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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1 Background 

 

The history of piano music in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

generally belonged to the Germanic tradition, which musical elements emphasized 

strong tonal harmonic function, along with continuous conjunctive melodic contour 

in modelling song-like texture; the main topic of German music was usually 

“metaphysical, in which one asks those existential questions.”1 This musical 

tradition was so impactful that composers from other European countries could not 

escape from writing their music accordingly. Although there were notions of 

various nationalistic movements during the late nineteenth century, however, they 

still could not escape from German influence. 

The year of 1883 – the death of Wagner - was so important since it signaled 

the end of German domination of instrumental music, including piano music. Paris 

immediately became the new center of artistic revolution (previously was Vienna) 

that held any interests in exotic artworks throughout the world, resulting in the need 

for new ways of seeing, thinking, feeling, and doing the music. The new ways of 

perceiving music were promoted by the Société des ArtistesIndépendants (Society 

 

 

 
 

1 David Stabler, “An Extraordinary Interview with Pianist Leon Fleisher: 'the Level of 

Mediocrity Is Constantly Rising',” Oregon Live-The Oregonian, January 10, 2019, 
https://www.oregonlive.com/performance/2014/10/an_extraordinary_interview_wit.html. 

https://www.oregonlive.com/performance/2014/10/an_extraordinary_interview_wit.html
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of Independent Artists), whose goal was to do artwork with a virtue of unfettered 

artistic individualism as in the goal of German artists. 

Of course, the most immediate influential composers in France regarding 

the new vision was Claude Debussy with his association with both exotic culture 

and impressionistic painting combined with “Chopinesque” chromatic harmony. 

As great as Debussy tried to define French piano music in the twentieth century; 

nevertheless, he still was not considered as the original French music because of 

the influence of other artwork and/or non-indigenous culture. The same case 

applied to the music of Maurice Ravel, which expanded “Lisztian” writing with 

expansive texture emphasizing music of the past. 

Erik Satie (1866-1925) became the “last man standing” among the earliest 

composers of the beginning twentieth century who was credited by some 

commentators “initiating the neoclassic movement of fathering an entirely new 

kind of music, elegant, cool, and supremely un-Wagnerian.”2 The French poet Jean 

Cocteau in his essay “Cock and Harlequin”3 also stated that “Satie teaches what, in 

our age, is the greatest audacity, simplicity.”4 In this essay, Cocteau also described 

Satie’s music as avoiding “Debussian mist” and “Wagnerian fog.” Eric Salzman, 

an American composer/writer also stated a very powerful description of Satie’s 

music as follows: 

 

 
2 David Burge, Twentieth Century Piano Music (Maryland: The Scarecrow Press Inc, 2004), 63. 
3 Jean Cocteau, Cock and Harlequin: Notes Concerning Music (London: The Egoist Press, 

1921). 
4 Robert P. Morgan, Twentieth Century Music (Manhattan: W.W. Norton & Company, 1991), 

159. 
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“A remarkable innovator who displayed more genius than talent. 

. . .His music, although his music is trivial, his use of 

disconnected, static, objectified sound. . . .divorced from the 

organizational and structural principles of tonal form and 

development.”5 

 
 

Those descriptions clearly make Satie as the new important figure in the French 

piano music during the beginning twentieth century. 

Satie was indeed one of music’s greatest originals, in which his influence 

on later composers was more important than his music; his philosophy, satirical 

humor, parody technique, comical name, and musical quotation, all of these 

elements result in one of the most authentic composers to despise all Germanic 

romantic music, along with negating any kind of its sentimentality. As Maurice 

Hinson stated: 

“His compositions clearly reveal the early development of 

twentieth-century French music. He coined the phrase musique 

d’ameublement [furniture music] to characterize his aesthetic 

conception, which includes transparent texture, fresh harmonies, 

simple melodies, and completely avoid any type of complexity.”6 

 

 
 

From Hinson’s statement, Satie’s impact not only applied to the French 

piano music but also the oeuvre of twentieth century music. Specifically, in this 

research, the author provides detail analysis of the Trois Gymnopédies, written in 

1888 as the foundation to evaluate how Satie has such impactful role to the 

 
5 Mark DeVoto, “Satie’s Sesquicentennial: My Two Cents,” The Boston Musical Intelligencer 

(July 5, 2016), https://www.classical-scene.com/2016/07/05/satie-150-two-cents/. 
6 Maurice Hinson, Guide to the Pianist's Repertoire (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2000), 

846. 

https://www.classical-scene.com/2016/07/05/satie-150-two-cents/
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development of piano music during the twentieth century. Although the three pieces 

seem simplistically and stylistically connected through their ostinato writings, 

however, they present such intricacy when analyzed from other musical elements. 

