16.
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CHAPTER TWO: SOUPIR

Mon ame vers ton _front ou reve o calme soeur,
Un automne jonché de taches de rousseur,

Et-vers le ciel errant de ton oe11 angehque

Monte, comme dans un jardin melancohque,

Fld"le un blanc jet d'eau soupire vers 1'Azur!
--Vers I'Azure attendri d'Octobre "le et pur

Qui mire aux grands bassins sa langueur infinie
Et laisse, sur l'eau morte ou la fauve agonie

Des fggllles erre au vent et creuse un froid sillon,
Se trainer le soleil jaune d'un long rayon.

My soul toward your brow where dreams, my calm sister,
An autumn scattered with freckles of russet,

And toward the wandering heaven of your angelic eye
Mounts up as in some melancholical gardens

Faithful, a white jet sighs towards the Azure!

Towards October's tender, pale and pure Azure

Which reflects in great basins its infinite langour

And lets, on dead water where the tawny death-throes
Of leaves wander windswept and scoop a cold furrow,

The yellow sun creep of a long drawn-out ray. 26

In beginning a detailed analysis of the first of the

Trois Poémes de Mallarme, (Soupir), it may be helpful to
articulate some basic differences betWeen the demands of poetic
logic and the demands of muéical logic with regard to the nature
of formal organization. In telling a story or in projecting a
thought or image, the poet may progress from one point to
another (be it a question of syntax or of the passage of time).
Musical narrative, however, not only may progress from one
point to another (as in a modulatory scheme or a deployment
of themes), but may also return (to a tonic key or a previously

heard idea). Of course, a poetic thought can also recur, but

26 Translated by Roger Fry in Mallarme, Poems (New York:

Oxford University Press, 1937).
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it may be generalized that the notion of return is more typical
of music than poetry.
The song Soupir manifests this difference. The first six

measures are devoted to an opening musical gesture and its

development. After these first six bars, the opening idea does .

not recur until the very end of the song. The text, however,

does not precisely recapitulate any exact phrase or image at its

conclusion. Y‘et one may nevertheless find an interesting ;con-

nection here between poetic and musical structures: the poem

comprises one long, complex sentence. By not subdividing this

structure into smaller, independent units (stanzas or shorter sen-
tences), Mallarmé create:s a tension as the reader is forced to knit
together all the imagery in search of a composite meaning of the

one extended thought. Musically, Debussy achieves an analogous

tension through the prpliferation of small, ever-changing ideas.

The listener, again, strains to incorporate in the understanding

all the various textures, rhythms, and harmonies, waiting all

the while for the release provided by the return of a familiar

element, and this release is delayed until the very end of the

song. '

The immediate repetition of the opening idea, heard in
measures four and five, may serve as an example of another way
in which the formal organization of pdetry differs from that. of
music. A composer gives an immediate reiteration of an idea
(be it exact repetition or sequence) partly to delimit the musical
idea itself. That is, the listener understands what the motive

is partly through hearing it again, the repetition fixing the
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limits of the first appearance. This notion of delimiting a musi-
cal idea by immediate repetition is uﬁnecessary in poetry,
though poetic ideas may recur for emphasis or for structural
reasons.

We may now proceed to consider Soupir from three per-
spectives, as the focus of this chapter.

The first perspective may be termed purely musical.
Quite apart from any question of relationship to the text is
the musical demand for balance between variety (of key,
theme, texture, register, etc.) and unity. The previous dis-
cussion already notes that factors which contribute to a sense
of variety in Soupir predominate over unifying elements. Here
the parameters of rhythm and texture in particular exhibit a
quality of change. The dynamic level, too, constantly fluctuates,
though within the narrow scope from "ppp" to "p." The only
truly static element in this song is harmony: Ab represents
the only significant bass-note over the first twenty-three
measures. Along with the unifying effect of harmonic material
in Soupir, the other binding structural element is represented
by the brief return of the opening idea at the conclusion of
the song.

Our secdhd perspective deals with the specific, moment-
to-moment relation of music to text. The thematic material
contained in the piano part of the song does not manifest this
specific relation to the poetry. Rather, it is the voice part

in Soupir which possesses this particular affinity. This moment-
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to-moment relation is noticeable in the fields of rhythm and
melodic contour. In rhythm, Debussy gives special emphasis
to what he considers an important syllable of text by accent,
either metric or durational. Debussy tends to accent those
syllables which would naturally receive stress in a spoken

delivery, as in the opening phrase of text:
.r'

TERRE

Mon a - me vers ton front.

In the above example, the syllables naturally stressed in speech,
"Q" and "front," are both given the metric stress of downbeat-
placement. Yet the art of music specifies a care for internal
rhyi:hms between main accents, which can yield an eléstic effect
of either pushing ahead toward some secondary accentuation,
as in measure 8:
)Y
" front 01: rléve,
where the motion of eighth-notes beginning on the downbeat
leads to a syncopated accent by duration on &rg,' or by

pulling back and thus exaggerating the expected duration of

a syllable, as in measures fifteen and sixteen:

M

Fidele.

Further, Debussy often lends rhythmic impertance to a
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syllable which would not naturally receive stress in spoken
delivery, and in so doiné draws a special attention to the word
of which the syllable is a part. Clear examples of this tech-
nique are found in measure eléven, on the preposition vers
and again, with the same word, at measure eighteen. In both
of these cases, vers receives the metric stress of downbeat.
In measure eighteen, one might naturally expect the rhythmic

placement to yield

)

vers l'Azur
so that the destination (I'Azur) pointed out by the preposition
is aligned with the weight of the downbeat. By placing the

active, directional word (vers) in the stressed position in the

measure, and by syncopating the word of destination (l'Azur),

Debussy achieves the following effect: the image of concept

of motion, of reaching or striving, symbolized by the prepo-

sition, takes on primary importance, while that which is striven,

after (the object of the preposition) recedes somewhat. Of
course, this serves to enhance the cenfral poetic thought and
title of the song: in a sigh (soupir) it is the gesture, the
motion, the aspiration which counts--that which one sighs
toward by definition is not to be attained; this very unat-
tainability causes the sigh.

In addition to subtle rhythmic affinities in the moment-

to-moment relation of voice line to text, there are also corres-
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pondences between the poetry and the pitch elements of the

vocal melody in this song. One notices immediately in Debussy's

music the predominantly athematic, speechlike quality of the

voice part, reflected not only in the syllabic style and sensi-
tively paced rhythms discussed above, but also in the sphere
of melodic contour. Particular syllablés are chosen by Debussy
to be highlighted as momentary melodic peaks, which connect
audibly, one to the next, forming an upper line of stressed
notes and syllables. Thus through the first four measures of
the vocal part (mm 7-10) there is a gradual ascent in the vocal
register from one stressed syllable to the next, an ascent
culminating in the high F of [rous]seur. Through these
four measures, the melodic peaks align with the main metric
accents (the first and third beats of each measure), with the

important exception of

S

- A
front ou reve

where the high pitch, B'b, on the second beat c;f measure 8,
seems necessary to create the syncopated effect mentioned
earlier. .

Another means whereby the pitch material of the voice
part relates to the text is demonstrated in measures 11 and
12. To this point in the song, the melody has been diatonic

in the key of Ab. The active connotation of the word vers and
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its importance created through metric placement have been
mentioned. In addition, the first chromatic tone of the melody
is placed on this word, further enhancing its dynamic, direc-
tional quality. In fact, the note in question, E‘Q , ushers in

a sudden, momentary shift in key center, moving away from ab

and toward a region of E. The fresh pitches of measures 11

and 12 complement the shift in word-imagery toward a sense
of motion all the more strikingly by virtue of being- unaccom-
panied.

This discussion of the moment-to-moment relation of the
music to the text may conclude with an investigation of why
Debussy may occasionally be found to set the same phrase of
text, upon repetition, in a different metric fashion than the
first setting embodied. The phrase wvers I'Azur again may
serve the purposes of this discussion. Arthur B. Wenk points
out that Mallarmé uses the preposition vers four times in the
first half of the ' poem, each time in association with

higher aspiration: vers ton front, vers le ciel, vers l'Azur,

and Vers I'Azur. The second and third appearances of this idea
feature the accented metric position of vers noted above.

