How Debussy uses notation, structure and texture to best convey the thematic idea created by the poet Paul Verlaine in the piece ‘Colloque Sentimental’.

This case study will be discussing one of six songs from the second book of the song cycle “Fetes Galantes” and set to poems by Paul Verlaine.  ‘Colloque Sentimental’ (Verlaine and Debussy, 1904) which translates as ‘sentimental conversation’. Debussy is famously known as an impressionist composer as he pushes the boundaries of his writing to amplify story through his expressive notation. According to (Lockspeiser, 2022) he is generically remembered for his “unorthodox textures, dreamlike harmonies and ethereal melodies” as he “favoured the ambiguity and vagary of the pentatonic and whole tone scales” this is exemplified within the piece being discussed. These noticeable characteristics within his writing are a mixture of his own creativity and the influences that helped shape the impressionist genre of music. “The main musical influences being…Richard Wagner and Russian composers Aleksander Borodin and Modest Mussorgsky” (Jump, 2020). 

{Please see Appendix for annotated score and translation link} 

Colloque Sentimental is the last of the song cycle and reveals the story of “two ghosts that wander round a park disagreeing about the significance of their former love” (Walsh, 2019). The structure of the piece conveys the meaning of the story by introducing three main musical styles, that coincides with the three characters within namely, Ghost one, who is preoccupied with nostalgia. Ghost two, who demonstrates an unbothered persona. Finally, the Narrator represents as third-party spectator having no particular opinion around the story.
   We are presented with ABA form, underpinned by the structure of prologue (bars 1-18) which sits as an introduction section, Dialogue (19-50) that demonstrates the conversational aspect of the piece, and the epilogue (bars 51-end) where the Narrator incorporates ideas from previous sections to help conclude the mood and meaning of ‘Verlaines’ story. It begins with a thin texture with simple crotchets and quavers accompanied by traces of monophonic ideas to capture the setting of a cold and empty park. The first three bars construct some of the main themes in the piece with the combined effort from both the left and right hand within the piano part to create a whole tone like scale. This whole tone splitting into two different ideas with the right-hand suggesting Ghost 1 with uses of repetition to highlight the idea of obsession and fond memories and the left to depict Ghost 2 (WJEC, 2022b), with a descending baseline which is commonly associated with negativity and sorrow. In bar 9, we are presented with the same three note ascending idea in the right hand (as we previously saw in bar 1-2) but with a more chromatic undertone, which can be seen as a purposeful idea Debussy chose to highlight the words and description of the ghosts “Their eyes are dead”, before illuminating it further with the B natural change within the motif in bar 10 on “Morts” (Bordes, 2021) which translates to death. As listeners we will associate that note with the idea of death. Before moving to the section B of the piece (Dialogue) a new motif is introduced known as the “Heartbeat motif” (WJEC, 2022a). The dominant Ab pedal note begins in bar 17, where it is sustained in syncopated, crotchet intervals, preempting Ghost 1’s lamentation of their past relationship with Ghost 2. The syncopated beat may allude to a disjointed relationship between Ghost 1 and 2; this is reinforced by the absence of the dominant Ab ‘heartbeat’ pedal between bars 24-26 where Ghost 2 response, “Pourquoi voulez-vous donc qu’il m’en souvienne?” (Why do you want me to remember it)(Bordes, 2021); with the absence of feeling and possible indifference to Ghost 1’s reminisces and investiture. Indeed, when Ghost 1 response from bar 27, the dominant Ab pedal returns and the tempo increases, perhaps to reflect Ghost 1’s increased heartbeat due to panic or increased infatuation towards Ghost 2. This furthers the question, why does Ghost 1 even have a heartbeat if dead? Love transcends death as the heartbeat could allude to sustained connection to life, whereas Ghost 2’s absence of love, parallels with absence of life and absence of heartbeat, suggesting death as a finality. There is a duality to this death, death of relationship and death of the individual. Recalling the start of the dialogue section before modulation into D flat major Debussy incorporates a ‘Tristan chord’ (Fminor with an added 6th) which is associated with uncertainty and tension. Wagner used this idea (Everett, 2022) regularly in his works suggesting back to the influences of Debussy. This ‘Tristan chords’ presence exaggerates the change and build up to the main conversational section which is further reinforced by the modulation to Dflat major.  The chord becomes prevalent during this section being used again in bars 24 and 31, both connected to the presence of Ghost 2. This poses the thought that Ghost 2 evokes tension and uncertainty within the story. This idea is then heightened by the abrupt response “Non.” (No. Bar31) (Bordes, 2021) in the melody line in response to a heartfelt question presented by Ghost 1 (bars 28- 30), coincided by the ‘Tristan chord’ imbedded in the accompaniment with the return of syncopated rhythm. Quickly followed by the ‘death note’ on “Ah!” Constantly reminding the idea of death (bar 33).  There’s an alluding of Ghost 2’s positive reminiscences coming to the end of the dialogue after Ghost 1 paints the memory of them kissing, as for the first-time dominant Ab pedal note is stained through both responses as well as the clear change in melody line becoming more freeing and less recit like, with support of the whole tone harmony (bars 38-39) more developed; in ascending, syncopated, parallel movement. Finally, the short epilogue section concluding the story with the recitative like idea associated with the narrator comes in (bar 51) with suggestions of whole tone and the decrease in the Ab ‘heartbeat’ suggesting the parting of the Ghosts interaction just before the final chord (A minor), with the ‘death note’ (bar 57) to exaggerate the finality of there; relationship, conversation and the song itself. 