F.E. Kirby, an American musicologist, stated the following description regarding 

the Gymnopédies: 

“His music was so striking in comparison with Germanic 

romantic music that was “curious lack of direction: they seem 

static, they lack point of climax, they do not go anywhere, they 

simply are.”7 

 
 

In regards to those opinions above, Satie obviously became interesting to 

explore further, at least for two reasons: first is that Satie was the only French 

composer setting the standard of what would have defined and influenced not only 

French music but also other European music in the twentieth century; secondly, 

Satie was a controversial figure since some composers admired him, while others 

thought that his music lacked of intention and emotion. Ravel and Cage expressed 

their admirations to Satie while Zukofsky called Satie’s music “formless, 

meaningless, and ridiculous.” 8 

The analysis includes important elements mentioned in the previous 

paragraph – textural layer, harmonic function, and melodic construction – by its 

musical structures. The conclusion is that Satie represented the first break of French 

 

 
 

7 F. E. Kirby, Music for Piano: A Short History (Washington, D.C.: Amadeus, 2003), 410. 
8Paul Zukofsky, “Satie Notes,” Musical Observations, accessed April 15, 2020, 

http://www.musicalobservations.com/publications/satie_pdf.pdf. 

http://www.musicalobservations.com/publications/satie_pdf.pdf
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Romanticism, who stood opposition to both Germanic tradition and Debussy. The 

result is that the Trois Gymnopédies provides such a forward-thinking in music by 

employing a style of economy of musical materials resulting in bare musical idea. 

The impact, as discussed in chapter five, includes new exploration of harmony and 

musical expression in the twentieth century that can be categorized into five 

categories: impressionism, expressionism, neoclassic, minimalism, and ambient 

music. 

 

 
1.2 Research Questions 

 

In this research, author would like to answer the question: 

 

What are the various ways in expressing his music that set the tone for 

experimentation within the next century of composers? 

 
 

1.3 Research Scopes 

 

1. The main analyzed material is Trois Gymnopédies of Satie. 

 

2. The other analyzed materials are The other analyzed materials are Des pas 

sur la neige by Debussy; Suite für Klavier, Op. 25 by Schoenberg; Nixon in 

China by John Adams; Le Petit âne Blanc by Jacques Ibert; and Ambient 1: 

Music for Airports (1978) by Brian Eno as the representative of 

impressionism, expressionism, minimalism, neoclassic and ambient music 

in the early of the twentieth century. 

3. The edition used for Trois Gymnopédies analysis is PETERS edition. Other 

song’s edition: Des pas sur la neige uses Durand et Cie. edition; Suite für 
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Klavier, Op.25 uses Universal edition; Nixon in China (excerpt) uses the 

source from Pinterest; Le Petit âne Blanc uses the source from stretta- 

music.com and Ambient 1: Music for Airports uses source from 

trustmeimascientist.com. 

4. Musical elements being analyzed include textural layer, harmonic function, 

and melodic construction. 

5. Although Satie wrote piano music for 36 years, however, the focus of this 

research is specifically the Trois Gymnopédies (1888), and how it would set 

the tone for later composers exploring color in their music, both in France 

and other Western countries. 

 
 

1.4 Research Purposes 

 

To provide analytical evidence in Satie’s expression in writing music that 

set the tone for experimentation within the next century of composers by analyzing 

the Trois Gymnopédies (Peters Edition). 

 

 
1.5 Significance of Research 

 

To provide proper appreciation to Satie and his roles in the development of 

piano music in the twentieth century. 
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1.6 Structure of Writing 

 

Chapter I, “Introduction” includes background of the scientific work; 

research questions; research objectives; intention of the research; and significance 

of the research. 

Chapter II, “Theoretical Framework” includes theoretical explanation of 

that are connected in evaluating Gymnopedies, such as the impact of the death of 

Wagner; Paris as the new music capital entering twentieth century; Tonality: from 

its origin to the early of twentieth century; France and its reaction against German 

romantic music: Debussy, Ravel and Satie; Satie’s eccentric background and the 

musical styles; Program note of Gymnopédies; Satie’s unique approach to 

composition. 

Chapter III, “Methodology” includes methods and procedures of this 

research, including restating the research topic and its point of interest; data 

gathering that leads to analysis and evaluation; and discussions of primary 

resources used in this research. 

Chapter IV, “Discussion” includes the analysis of musical elements, along 

with the application of the elements in Satie’s Gymnopédies. 

Chapter V, “Conclusion” includes the evaluation of this research as 

evidence of the impact of Satie’s musical styles to the development of piano music 

in the twentieth century, including analyzing the Trois Gymnopedies as examples. 