The last appearance, in measure 19, seems to represent

a return to a rhythmic setting which again complements the

natural stress of the words in a spoken delivery. Yet close
examination reveals another possible purpose for this rhythmic

setting: in this last instance, neither vers ncr I'Azur represents

the goal of the poetic image. Through reiteration, Mallarmg
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fills out the image so that l'Azur here is specified as attendri

d'Octobre pgle et pur. Debussy accordingly shifts the musical

emphasis toward the new element in the image, climaxing with
a melodic peak and durational accent on Octobre: to insure
the success of this .effect, the downbeat stress formerly asso-
ciated with vers must be abandoned.

So far, Soupir has been examined both with regard to
purely musical considerations and with regard to' the moment-
to-moment relation of the music to the text. It remains to
investigate a final aspect of this sdng which is most crucial.
This aspect is the relation of the composite musical image-
series. Just as in the poem there seems to be a central

27 wherein

thought arising from a sort of "image-cluster'
related ideas are combined and juxtaposed, so too the music
appears to accumulate small, ever-changing ideas whose func-
.tion seems less to reflect the specific line of poetry with
which they happen to coincide, than it is, when the song is
completed, to create an analogous overall impression, or image-
cluster, which harmonizes with the poetic effect.

.The first analytic task in elucidating the above concept
must be the enumeration of the basic themes or images of the
poem, along with the recognition of the significance of their

arrangement, and the determination of the nature of the total

effect they contribute toward, achieved through this selection

21 Cohn, p. 2.
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and deployment of imagery. Secondly, an attempt must be
made to distinguish among the various small- musical ideas
contained in Soupir; their arrangement too shall be noted,
and the total musical effect to which they contribute shall
be examined. Analysis of Soupir shall conclude with a dis-
cussion of how the composite musical image-cluster harmonizes
with the overall poetic impression.

In Soupir, Mallarme employs nine poetic images, or ideas,
which may be designated as follows:

1) the soul soaring

2) dreaming autumn, scattered with freckles of russet

3) the wandering heaven of your angelic eye

4) melancholical gardens

5) a white jet sighing

6) October's azure

7) langor reflected in great basins

8) windswept leaves on dead water

9) the creeping yellow sun with its long-drawn . ray.

Above, mention was made of how the four-fold use of
the preposition vers propels the first half of the poem forward
in its upward-reaching iméigery. This sense of striving and of
ascent culminates in l'Azur at the center of the poem. L'Azur

represents for Mallarme the "ideal,"28 and, as such, can never

28 Wenk, p. 247.
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be attained. Thus the imagery of the sécond half of the poem
points earthward, featuring the reflection in the water, as well

as the death-throes of leaves. Wenk believes that this mirror

effect "can also be found in the syntactical structure of the poem.

The first half contains all the forward movement--the subject and
the verb [é\me; monte]. The second half is- only an extended’
prepositional phrase, a release of the tension built up in the first
half. "2

It would appear that the overall poetic impression of
Soupir can best be summed up in the title itself, which, trans-
lated, is "Sigh." It symbolizes a typically Mallarméan notion,
insofar as its meaning is ambiguous: one may sigh in hope and
aspiration, or one may sigh in a spirit of resignation, or one
may even sigh in experiehcing a curious mixture of these emo-
tions. All the subordinate imagery in the poem seems to
contribute to the vividness of this main idea, represented by
the central image of the fountain (which may be seen as sym-
bolizing the poet's aspiring soul) sighing toward the azur
(which then could represent the loved one in idealized form),
and this is the main simile on which the poem is built.

Musically, there are no fewer than eight distinct thematic
ideas contained in the piano part of Soupir. “These short,
musical "images" are rendered mutually distinct by the clearest
possible process--the immediate repetition of each idea. As men-

tioned éarlier, these repetitions delimit each musical idea while

29 Wenk, p. 248.
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simultaneously emphasizing their static nature, and crystal-
lizing each of them in the listener's memory. The musical
treatment in Soupir amounts to a rather extreme manifestation
of Debussy's tendency to accumulate a large number of motives
in a relatively short space of time: the contrast between this
style. and the nineteenth-century tradition of organic motivic
development cannot be exaggerated.

The first of these musical ideas (mm. 1-3), heard at
the outset of the song, possesses a peculiar quality which
relates to the quality of the Mallarme poem. What is referred
to here is the gradual unfolding of the tonality of ab. The
succession of fifths in the first two measures of the song creates
some unsureness as to which tone will emerge as the tonic: the ab
in measure 4 dispels this uncertainty, subsuming all pre-
viously-heard tones within, as it were, its gravitational pull,
aided. by its low registral placement. The diminuted reitera-
tion of the thematic idea in measure 4, with Ab established
as a clear tonal anchor beneath it, becomes a case not of
simple repetition, but of clarification of the tonal aspect of
this idea.

When this motive recurs at the song's end, it becomes
clear that this sonorous combination of tones is central to the
musical structure in this song. If one posits a relation between
this musical motive and the main poetic idea in the text, em-
bodied in the word soupir, one may then note the apparent

significance of the following characteristics of the musical motive:
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1) the sequence of linear fifths reaches upward, which relates
to the poetic concept of striving; 2) the melodic pea_k of the
idea is on F, which sounds as the added sixth of the har-
mony. Common-practice would resolve such a tone downward
into a stable chord-tone (EL). Yet this resolution is denied, so
that the music remains poised expectantly, lingering ambivalently
and hopefully, one might say, in a poetic sense, unwilling rather
than unable to resolve. In fact, in measure two, even before Ab
enters to clarify the tonality, the musical line begins to fall, but
reaches up once again (measure three) seeming to grasp at "the
ideal," and then falls sldwef, with greater reluctance.

Objections might be raised at the mention of the sense of
expected resolution in a musical style in which so many trjaditipnal
functions are seemingly ignored. Such objections may be answered,
as they were in the introductory chapter of this paper, by stating
that the tension and the ambiguous quality of this musical style can
only exist in a context of commonly understood tradition. With-
out expectation of resolution (brought abouf by Debussy's use
of traditional sounds) there can exist no surprise at its absence
(effected by novel combinations of those traditional éounds).
In the words of Jarocinski,

"So as not to break all ties with tradition, and

in order to keep in contact with his hearers,

Debussy tried to keep within the boundaries of

tonality and functional harmony; but he extended

them to extreme lengths, and through the medium

of pure sound, freed from any representational
function, he prepared the way for the new thinking
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of today."30
Tonal aspeéts in Debussy's music, then, are elements necessary
to establish the desired network of associations in the memory
and in the imagination.

Examination of the various small musical motives found
in Soupir, and of their mutual relations, may now continue with
mention of the one-bar idea heard in measure 9, which is
immediately repeated in measure 10. This motive is distinctly
set off from the opening idea by the intervening silence of the
piano part (during which the voice enters). A comparison of
the respective registers of the two motives in question shows
that in the second motive (measure 9) the lower register of
the piano, prominent in the opening motive, is abandoned in
favor of dense, tightly voiced chords in the upper and middle
registers. A subtle gesture, arising from an unusual relation
of melody and rhythm to dynamics, perceptible in this second
motive, may be also be associated with the poetic soupir concept.
The staccato triplets at the end of the pattern ‘(measure nine)
represent motion, and this feeling is supported by the melodic
leaps in octaves. Yet this activity is paradoxically wedded
to a "diminuendo" effect. Thus the dynamic indication seems
to belie the sense of increased activity suggested through
rhythmic and melodic parameters. This state of affairs seems
not unrelated to the ambivalent concept of sighing, wherein

emotions of hopefulness and resignation may intermingle.