Overall, Debussy incorporates a range of musical devices to realise Varlaines’s literary depiction of unrequited love and loss. Through structure, Debussy purposefully drives the piece with clear sections to coincide with Varlaine’s writing structure with incorporations of his character visions. Additionally, Debussy’s choice of texture for example his choice of thin texture to portrays the simulation of the three characters and simple setting, accompanied by hints of monophony to illuminate the climaxes of the piece.  Finally, Debussy’ uses of both subtle and bold notation/harmony add to Varlaine’s vision bringing the story to life with harmonic motif, chords, and word painting. This piece being one of Debussys clear works portraying is composing reputation along with the hints of his influences.
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Dans le vieux parc solitaire et glacé

Text by Paul Verlaine (1844-1896)

Set by Charles Bordes (1863-1909), Collogue sentimental; Claude Debussy (1862-1918), Collogue
sentimental, from Fétes Galantes I, #3; Henry Kimball Hadley (1871-1937), Colloque sentimental, op.
82, #2

Dans le vieux  parc solitaire et glacé
[da lo Vi@ park  so.li.te. re gla.se]
In the  old park  deserted and frozen

(In the old park, deserted and frozen)

Deux  formes lont tout a I'heure  passe.
[d@ for.ma 0 tu. ta loe.ro pa.se]
two forms have at this  hour passed.

(two forms have just passed by.)

Leurs yeux sont morts et leur levres sont molles,
[lar. zjg so mar e loer levre  sO ma.la]
Their eyes are dead and their  lips are  weak,
Et I'on entend a peine leurs paroles.

[e 16. na.ta. ta pe.nd loer pa.ro.la]

and one can-hear  (just  barely) their words.

(and their words can barely be heard.)

Dans le vieux  parc solitaire et glacé

[da lo Vi@ park sa.li.te. re gla.se]

In the  old park deserted and frozen

Deux spectres |ont évoqué le passe.

[dg spek.tra 0. te.vo.ke lo pa.se]

two ghosts have recalled the past.

-Te souvient-il de notre extase ancienne?
[to su.vje.til doa no. treks.ta. z4a.sje.na]
—Do-you remember-it  the our ecstasy of-old?

(Do you remember our past ecstasy?)

—Pourquoi voulez-vous donc  qu'il m’en souvienne?
[pur.kwa vu.le.vu do kil ma su.vje.na]
-Why want-you then  that-it I-(should) remember?

(-Why do you want me to remember it?)
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—Ton  ceeur bat-il toujours  |a mon  seul nom?
[to koer ba.til tu.3ur a mo scel no|
=Your heart beats-it  still at my only  name?
(Does your heart still race just to hear my name?)

Toujours  vois-tu mon ame en réve?— Non.
[tu.zur vwa.ty mo. na. ma re.ve no]
Still see-you my soul while dreaming?-  No.

(Do you still see my soul in your dreams?— No.)

—Ah!  Les beaux jours  de bonheur indicible
[a le bo 3ur de  bo.nce. re.di.si.blo]
—Ah, the  beautiful days of  happiness inexpressible

(<Ah, the beautiful days of inexpressible happiness)

Oou nous joignions nos bouches!-  C'est possible.
[u nu 3wa.no no bu.fe s€ pos.si.bla]
when we joined our lips!- That-is  possible.

(when our lips met!- Possibly.)

—Qu'il  était bleu, le ciel, et grand I'espoir!
[Ki. le.te blg lo sjel e gra les.pwar]
—How-it  was blue, the  sky, and great our-hopes!

(~How blue the sky was, and how high our hopes!)

—L'espoir a fui, vaincu, vers le ciel noir.
[les.pwa. ra fyi VE.ky ver la sjel nwar]
—Hope has  fled, vanquished, towards the  sky black.

(Hope have fled, vanquished, to the black sky.)

Tels ils marchaient dans les avoines folles,
[tel. zil mar.fe da le. za.vwa.ne folo]
Thus  they walked in the oats wild,

(So they walked in the wild oats,)

Et la nuit seule lentendit  leurs paroles.
[e la nyi scel a.ta.di loer pa.ra.la]
and the  night alone heard their words.

(Literal translation and IPA transcription © 2008 by Bard Suverkrop—IPA Source, LLC)
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