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Essay Option 3

Strauss versus Debussy


One would think that two tone poems composed within two years of each other would follow similar compositional paths, but at the turn of the Twentieth Century, ideological structures behind composition varied greatly.  Richard Strauss, a radical Romantic composer of the symphonic poem, enjoyed exploiting contrast while Claude Debussy, a French Symbolist, aimed for a more subtle sentiment.  Strauss’ Don Quixote (1897) and Debussy’s Trois Nocturnes: Nuages (1899) each exemplify their composer’s style to project entirely different programmatic images.  Strauss expands on Berlioz’s “idee fixe” as he develops not only contrasting melodies but also unorthodox textures to move his program along.  Debussy, on the other hand, maintains very simple melodies and delicate texture to sustain a light atmosphere.  


Strauss’s Don Quixote moves through Cervantes’ comic story using an eventful theme and variations form.  The main characters in the program are given themes in the tradition of Berlioz’s idee fixe.  The cello and its thematic material (rehearsal number 13- 4) represents Don Quixote, the viola and its thematic material- introduced in the bass clarinet (reh. #14 to #16+ 4) represents his sidekick Sancho Panza, and the lyrical oboe material (reh. #17) represents Don Quixote’s love interest, Dulcinea.  These instruments are quite mellow and lower in timbre than traditional solo instruments (like flute and violin), so Strauss has therefore depicted how his characters are more hearty than heroic.  This highlights the characters’ peasant life and the story’s comic irony.  


Depending on how specifically the story involves each character, themes are shaped and supported by an appropriate orchestral background.  As noted in the Grove dictionary, “What is varied is not so much themes as musical contexts, to make a musical analogy of the characters in their different incidents.”1  If a Variation involves drama between characters, there is specific action and Strauss varies the melodies intricately above a scarce orchestral accompaniment.  For example, Variation III sets Don Quixote and Sancho Panza against each other as they argue over the virtues of honor and chivalry.  So, the characteristic melodies (Sancho Panza on viola, Don Quixote on violin) are intricate and conversational while only accompanied by light periodic cello, clarinet, bassoons, and horn (reh. #26).  This sparse background is soft until the argument gets heated to a forte; Strauss adds instruments like the flute and tenor tuba at these swells  to heighten the tension (reh. #28-5).  Showing movement and action here, the melodies take turns at first, but then start to overlap each other to create tension.  Then, one voice will take over and relax into its expressive melody while ignoring small interjections from the other character (app. 1).  Just when the listener is calm, like during the viola groove at rehearsal # 33, the other character will enter in a loud, jarring fashion and upset the continuity with a highly contrasting line (violins reh. # 34-2).  These jarring contrasts really describe the waves of the characters’ emotions and move the story along.


But when the characters are acting together in a new setting, the aforementioned intricate context is expanded into a full, unorthodox texture.  For example, at rehearsal # 22 in Variation II, the strings are pianississimo either tremolo or trilled, and the hearty woodwinds and brass have pianissimo staggered entrances in dissonant chords and flutter tongue.  The lack of rhythmic sense and quiet “bla-a-a-ating” really catches the listener off guard and sets a new scene of calm sheep in a pasture.  The woodwind melody at rehearsal # 23 uses perfect fifths and octave jumps to enhance the folk-like image.  The idee fixe melodies are noticeably missing.  Then, the cello line (reh. #23+6) is reminiscent of a rhythmic heroic entrance and really cuts through the previous texture.  The aftermath of this “attack” is fortissimo flutter-tonguing, which gives the image of surprised sheep in pain.  This extreme sound further illustrates the ironic “battle” between Don Quixote, Sancho Panza, and the “dangerous army” of sheep.  The orchestral special effects and contrasting rhythmic integrity of the two sides of battle really strengthen the ironic setting Strauss is trying to illustrate in this Variation.


Strauss again illustrates a unique setting in Variation VII to show the aerial flight of the characters on an imaginary Pegasus.  Full orchestral families are used, including auxiliary instruments like piccolo, english horn, bass clarinet, contrabassoon, an extra set of horns, harp, and even a wind machine.  Although the Don’s theme (app. 2) is present, the orchestration is focused more on the dramatic contour of flight.  In 8/4 time, the first beat is played only by the pedal instruments and the lowest voices in each family. On the second beat, the next lowest instrument in a family enters, consequently strengthening the texture and raising the range of the sound.  The first four beats continue in this manner and also crescendo to give a general lift and swell to the sound.  Each instrument’s entrance ascends two octaves and the lines (except for flute) are slurred to generate a gliding feeling.  Even the fact that the woodwinds have triplets while strings have duplets during a harp glissando shows that the notes aren’t meant to be precise, but as more of an effect.  This overall sound illustrates the rise and fall movement of the characters’ program and is highly distinctive.  The listener hears the aerial ride in a general way with full orchestra, unlike the specific conversation of the soloistic idee fixe themes.