30 Jarocinski, p. 157.
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At the same tinié, there is a certain ambiguity in the
harmonic aspect of this motive. Wenk describes the two chords
in question as "enriched diminished-seventh chords."e‘1 While
there may be some question as to how properly to name these
chords, Wenk's is one attempt which may be dismissed as in-
accurate: the - unstable nature of giiminished seventh chords
derives fr'ofn the lack of any perfect interval in their construc-
tion which would delineate a clear harmonic root. The addition'
to such a chord of a new note which creates a perfect interval
in conjunction with another note of the chord automatically
gravitates all tones toward the rooted center. This would seem
to be the function of the tone C in the first chord of measure
9: with C as root, E, G, and B b become submerged as mem-
bers of a dominant-seventh harmony, while D L and E
surface as the minor ninth and minor tenth, respectively. Ambi-
guity here arises from the fact that the reasoning whereby C
may be perceived as root may also be applied to the tone Eb
In that case, an "Eb " dominant-seventh ~chord would
emerge, with Eh functioning as an enharmonic minor ninth,
and with C as the thirteenth. It must be stated that neither

C nor Eb is given the acoustical priority of low registral

placement, f.hough Eb is the highest sounding pitch, as well

as the dominant in the overall tonal structure. The ambiguous

character is enhanced rather than resolved by the parallel motion

31 Wenk, p. 253.
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to a second chord, identical in quality with the first: this
motion eschews function, leaving the full meaning of the chord
unpronounced, in the realm of potential.

It will not be necessary to give a detailed account of
the musical qualities inherent in every short idea in Soupir.
It may suffice to rﬁention that the next small motive and its
development occupy meaéures .14 through 18. The following
idea, comprising measures 19 and 20, leads smoothly to a
closely related motive in measures 21 through ?3. This last
motive was discussed in detail in a portion of the introductory
chapter of this paper. Regardingi all of the above musical ideas,
one may note the common utilization of the technique of repetition
immediately following each initial statement. Nicholas Ruwet has
stressed the importance of exact répetition in the music of Debussy,
and in his article, "Note' sur les duplications dans l'ouevre
de Claude Debussy," he suggests’ that these musical repetitions
may be related to certain grammatical parallels found in
poetry.31 Along this line of thinking, it may also be sug-
gested that musical repetition, so .prevalent in Soupir, may
be related to Mallarme's use in this poem of rhyming couplets,
a technique which, too, groups related sounds in pairs.

The last musical idea to be discussed in detail is found
in measures 24-25. Regarding this motive, Wenk states,

"The accompaniment...suggests dead leaves in stagnant

31 Ruwet, p. 18.
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water through the wuse of static harmonies and. the dark,
low notes of the -piano"'e’2 This relationship Wenk proposes
might be more carefully formulated as follows: The deploy-
ment of clusters, the low register, the soft, receding dynamics,
and the non-rooted, whole-tone harmonies suggest an emotional
content hot uncomplementary to the emotional content evoked by
the poetic image of dying leaves in stagnant water.

A summary of the findings connected with the concept
of the "relation of the composite poetic image-series to the
composite musical image-series" may now be given. Firstly,
the selection and arrangement of various images, concepts,
or ideas, in poetry and in music, yield an overall, unified
impression (in poetry as well as in music) with all subordinate,
individual ideas contributing to the "large picture." In Soupir,
the poetic impression harmonizes with the musical impression;
thus one is not faced predominantly with a question of indi-
vidual musical motives depicting specific aspects of the poem.
This is evident from the following facts: 1) there are not
as many musical motives as there are poetic images 2) the
beginnings and endings of the motives do not always coincide
with the beginnings and”. endings of the phrases or images
of the poem 3) the musical repetitions and recapitulation
bespeak an independence of formal organization grounded in

the needs of musical logic, which are different from the formal

32 Wenk, p. 250-25l.
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demands of language. All of the musical ideas employed by
Debussy have qualities compatible with the main poetic concept
of sighing. The constant changes in musical profile serve at
least two purposes: 1) a purely musical function, by varying
texture, register, rhythm, harmony, etc., and 2) a function
of creating a web of associated ideas analogoué to the poetic
image-cluster. Wenk's notion that Debussy's setting repi‘esents
an attempt to sort out the phrases and clauses which complicate
the poem's grammatical structure seems absurd from two angles.
Firstly, one must wonder who (certainly not Debussy) would
want to "sort out" anything in a Mallarme poem, when gram-
matical involutions are so crucial to the whole poetic aesthetic.
Secondly, one must further ask how this peculiar function can
be attributed to music, which too, in the case of Debussy,
acts to create an intricate network of connections quite inde-

pendent of the poetic syntax.
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CHAPTER THREE: PLACET FUTILE

Princesse! a jalouser le destin d'une Hébé -

Qui poind sur cette tasse au baiser de vos levres,
J'use mes feux majs n'ai rang digcret que d'abbe
Et ne figurerai méine nu sur le Sevres.

Comme je ne suis pas ton bichon embarbe,

Ni la pastille ni du rouge, ni jeux miévres _

Et que sur moi je sais ton regard clos tombe
Blonde dont les coiffeurs divins sont des orfevres!

Nommez-nous...toi de qui tant de ris framb01ses
Se joignent en troupeau d'agneaux appr1v01ses,
Chez tous broutant les voeux et b€lant aux délires,

Nommez-nous. ..pour qu'Amour aile d'un eventail
M'y peigne flute aux doigts endormant ce bercail,
Princesse, nommez-nous berger de vos sourires.

Princess, envying the lot of Hebe

(Conjured onto this cup by your lips' kiss)

I spend my ardor, but hold only the modest rank of abbe
And won't be portrayed, even nude, on Sevres china.

As I am not your lapdog swathed in beard,

Nor the jujube, nor rouge, nor dainty sports,

and as I know your glance falls on me shut,

Blonde with goldsmiths as divine hairdressers,

Name us...you whose raspberry-scented laughter

Becomes a flock of tame lambs

Browsing on everyone's desires; bleating in rapt transports,

Name us...so that Love winged with a fan

May paint me, flute in hand, putting that fold to sleep,

Princess, name us shepherd of your smiles. 33

An examination of the relation of text to music in

Placet futile will reveal similarities as well as striking dif-
ferences when compared with the treatment found in Soupir.

Therefore it may be noted here that the concluding chapter

33 Wenk, p. 316 Translated by Edward Morriss.
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of this paper will serve not only to summarize the principles
behind each song, but to compare procedures from song to
song, deriving from this comparison some understanding of
- both elements of Debussy's style which are most consistent,
and those elements which tend to vary topically.

Analysis rhay begin with an examination of the poem,
Placet futile, separated from the musical setting. Herein it
is immediately noticeable that the general tone, the vocabulary,
the imagery, and the sense of structure are all markedly dif-
ferent from those elements of the poem, Soupir. Seemingly
disparate allusions to mythology, eighteenth-century galanterie,
and pastoral scenery are skillfully drawn together, bound by
an underlying gentle sense of irony. Rene Bray views the poem
Placet futile as a particularly good example of poetic pr‘éciosit/e,
which he describes as "l'art qui joue...Pure construction de
l'imagination, il €tablit sa loi dans Iartifice, son oeuvre ne
rEpond a rien, qu'; elle-m'éme."34

A certain classicism qf form in this poem is achieved
through the traditional division of the text into stanzas and
through the employment of a set rhyme scheme. Regarding the
poetic imagery found in Placet futile, Wenk notes that

"The standard props of eighteenth-century art are
all to be found here: bearded lapdogs, pastilles,
and assumed appearances. One thinks of Madame de
Pompadour, under whose patronage young artists like
Boucher painted cupids, flutes, and fans, and

the great porcelain makers of Sévres who decorated
their cups with portraits of Hebe."35

34 Rene Bray, La Prtfciosit'é et le Precieux, (Paris: Editions

Albin Michel, 1948), p. 396.

35 wenk, p. 256.
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As was the case with Soupir, the title of the present
poem may serve as a key to understanding an underlying
sentiment of the poem, a basic emotional tone. But, whereas
in the former poem the title tantalizingly maintained (or fore-
shadowed) the ambiguous quality of the poetry, causing the
poem to remain suspended, as it were, in mid-air, unresolved,

the present poem seems to achieve a kind of clarification or

resolution by virtue of its title. That is, if one were to read .

Placet futile without knowledge of the title, one might indeed
wonder whether or not the entreaty of the speaker in this
poem is met with sympathy by the woman toward whom he is
affectionate: the title's qualification of this entreaty as "vain"
“completés an otherwise unresolved aspect of the poem. Since
titles are generally read before the poems that follow, this
foreknowledge serves to color all the impressions which follow
in the body of Placet futile.

Mallarme's prgdilection for evoking an i;nage rather
than overtly presenting it may be seen in the poet-narrator's
self-description, which is given completely in terms of negatives.
The writer is known through things which he is not: he
"won't be portrayed nude...", he is "not your lapdog...,
nor the jujube, nor dainty sports." This type of description
emphasizes the unspoken futility of the speaker, who perhaps
senses the "vainness" of his entreaty.

Musically, there are two important elements in Placet
futile which exhibit a sense of Classicism, and in so doing,

complement the poetic style. Firstly, in the realm of struc-
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acteristic of development in 'the music bears a strikihg
though inexact resemblance to the text. As we noted ear-
lier, the structural differences between text and music (as,
fof instance, the fact that in Placet futile, poetic stanzas
number four whi}e musical sections amount to five), seem to
be understood best by acknowledging that, to some extent,
the demands of musical logic are different from those of poetic
logic.

The fact is, the very means by which musical struc-
ture is articulated are quite different from the techniques of
poetic division. In Placet futile, beginnings of poetic stanzas
are delineated by elements which are new: a new rhyme is
introduced, as well as a new train qf thought with new attendant

imagery. In the music, however, sections are delineated by a

common element: specifically, each reiteration of the main motive

in Placet futile seems to signify a new beginning. This procgdure
is not, of course, peculiar to Debussy: rondo, as well as
other musical forms define new sections by thematic reiteration.
One may generalize here to the effect that a basic distinction
between musical form and poetic structure may be seen in
music's tendency to reiterate in delineating sections, as op-
posed to poetry's tendency toward change and variety as
qualities associated with formal division. Thus, with both
music and text following the respective natures of their for-
mal demands, one should not be surprised to find an absence
of precise correspondence or formal alignment.

The use of a single, clearly defined motive, and the

consequent structural division of the music in Placet futile,
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are not the only indications of Debussy's sensitivity to the
classical tone of the text. The character indication-tempo
marking at the start of the song provides an unmistakable
sign that Debussy is making a deliberate musical allusion to
a very civilized eighteenth-century ambiance. The use of
Minuet rhythm and tempo insures an immediate and rich stream
of associations for the cultured listener, and, it must be in-
sisted, the importance for Debussy of- history, memory,
allusion, and--what is found here--extra-musical associations
stemming from cultural and social traditions, cannot be exag-
gerated. Thus, the very essence of the musical gesture in
Placet futile harmonizes wonderfully with the classical allusions
of the poem. The musical allusions never get in the way of the
poetry, either by clashing or by seeming redundant. For these
two types of allusion--musical and poetic--operate in different
spheres: the classical "Minuet" féeling of the music works at
a general level, permeating the entire .musical texture with its
deliberate rhythm; the poetic references to eighteenth-century
galanterie, etc., operate at a more specific moment-to-moment
level in the form of various images which are juxtaposed with
other contrasting, complementary images.

Now that some similarities in Placet futile between musical
and poetic allusions to classicism have been suggested, the dis-
cussion may proceed with an examination of the significance of
tonality in this song, its relation to the text, and its relation to

the use of tonality as employed in Soupir. The following well-
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known quotation from Mallarme deals not with music, but with poetry:

Nommer un objet, c'est supprimer les trois quarts_de la

jouissance du poeme qui est faite de definer peu a peu:

le sugggrer voila le r'eve. Clest le parfait usage du

mystere qui constitute le s%rmbole gvoquer petit a petit

un objet pour montrer un Etat de l'ame ou, inversement,

ch01s1 un objet et en dégager un etat de l'ame, par une

série de déchiffrements. 36

Something of this aesthetic seems to permeate Debussy's

musical thinking also, and this is highly evident in Placet futile
in relation to the use of tonality. Certainly, Debussy is not
unique in his predilection for harmonically ambiguous openings
nor in his tendency to have a tonal center emerge gradually,
sometimes crystallizing only in the final cadence. Indeed, much
standard nineteenth-century repertory may be seen to exploit
such concepts to some degree. Yet, it seems precisely this
question of degree which distinguished Debussy's interest in
this area from that of other composers: again and again in
his work, a mysterious aura of harmonic ambiguity gradually
metamorphoses into a clear sense of key. The use of special
non-functional techniques such as parallelism and of ahierar-
chical pitch formations such as the whole-tone scale contribute
to the increased proportions of musical space which Debussy
allots to the ambiguoiis. In fact, and most crucially, when

those elements which obscure tonality begin to consume more

time than the brief patches of tonal lucidity, one's attention

36 Stephane Mallarme, Oeuvres Completes, Edited by H.

Mandor and G. Jean-Aubry (Paris: 1965), p. 869.
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shifts somewhat from the anticipation of rééolution, so long
delayed, toward an interest in the ambiguous eléments as
things in themselves. In Jarocinski's wbrds, "The dissonant
chords have by now ceased to be a transition between two
tonalities; they no longer prepare a .resolution--they dispense
with it altogether, and claim equaljfy. .'."37

The first seven measures of Placet futile illustrate the
process of "emerging tonality" quite clearly. Measure 1, with
its gentle parallel thirds and decrescendo indication bears only
the subtlest suggestion of association with the key of G minor,
caused by the descent of the melody from D (the dominant)
through G (the tonic). Both the PQ , which clashes with
the G, and the E-’;i, which constitutes chromatic passing mo-
tion, serve to lessen the force of G as a tonic sound. Measure
2 contains a surprising chromatic shift to a chord whose root
is a tritone distance from G: a Db dominant ninth harmony.
The juxtaposition of these two unrelated sounds furthers the
sense of tonal ambiguity engendered in measure 1. It is as
if the traditional sequence of tonic-dominant has been altered
to contain the "wrong" dominant--a dominant which possesses
the expected tension but which immediately established a gra-
vitational attraction antithetical té the key center just estab-
lished. Yet that first tonal implication (G minor) has not been

abandoned permanently. In measure 3 the harmony slides up

37 Jarocinski, p. 158.
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chromatically, creating a dominant-seventh chord on D, and
this represents the "true" dominant of G minor. Thus the
first three measures of Placet futile may been as suggésting
" an overall unified tonal feeling, with an implied tonic moving
to a dominant, and with a "vagrant harmony" (measure 2)
interpolated for purposes both of obscuring the larger tonal
motion of the phrase, and, significantly, of hinting, - through
the chromatic D b dominant, at a remote tonal region--GL
major--to be explored much later in the song. The overall
suggesﬁon of G in the first phrase, it should be stressed,
is of the subtlest nature, as it avoids the tonic triad , instead
implying G through the melodic contour and through the
tendency chord of the dominant (measure 3).

This dominant chord does in fact resolve tradiﬁonally
insofar as root movement is concerned, landing-on a G chord
in measure 4. Yet there, too, an unequivocal tonic -sound is
eschewed in favor of another dominant chord, which serves to
suspend the preﬁous tension rather than resolve it, though
the tonic note--G--does sound clearly on the downi)eat.
As. it turns out, this G chord (measure 4) is the first in a
series of parallel major triads (soundirig below a sonorous
cluster, F-G), the effect of which is to dispense with
the functional aspect usually associated with tonality. Yet
_ here too a preference for "g" may be noted in the recurrence
of ::he G dominant on the next downbeat (measure 5). Mea-

sure 6 contains a beautiful example of Debussy's typically seam-
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less connection of the functional with the non-functional: by
means of this technique, moments of tonal punctuation alternate
with stretches of harmonic ambiguity. In this measure, the
parallel motion ceases, giving way to converging contrary mo-
tion - which re-establishes a degree of independence in the
véice-leading. Most importaﬁtly, the last chord in measure
6 acts as subdominant to a G minor tonic triad on the down-
beat of measure -7: this creates a point of tonal, structural
significance--a plagal cadence through which the tonality of
G minor finally arrives. The opening motive, which is
aligned with this harmonic goal, is transformed in meaning
by its new tonal context; the immediate repetition of the
motive in measure 8 seems to indicate a desire of the com-
poser to dwell on the new-found tonal stability. (In a dis-
cussion devoted to the treatment of thematic material in this
song later in f};is chapter, the issues touched on here of
thematic repetition and transformation through harmonic context
is elaborated in greater detail.)