Whereas Strauss focuses on contrast to move his program forward, Debussy uses understatement to simply spend time in a continuous mood.  Instead of specific images and dramatic movement, Debussy works to evoke color and atmosphere in his pieces.  Debussy’s broader form, ternary, in Nuages allows it to flow naturally from one section to the next more easily than Strauss’s eventful theme and variations.  As a Symbolist, Debussy aims to feel passage of time and the fluidity of borders, which he simulates with continuous, steady quarter notes as his most basic rhythmic movement.  The piece begins minimally with the basic quarter note motive pianissimo in the clarinets and bassoons.  The lower voice follows a chromatic fall and rise melody and creates a perfect fifth to third oscillating pattern against the upper voice; the same pattern is repeated twice before moving to a new, similar quarter note pattern.  As the piece progresses (m.11), more voices are added with similar lines until the quarter note pattern turns into rich homophonic chords that are more colorful than structural.  The repetition, oscillation, soft dynamic, and 6/4 meter all add to a very circular, subtle feel that suggests movement without direction- like clouds, for which the piece is labeled.  


Debussy’s orchestration is quite traditional in that he groups the families together for sympathetic timbre to keep a homogeneous atmosphere.  The strings are used as background, but often split into multiple lines per instrument, like after m. 11 and m. 29, to incorporate a depth of  harmonic color without a thick texture.  Woodwinds are soloistic, like the oboe in m. 21 and m. 43 and the flute in m. 64.  The oboe solo is very legato, sustained, and simple; its round contour, moderate range, and stepwise motion also add to its ability to blend and continue the piece’s fluid movement.  When the flute takes over with a legato pentatonic melody in m. 64, it presents a slightly new color for the “B” section of ternary form.  To highlight the exotic gamelan sound he heard at the Paris Exposition in 18892 , Debussy doubles a harp with the flute melody and downplays the accompaniment with simple sustained chords.  Yet, the solo line still rises and falls in a quarter note continuity to unify the melodic atmosphere throughout the piece.  It is not blatantly unique from the rest of the piece, as Strauss might have set it.  And its repetition in solo violin, viola, and cello unison allows him to repeat the melody in multiple ranges to get a very sweet, yet unified effect.  


To build from mood to mood, Debussy gradually crescendos until all the instruments reach forte together.  Unlike Strauss’s surprising shifts in dynamics and rhythm, Debussy gradually grows in fluid crescendo and steady quarters, like m. 39, until all voices have joined in the swollen quarter note movement of m. 42.  Also, the melody at this point (m. 39) begins to shift each bar, releasing it from the restrained repeated device of mm. 33- 38(app. 3).  Then, to release and move to new parts of the program, voices discontinue their rhythmic integrity and play sustained notes, allowing them to blend, naturally decrescendo, and then seemingly disappear (mm. 50 to 64).  When few voices are left, Debussy easily shifts to a new section as old associations die away and the listener is left with a fresh palette.  Debussy’s fluid ebb and flow atmosphere is gradual in dynamics as well as orchestration so that there is no profuse outpouring in melodramatic fashion.


The very gradual, subdued movement throughout Debussy’s Nuages and the highly contrasting  settings and conversations of Strauss’s Don Quixote both describe journeys, but in entirely different styles.  Debussy’s repetitive, soft oscillation portrays a highly static feeling while Strauss’s highly varied rhythms, special effects, and dynamics actively awake the listener to new events in the story.  To hear both pieces debuted within two years of each other would evoke highly different personal responses.  Yet both incorporate personalized folk melodies and exotic scales amidst a recognition of tonality with unconventional harmony, which were quite popular in turn of the century composition.  Especially in Russia, the distinct colors and textures created in both pieces would be appreciated by composers like Skryabin and Stravinsky; but the technical complexities of pan-tonality practiced by the Russians a few years later would make the lyricism in both works seem outdated.  The turn of the twentieth century presented many new challenges to the individuals throughout musical society, and complexity and experience (like World War 1) would soon be shown in continually progressive techniques and works; Strauss and Debussy just barely began to scratch the surface of the incredible variety and expression Twentieth Century composition would embrace. 
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