It may be well at this point in the analysis to pause and
note that two of the issues raised in the preceding discussion
have been dealt with by other writers, and déserve comment.

A. B. Wenk has arrived at very different conclusions
from those offered in this paper regarding the harmonic sig-
nificance of the opening measures of Placet futile. For Wenk,
measure 1 is pronouncedly pentatonic (based on F), while

measure 2 utilizes a portion of the whole-tone realm: these
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two special formations--pentatonic and whole-tone scales--
will, by opposing one another, create the peculiar harmonic
flavor of the entire song. Wenk goes so far as to suggest
that the pentatonic portion of the opening motive (measure
1) perhaps represents "placet" to the "futile" significance of
the whole-tone segment (measure 2).38

One might argue that, if measure 1 contains a penta-

tonic element in the upper voice, it is obscured or rendered

impure by the parallel motion in thirds below the melody, whose -

lower part employs various tones foreign to the pentatonic
scale on F. Greater still is the objection which may be raised
to Wenk's whole-tone interpretation of measure 2: here, the
downbeat chord is a not-uncommon dominant ninth--the scalar
continuation in the bass immediately introduces tones foreign
to the whole-tone scale in question, notably Ai\, which insures
an unequivocal root association for D).

To be sure, pentatonic and whole-tone elements both
figure prominently in this song, as .well as in the 'song to
follow-- Eventail. Yet there is danger in assigning a fixed

connotation to either formation, which Wenk suggests by pairing

pentatonic with placet and whole-tone sound with futile. This.

would seem to imply a direct correspondence and interdepen-
dence of text and music of a sort which would deprive both

systems of any integral formal life.

38 Wenk, p. 263.
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On the other hand, Wenk points with insight to mea-
sures 27-28, where he finds that pentatonic material "governs
the entire texture at the point at which the pastoral images

."39 He also observes that this area

appear most strongly..
bears reference all the way back to measure 2. Yet, whereas
Wenk sees this relationship as one deriving from similarities
of whole-tone sound, it seems that an infinitely more subtle
connection across these twenty-seven measures is achieved by
Debussy: it has been pointed out that measure 2 contains a
Db dominant sound which not only serves to obscure the tonal
moﬁon of measure 1 (tonic) to measure 3 (dominant), but which
also establishes its own harmonic tendency, or gravitational

pull. This barest hint of another tonality at the opening of

Placet futile is delayed in its realization for twenty-seven mea- -

b
b

sures, but ultimately, the tension engendered through the D
dominant finds release in the expansive pentatonicism on G
in measures 27-28.

In addition to Wenk, RoBert Moeus can also be quoted
here: his articles, "Intervallic Procedures in Debussy..."

deals not with the Trois Poemes de Mallarm’e, but with another

‘late Debussy piece, the Cello Sonata. Moeus' arguments may be
applied to the harmony found in Placet futile, which is the subject
of the present inquiry.

This paper, along with Wenk, has acknowledged the exis-

39 Wenk, p. 263.
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tence in this song of pentatonic and whole-tone elements side
by side, along with other types of pitch arrangement. Re-
garding later Debussy style generally, Moevs infers a great
concern on the paft of this composér to effect smooth transi-
tions from the "tonal hemisphere" (represented by pentatonicism)
to the '"anti-tonal hemisphere" (represented by whole-tone
sounds). Moevs further deems this supposed concern critical
to the avoidance of tasteless stylistic inconsistency.40 A
problem with this type of reasoning is that analytic termin-
ology may obscure the fluid nature of music: the words
"whole-tone" and "pentatonic," to a degree, suggest the
mutually exclusive categorization of totally unrelated things--
concepts of tonal and anti-tonal hemispheres make this divi-
sion graphic. Such rigid classification leads to the conclusion
that these diametrically opposed systems of sound must require
careful accommodation at points of intersection so as not to dis-
rupt the unity. of style: such a concern exists only in the
imagination of the theorist--with actual music there is no prob-
lem. In fact, there is no tremendous difference between the way
Debussy juxtaposes rooted elements with non-rooted elements,
and the manner in which common-practice harmony contrasts
leading-tone diminished-seventh chords (anti-tonal, tritone for-

mations) with tonic ‘triads (rooted, tonal sounds). In both

40‘ Robert Moevs: "Intervallic Procedures in Debussy..." PNM
xiii/89 (1969).
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cases a concern for some balance of tension and resolution

engenders the harmonic variety.

Further, Moeus fails to acknowledge the fact that

Debussy's entire oeuvre testifies to an aesthetic wherein
principles of sudden contrast and juxtaposition of unrelated
events seem to create‘ form, in contradistinction to the organi-
cally (and for Debussy, artificially) unified procedures of
nineteenth-century symphonic practice. This aesthetic may
be seen manifested not only in the pitch realm of Debussy's
music but also in the deployment of textures, timbres, regis-
ters, rhythms, and dynamics. Of course, this is not a matter
of Debussy not being careful or skillful but of his having a
different intent from that.of the practicioners of the symphonic

style: with Debussy one enters into questions of irrationality,

' spontaneous imagination, and colorful imagery (in a metaphorical

sense), all governed by an acute sense of proportion.

Analysis of Placet futile may now‘ resume with a careful
examination of the relationship of the five separate appearances
of the main musical motive, found in measures 1, 17, 19, 24,
and 29. The way in which the different musical context trans-
forms the meaning of this motive in measure 7 (through tonal
clarification) has been noted earlier. To this observation may
be added the idea that through the contextual transformation
or evolution of meaning, what remains constant is the theme
itself. That is, the head of the motive (J’ AR J) recurs in

measure 7 in precisely the same rhythm, register, texture (of
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parallel thirds), and, in fact, with the same pitches found in
measure 1. This the;naﬁc reiteration in measure 7 suddehly
ceases being precise on the third beat (compared with the third
beat of measure 1 and the continuation in measures 2 and 8,
respectively). The next occurrence of the motive, found in
measure 19, features exactly the same peculiar treatment of
thematic reiteration: again the motive head @ ﬂ?.\) is rep-
resented in precisely the same pitches and rhythms, and again'
the continuation of the motive changes, veering off suddenly
in another tonal direction. A difference between the thematic
presentation in measure 7 and that in measure 19 lies in the
harmonic approach to the beginning of the motive. Whereas the
motive in measure 7 emerges in a defined tonal context due to the
functional, cadential approach to this moment, the motive as pre-
sented in measure 19 seems to appear as if out of .the blue: it
lacks tonal preparation, since the melody immediately preceding it
hovers statically on upper members of an Eb dominant sonority,
harmonically ﬁnrelated to G. This lack of tonal preparation for
the return of the motive in measure 19 reintroduces the element
of tonal ambiquity associated w1th the opening measure of this song.
The appearance of the motive in measure 24 is unique in
Placet futile, insofar as it is in the form of a transposition, rather
than an exact repetition. The very significant reasons why this
instance, and this instance only, strays from the practice of pre-
cise reiteration shall be examined presently. Here it may be noted

that the motive in this case is prepared harmonically by a func-
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tional tendency chord in the preceding measure, the effect of
which is to render the tonal significance of measure 24 manifest
and. unequivocal. Thus a relationship of clear tonal contexts is
established between measure 7 and measure 24; at the same time,
tonal ambiguity, which is characteristic of the other thematic
reiterations due to their peculiar contexts, results in connectioné
' bgtWeen thematic presentations in measures 1, 17, and 29. How-
ever, whereas the cadential motive in measure 6 clarified the
key of G minor anq led to the interpretation of the opening of
measure 7 (the tones BLand D) as third and fifth of this tonality,
the ;tendency of measure 23 pulls in a different harmonic direc-
tion. If measure 24 bore the same fonal significance as measure 7,
the implied key center at measure 24 would be b minor, with
the ‘opening tones of this measure, G Land B L, functioning as
third and fifth of that key, respectively. Instead, G b major
seems to prevail, with the above-mentioned tones suggesting a
function as root and third in this major key context. This is
due to the harmonic insinuation which immediately precedes the
motive:. measure 23 contains an elabore;te dominant harmony,
rooted on Db --the special quality of the dominant chord lies
in its ability to pull toward a stable tonic; thus the motive
undergoes a transformation of significance even when it is a
question of comparing two similarly tonal treatments (measures
7 and 24). As mentioned earlier, the Gb tonality suggested at
measure 24 attains luxurious overtness in measures 27-29; at

the same time, the local dominant preparations of measures 23

9
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and 26-26 reinforce the large-scale, subtle preparation for
this tonality first hinted at in measure 2.

In measure 29, the final appearance of the motive is
untransposed, and once again is changed to take on slightly
new harmonic meaning in its continuation (measure 30).

The various occurrences of the main motive in Placet
futile have been analyzed and compared in detail in order to

provide groundwork for the following questions: 1) Why does

this motive occur so much more frequently than did the motive .

in Soupir? 2) Why do four out of five of the appearances of
this motive begin in precisely the same way? 3) Why, in each
of these instanceé, does the material quickly become altered, in
each case moving toward some new tonal implication? 4) What
may be said of the sole instance of ‘thematic transposition, found
in measure 24? It is hoped that the answers which will be pro-
posed to these questions will shed some light on the unique re-
lation of text to music in Placet futile.

It seems that the first three out of the four questions
listed above may be answered at the same time. It may first
be helpful to step back from the analysis of the song to this
point in order to obtain a clear perspective of the nature of
thematic treatment utilized by Debussy here. This treatment
may be summarized as follows: one main musical motive per-
vades the entire song; this motive intermittently surfaces,
delineating structure; it is immediately recognizable in its pre-

cise identity each time, yet, after momentarily being perceived,
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this motive metamorphoses unexpectedly, presenting some new
facet of itself, so that one never may speak conﬁdehtly, in the
long run, of solidly grasping the entire motive in all of its mutable
potential.

Next, one may inquire whether any such idfae fixe runs
through Mallarnfe's poem. The answer is obvious: the poet's
obsession in Placet futile is with the women whom he is entreating.
She permeates the poem as the motive permeates the song; sometimes
she is explicitly invoked, as in the honorific title, Princesse; other
times she is alluded to metaphorically. She is quite like Debussy's
musical motive, or rather, it seems modeled on her, in that she
too is always the same (for the image of the loved one in the mind
of the obsessed is idealized, and fixed in stone), yet her same-
ness is not so simple a thing in reality (for the poet tells us that
she is elusive, perhaps even evasive, and ultimately unattainable).

If this notion of the musical motive in Placet futile sym-
bolizing the object of desire in the poetry through a general,
non-specific correlation of treaUnehts is granted as plausible,
the unusual characteristics of Debussy's motive may be explained:
identity of pitch, register, dynamic ievel, and texture contribute
to a highly developed, carefully wrought sense of idealized rep-
resentation. The minute specificity of the symbol embodies great
power in enhancing the vividness of recollection: the object
invoked by the symbol appears in a form seemingly close to its
essence. On the other hand, the harmonic mutability of the

motive's continuations blurs the limits of the conception, causing
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a "magical" disappearance of profile at the moment one seems to
have grasped the significance of the symbol clearly. Further,
these differentiated continuations (one cannot speak here of
"vendings") also serve to suggest an inifinity of potentials; in
such a case, of course, one cannot, by definition, speak of
attaining total comprehension. :
The foﬁrth question raised above, concerning the use of
thematic transposition in one instance, remains to be dealt with.
The attempt through this paper has been to demonstrate a general
relation of compositional principles existing between Mallarme's
poems and Debussy's music. It has been argued here that the
exigencies of musical organization are not always the same as
those of poetry, and that this discrepancy of artistic needs
between mediums occasionally manifests itself in a degree of
mutual formal independence. It would seem that such is the case
in measure 24 of Placet futile. That is, Debﬁssy may have' felt
that, while the idea of symbolizing obsession with the beloved of
the poem through precise musical reiteration of theme was valid
as a general principle, the strict realization of this plan would
lack musical variety. .That is, five precise repetitions of a motive
in a rather short song would not satisfy the needs of harmonic
motion. The one transposition of the ‘motive to the Gb tonal
setting creates the wonderfully subtle harmonic link back to

measure 2 described earlier--this kind of cross-association of

ideas itself yields a truer reflection of the Mallarmean network

of symbols than any slavish sense of harmonic stasis would. It
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may be noted further that transposition is the only factor in
the thematic presentation in measure 24 which constitutes an
element of change from the original: parameters attendant to
pitch, namely register (generally), dynamics, underlyjng har-
mony, and texture, all appear in measure 24 the same as in all
the other apperances of the motive. It may be suggested, then,
that the single case of thematic transposition, found in measure
24, exists for purposes .of articulating an interesting musical
structure, and bears no significant relation to any aspect of the

text.
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CHAPTER FOUR:

O reveuse pour que je plonge
Au pur delice sans chemin,
Sache, par un subtil mensonge,
Garder mon aile dans ta main.

N
Une fraicheur de cr{epuscule
Te vient a chaque battement
Dont le coup prisonnier recule
L'horizon delicatement.

Vertige! voici que frissonne
L'espace commeg, un grand baiser
Qui, fou de naitre pour personne,
Ne peut jaillir ni s'apaiser.

Sens~-tu le paradis farouche
Ainsi qu'un rire enseveli

Se couler du coin de ta bouche
Au fond de l'unanime pli!

Le sceptre des rivages roses
Stagnant sur les soirs d'or, ce l'est,
Ce blanc vol ferme que tu poses
Contre le feu d'un bracelet.

55

EVENTAIL

O dreamer-girl, if you'd have me plunge
Into pure pathless delight,

Manage, through a subtle lie

To keep my wing in your hand.

A freshness of twilight

Comes to you at each beat

Whose imprisoned stroke thrusts back
The horizon delicately.

Vertigo! see how shivers
Space like a great kiss
Which, mad at being born for no one,
Can neither spurt up nor be calmed.

Do you sense the fierce paradise
Like a buried laugh

Flow from a corner of your mouth
Deep into the unanimous fold!

The scepter of pink shores o
Stagnant on golden evenings, this it is,
This closed white wing you place
Against the fire of a bracelet. 41

In the words of Robert Greer Cohn, 'fMallarnﬁa expresses

his exquisitely subtle,. playful, yet keenly tender--with a hint of

veiled voluptuousness--love for his daughter Genevieve through

the voice of the fan, evokihg the impressionist atmosphere of a

~
crepuscular, vaguely ornate late nineteenth-century salon, a la

Renoir, Morisot, Veillard, Proust, and suggésting beyond it a

glimpse of (civilized, French) nature surrounding the intimate

interior scene. nd2

41

42 Cohn,.p. 113.

.

Wenk, p. 317. Translated by Robert Greer Cohn.
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A. B. Wenk, it must be acknowledged, provides a

succinct, perceptive intefpretation of Eventail (the poem):

It is the fan who speaks, addressing the girl
as Réveuse. The fan beckons her to hold it in
such a way that it may dive into pure, trackless
delight. This can be accomplished "par un subtil .
mensonage." Mallarnie liked to refer to the fan as
the wing of a bird (aile) which in open position it
resembles. The wing gives the illusion of flight,
but it is actually held fast in the girl's hand. The :
lines "Sache...main" establish a tension preserved
throughout the poem between the free and the
fixed, between the fictive and the real.

With each stroke comes the coolness of twilight,
that hour which is neither night nor day, as the
fan pushes back the horizon, the line of separation
between earth and sky, between reality and ima-
gination. The similarity between the curve of the
fan and the curve of the horizon weakens the dis-
tinction between the real and the fictive.
. "Vertige!" The oscillation of the fan and of rea-
lity produces a dizziness in the mind of the dreaming
girl. The space between the horizon of the earth and
the horizon of the fan trembles uncertainly: belonging
to neither the real nor the imaginary it can neither
spring up nor syubside but remains suspended like a
kiss, "fou de naitre pour personne".

The girl experiences this fierce paradise as she
rests the fan, now closed, at the corner of her
mouth. The bird has alighted; the wing has closed
into a unanimous fold. The laugh which had been
stifled flows to the very depths of the closed fan.
The tension is released; that which had been re-
strained--literally entombed--is set free. The ten-
sion between the real and the fictive is likewise
resolved as the dreaming girl becomes the sovereign
of the world which the fan has revealed. The sym-
bol for a potential other-world has become the
scepter which rules the rosy shores colored by the
setting sun.

Mallarmeé's fan crosses freely between the world
of imagination and the world of reality. In the f{first
stanza, the fan, securely held in the girl's hand, is
also a wing which can fly into pure delight. In the _
last stanza the scepter is simply this, the "vol ferme"
placed against the sun-reflecting bracelet. The two
worlds are separated by a narrow boundary expressed
by words like "horizon," "rivage," and "paradis."
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(etymologically a "place walled in"). We can gain

entrance to the other world not by crossing the

boundary but by dissolving it in imagination. The

passage is "sans chemin;" it is achieved "par un

subtil mensonage" which draws back the horizon

delicately. 43

In examining the relation of this wonderfully subtle,
richly associative poem to Debuséy's musical setting, it may
be well to begin by commenting briefly .on what was described
~in Chapter Two of this paper as the "moment-to-moment re-
lation of text to music" manifested in the voice part of the
song.

In the analysis of Soupir found in Chapter Two, the
voice part was described as recitative-like: the rhythmic
pacing as well as the inflections in the melodic contour were
seen as arising from a sensitive attempt by Debussy to in-
tensify (without altering) the normal rhythmic ahd inflexional
tendencies of the spoken text. Key words or syllables were
seen to be highlighted through "éxaggerated"duration by being
precipitously "rushed into," through being preceded by quicker
rhythms, or by being placed in a conspicuous register or metric
position. Thus, the voice part was characterized as basically
nonmotivic; the point .was made that it is not surprising to find
the most detailed (and easiest to describe) relationship of text

to music in this realm of the voice part, since herein the music

is wedded to the text most directly.

43 wenk, p. 265-266.
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A discussion of the kinds of relationships summarized
above was omitted in thé “analysis. of Placet futile (Chapter
AThree of this paper) -because, to a high degree, the same
kinds of observations made in this regard in Soupir could be
made in Placet futile; it was thought to be more interesting
to stress those aspects of the latter song whiéh revealed a
novel treatment. The same may be said of the present song,
Eventail: the focus in the present chapter will be on the
richer yield afforded by an examination of the multi-leveled,
indirect relation of the poetry to the piano part of Debussy's
setting.

Yet it seems wise at this stage to point out a few
telling aspects of the voice part in Eventail, in order to sup-
port the assertion made above about the consistency of Debussy's
technique in this area.

In Eventail the very first entrance of the voice, in mea-

sure 5, displays an interesting rhythmic treatment.

)P

~n
"0 reveuse"

embodies two important accents: metrically, "O" receives the
emphasis of downbeat, while durationally, "veu" dominates the
measure, creating a second, syncopated accent (the sixteenth-
note activity on the downbeat pushes forward, contributing to

the syncopation). Debussy's rhythmic setting here vivifies the
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ambivalent nature of the father-fan's feelings: the music rushes
ahead impetuously, then ritards abruptly. This ‘linge'ring on
what ~Cohn calls the "caressing quality" of @40 also seems
to heighten the feelings of langour associated with the dreamer.
Throughout the initial line of the poem, Debussy's use of small
melodic intervals suggests a closer affinity with natural speech
inflection than with pure melody.

Cohn detects many instances of onomatopoeia in Eventail,
. such as where he notes that "something brilliant and acute comes
through the 'u,' 'e,' and 'i' of 'pure delice ; ‘'onge' is deeply

wdl g may be noted that generally

sensual, voluptuous...
Debussy selects such particularly expressive sounds from the
poem and sets them in relief either by durational emphasis or
by ‘strong beat-placement. This tendency may be seen in
the chromatic approaches to both the "graphically shivering"42
"frisson" (measures 28-29 of the song) and "farouche" (mea-
sures 38-39). The above acknowledgement of Debussy's sen-
sitivity to special sound qualities from Mallarme's poetry serves
as a reminder of a general principle brought forth in the intro-
ductory chapter of this paper: sound in poetry (and quint-
essentially in Mallarmean poetry) cannot be dismissed as arbi-
trary symbolization to the degree that it can in normal prose.
The comprehensive utilization of sound-qualities together with

sensitively paced rhythms yield a poetic style in the case of

40 Cohn, p. 113.

41 Cohn, p. 113.

42 cohn, p. 114.
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Mallarme which is to a high degree "musical." This may in part
account for the recitative-like, amelodic rendering of the voice
part by Debussy which avoids superimposing another music
directly upon the highly musical text. Instead, Debussy's
treatment of the voice (this consideration includes the frequent,
striking sparseness of accompaniment) allows the listener to
perceive directly the melody and tone-color of the poetry;
Debussy's vocal setting basically enhances a muéic already ex-
isting. Thus it is in the indirect relation of the poem to the
piano part that Debussy's contribution becomes more separable
from the inherent musicality of the poem--and thus more an
interpretation.

In dealing, then, with the relation of the piano part to
the text in Eventail, it may be well to refer to another con-
cept proposed in the introductory chapter of this paper--the
idea that a special type of musical symbolism is found in the
music of Debussy. This  symbolism was characterized as pos-
sessing a peculiar tension, as common sounds sometimes behaved
according to traditional laws of functionality, and other times
eschewed function, attaining new, independent significance
through novel contexts. This phenomenon of musical tension
may be seen to permeate Eventail. For convenience, pattérns
of pitch (scalar as well as harmonic) may be temporarily divi-
ded into two basic systems in this song: a hierarchical system
and an ahierarchical system. The hierarchical system would con-

tain all tonal-related formations: diatonic and pentatonic scale
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fragments, and rooted harmonies (major énd minor triads,
dominant harmonies, and functional root progressiqns). The
ahierarchical system would contain thé whole-tone and chro-
matic elements of the song as well as instances of "coloristic,"
nohfunctional harmonic motion. By this point in the paper
it will be clear that this writer sees a sensitive balance in the

- . e
Trois Poemes de Mallarme between tonally defined elements and

ax_nbiguous harmonies, as well as a calculated tension maintained
between the traditional functional usage of common musical terms
and the surprising negation of functionality with respect to those
same terms. What is especially fascinating about Eventail is
what may be described as an apparent reversal of musical
logic and order whereby not only do traditional sounds some-
times become divorced from functionality--this amounts to an
ahierarchical treatment of hierarchical material--but also am-
biguous sounds behave functionally--and this amounts to a
hierarchical treatment of ahierarchical material.

Four concrete examples will now be cited ;- each embodies
a treatment outlined above, to wit, 1) a traditional hierar-
chical formation which obéys the laws of functionality, 2) a
traditional hierarchical formation which is treated ahierarchically,
3) an ambiguous_, ahierarchical formation, devoid of any func-
tional or tonal context, and 4) an ahierarchical formation which
assumes a quality of functionality.

Measures 36 and 38 together -constitute an instance

of a hierarchically structured chord which functions traditionally.
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(It 'is significant that such an instance is rare in the Trois

-~ - : .
Poemes de Mallarme, and therefore assumes greater magni-

ﬁude in tonal . delineation, representing as it does

a clear cadential point.) The sonority at measures 36 and 38

is that of a dominant seventh chord rooted on C, with dissonance

added above the b_&sic chord (the Db appogiatura) and with chro-

matic passing motion on the second beat of the measure. Des-

pite the interpolation of passing notes in measure 39, resolution

to the "expected" region of F is achieved at measure 40, where
the strongly rooted pentatonic flavor is further solidified through
the use (sparing in this song) of the warm lower register of
the piano.

Instances of rooted; hierarchical structures behaving
ahierarchically abound in Eventail. Measures 2 and 3, as well
as measures 13-16, serve to illustrate the use of dominant har-
monies (with clearly audible roots) which eschew any sense of
tonal orientation or function, and move freely, in parallel
fashion, to other chords of identical quality.

Measures 27-33 reveal the combination of two ahierar-
chical elements without a trace of tonal association, as whole-
tone fragments shift up and down chromatically. The reference
in the text during this section to vertigo and shivering space
suggests an association in Debussy's thinking between virtual
instability and non-rooted, ambiguous harmony, although Wenk

rather glibly wonders whether "our identification of reality with
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tonality has any validity..."®

implying, of course, a similar
relation between the unreal or chaotic and the non-.tonal.
Finally, Ewventail may be seen to pdssess moments which,

isolated, appear harmonically ahierarchical and nonrooted,

but which assume functional significance in  actual context.

Measures 34, and 35 may be cited in this regard.. Both of
these measures comprise purely their respective whole-tone
constifuents! and thus would seem to bear no more tonal sig-
nificance than did the harmony of the previous seven measures.
Yet two crucial differences repder the two measures in question
special. Firstly, registrally, Debussy selects one tone from
each whole-torjle group and separates them as clear bass-notes:
this contributes to a feeling that these pitches attain a certain
priority, verging on a sense of "rootedness." Secondly, the
movement of the first of these. special roots (in measure 34, G)
to the 'next root (in measure 35, C) is functional: that is,
it is root movement up a cadential perfect fourth. The result
is what some theorists call a "whole-tone dominant,"44 that
is, an ambiguous whole-tone harmony which | functions as a
traditional dominént. Measures 57 and 58 contain a similar
treatment of a B whole-tone dominant which resolves to E at
the conclusion of the song..

The above examples point to a certain degree of reversal

of musical logic and order, as suggested earlier. A. B. Wenk,

43 Wenk, p. 270.

4 Ludmilla Ulehla, Contemporary Harmony. (New York: The

Free Press, 1967), p. 90.
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whose work has largely been cfiticized in this paper, will be
given credit here for the way in which he comments on how the
peculiar musical language of Eventail harmonizes with the poetry
of Eventail: "Debussy uses tonality," Wenk writes,

to convey in music the idea of a virtual world,
parallel to the real world, which can be entered
by dissolving the boundary which ordinarily
separates them. The tonal movement in his song
setting is from Gbhto F to E. According to the
circle of fifths, the classical chemin which
connects one key to another, these keys are
very remote from one another, but if there

were some way to dissolve the usual tonal
boundaries, they would be very close, only a
semitone apart. Debussy produces just this
effect through the use of the whole-tone and
chromatic scales, both of which...have the power
to weaken our sense of tonality."45

In concluding the analysis of Eventail, the question of
the significance of the main musical motive in this song may be
raised, since so much importance was ascribed to the recurrent

theme of Placet futile. To the extent that thematic recurrences

signify points of structural delineation, it must be acknowledged‘

again that here, neither the number nor the placement of musical
divisions coincides with the poetic structure (there are three
stateméﬁts of the musical theme, but five poetic stanzes); and
again it may be emphasized that musical structure and wverbal

syntax arise from different needs, and that nothing could be

45 Wenk, p. 266.
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less 'interesfcing than a precise correspondence between them.

Regarding the main musical idea in Eventail, Wenk con-
siders it "not unreasonable identify this motive with the spreading
and closing of a fan."46 One might question whether music
serves a poem best through literal pictorialism, particularly when
the song's title suffices quite well to evoke such a simple image
as that of a fan. On the other hand, the fan as a s ol is
not so simple. In Mallarm?s treatment it becomes associated
with qualities of imprisoned ecstasy, ambivalent desire, and
hidden pleasure; it also serves to symbolize regal authority
as well as power of revelation. It may therefore be more
pointed to speak of this musical motive evoking an- eqlotional
response congruent with the emotional response elicited by the

fan in its symbolic capacity. In the rarefied artistic atmosphere

where Debussy and Mallarmie meet, then, one may speak of
music's relation to text as follows: music is a symbol of a sym-
bol. That is, if the main theme of Eventail symbolizes a fan,
it is the symbolic, Mallarméan significance of this fan which

matters, both for the poem and for the music.

46 wenk, p. 269.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS

In looking back on the Trois Poemes de Mallarme one

becomes aware of a strong underlying consistency of style and
aesthetics both in the music and in the poetry. Yet, in each
song, the different kinds of ‘'musical material seems to create a
unique formal design, which, in turn, exists with a degree
of independence from the poetic structure.

It is in the voice parts of these songs, not surprisingly,
that the most direct relation of words to music is manifest.
Debussy's endeavor seems to be to enhance and heighten an
already existing "Mallarmean music" through subtleties of melodic
inflection and rhythmic stress. The strongest similarities of
treatment from song to song are to be found in this sphere,
since Debussy's creative input here is subject to these self-
imposed limitations. |

The most interesting differences among the songs are to
be seen in the indirect relation of words to music manifgst in the
piano parts. In Soupir the concept of an image-cluster, (poetic
as well as musical) seems to govern structure: the overall for-
mal impression arises from an accumulation of subordinate ideas
whose relative placement seems dictated more by concern for
variety through juxtaposition than for organic unity and con-
tinuity. In Placet futile a kind of idée fixe seems to permeate
the musical texture, achieving central significance through fre-

quent and precise reiteration. The musical treatment may be
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viewed as symbolizing the poet's obsession with his beloved;
the unexpected harmonic twists in the continuation of each
thematic statement seem analogous to the ungraspable, fickle
element in the woman of the poem--and this characteristic ren-
ders the poet's entreaty futile. In Eventail, a kind of reversal
of musical order and logic, by which process hierarchical sounds
behave ahierarchically, while ahierarchical sounds function in
a hierarchical manner, seems analogous to Mallarfe's sense of
willful confusion of reality and dream in the poem.

Generally speaking, Mallarme delights in qualities of
ambiguous meaning, gradual evocation, (as opposed to overt
statement), and sonorous beauty. Debussy's musical language
is fitted perfectly to this poetic style. This is evident in
the composer's predilection for ambiguous harmonies, his ten-
dency to reinterpret common sounds in novel contexts, his love
of gradually unfolding and revealing tonality in the course of
a composition, and his emphasis on sonorous quality through
the abnegation of functionality and interest in ‘harmonic stasis.

The symbolism of Debussy, then, has two aspects: the
reinterpretation of common sounds through which new mean-
ings emerge, and in the reordering of the traditional hierarchy
of musical parameters, by virtue of which bure sound, divorced
from conventional contexts, emerges as central, and almost
palpable, in a very Mallarmean way.

One further point merits consideration. In the. introductory
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chapter of this paper, a distinction was drawn 'between
the apparently arbitrary nature of symbolism in language
~and the decidedly nonarbitrary nature of symbolism in
music. To clarify this distinction, this writer proposes
the following separation of terms: let "symbol" be unders_tood
to denote arbitrarﬁr representation (as found in verbal .la"ng'uage)
which derives specific meaning through force of tradition or

convention. Let music, then, be characterized .as "allegory"--

that is, extended metaphor. In allegory, there exists both a V

surface, literal meaning, and an additional, metaphorical inter-
pretation of the literal sense. The crucial fact here is the
presence of a nonarbitrary surface meaning, which is not
dependent for significancé on the allegorical interpretation.
Suzanne Langer warns against a naive confusion of the "special,
purely auditory characters" of music and "the feelings we mis-
take them for." 47 Is music, then, analogous to surface meaning,
and does human emotional reaction to music represent a type of
"allegorical interpretatién" of the phenomenon? Or again, does
music make its appeal because it is a wonderfully meaningful al-
legory for our emotions? And what of the reaction of text to
music in this context? May this paper conclude with the sugges-
tion that perhaps a double symbolism is involved in sucﬁ a case?
For a poetic text may' be viewed as an allegorical interpretation
of a musical structure which in turn may represent a kind of

allegory of human feeling.

a7 Langer, p. 244-245.
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