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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
1.1 Background 

Tonality is one of the three harmonic languages that composers in the West 

use in writing their musical compositions. Although it was first used during the 

beginning of Baroque era (around 1600), the harmony was actually already in use 

during 1547 with the modal scales of ionian and aeolian in addition to the previous 

eight scales. Tonality reached its climactic use during the late-eighteenth century 

as it was especially associated with sonata form as the most effective vehicle to 

express strong tonic-dominant relationship while other keys or any modulations 

revolved around it. 

In approaching the nineteenth century, composers started to experiment 

with expanding and/or dissolving the use of tonality, which eventually resulted in 

the “crisis” of tonality in the music of Claude Debussy (1862-1918) with his 

harmonic breakthrough that broadened application of tonality; until the ultimate 

breakdown of the tonal system in the early twentieth century by Arnold Schoenberg 

(1874-1951) when he introduced the new scale system involving each individual 

note in equal use within an octave.  

This experimentation of harmony (often called post-romantic or post-tonal) 

was not entirely new since composers had previously done similar experimentation 

in the beginning of nineteenth century with various harmonic procedures, especially 

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) and Franz Schubert (1797-1828). Frederic 

Chopin (1810-1849) was especially considered as the main figure to explore this 
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harmonic experimentation, in whom Jim Samson, British musicologist, stated the 

following:  

“There are, of course, no firm dividing lines, but already in 
some works by Chopin chromatic harmony has been 
developed as a more thoroughgoing alternative to diatonic 
progression, establishing an equilibrium of chromatic and 
diatonic material, which anticipates procedures in Wagner and 
other late-Romantic composers.”1 

 
The experimentation continued to composers after Chopin, especially Franz Liszt 

(1811-1886) with his cryptic late piano music after 1811, which “pushed well 

beyond the confines of traditional tonality to suggest the forthcoming musical styles 

of both impressionism and expressionism,”2 stated Maurice Hinson, American 

musicologist.  

 The chromatic writing was further elevated by Claude Debussy (1862-

1918), which he accomplished by various new practices in expanding many 

conventional tonal harmony. Debussy’s tonally directional frameworks are found 

to be rooted in nineteenth century precedent with respect to overall tonal plan; 

however, the dramatic conception also extends to the role of chromaticism, which 

is often combined with various artificial and exotic scales. Robert Ottman, 

American music theorist states the following: 

“There is no break with tonality in the music of Debussy. A 
key feeling is maintained, though it is often vague and, at time, 
missing for short periods by devices to be presented shortly.”3 
 

 
1 Jim Samson, Music in Transition: A Study of Tonal Expansion and Atonality, 1900-1920, 2nd ed. 
(Darlington, England: Joseph Malaby Deny, 1995), 3. 
2 Maurice Hinson, Guide to the Pianist’s Repertoire (Third Edition). (Bloomington, Indiana: 
Indiana University Press, 2000), 482. 
3 Robert W. Ottman, Advanced Harmony Theory and Practice (Fifth Edition). (Upper Saddle 
River: New Jersey, 2000), 370. 
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As defined by Ottman, the tonality in Debussy’s music does not entirely disappear 

since he maintained the tonal while concurrently writing other harmonic systems, 

including whole-tone scale, pentatonic scale, medieval modes, unconventional 

chord progression, quartal and quintal harmony, tritone and augmented fifths, 

added-tone chords, and parallelism.  

The purpose of this research is to provide analytical evidence of radical 

harmonic timbre and exhausted tonal harmony in Debussy’s music, resulting from 

the various use of artificial scales (especially since c. 1889) through the analyses of 

Debussy’s two piano works. The two works include L’isle Joyeuse (1904) and Et 

la lune descend sur le temple qui fut (1910). These compositions represent 

Debussy’s writing, which he no longer relied on the diatonic scale wits its 

customary progressions emphasizing cadence points; through the use of specific 

scales and modes, Debussy was able to establish a new concept of tonality – 

Debussy’s tonality – a concept stated by Boyd Pomeroy, the author of The 

Cambridge Companion to Debussy.4 

The method includes historical analysis, descriptive and prescriptive 

analysis, leading to the conclusion that Debussy still adapted his inheritance of late 

romantic chromatic tonality to the service of a modernist musical outlook and how 

both music express tonal function in an idiomatically Debussian way. Debussy’s 

 
4 Boyd Pomeroy. “Debussy’s Tonality: a Formal Perspective.” The Cambridge Companion to 
Debussy, 2003, 153–78. doi:10.1017/ccol9780521652438.011. 
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tonality, while perennially new and exotic, retains powerful and familiar resonances 

from the tonal language of his predecessors. 

 

1.2 Research Questions 

What are the various ways that Debussy experimented with tonal harmony, 

resulting in radical harmonic timbre and exhausted tonal harmony? 

 

1.3 Purpose of Research 

The purpose of this research is to provide analytical evidence of radical 

harmonic timbre and exhausted tonal harmony in Debussy’s music (especially since 

c. 1889) through the analyses of L’isle Joyeuse and Et la lune descend sur le temple 

qui fut. 

 

1.4 Scope and Limitations of Research 

The analysis and evaluation in this research are based on the following 

premises: 

1. The selected piano works to be analyzed include L’Isle Joyeuse and Et la 

lune descend sur le temple qui fut. 

2. The edition used for analyses include Durand & Fils edition for both works 

and were published in Paris. L’isle Joyeuse was published in 1904, and Et 

la lune descend sur le temple qui fut was published in 1910. 
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1.5 Significance of Research 

This research is expected to provide detail information of Debussy’s radical 

harmonic timbre in the early twentieth century by experimenting the tonal harmony 

in both L’isle Joyeuse and Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut. 

 

1.6 Research Writing Structure 

 Chapter 1, “Introduction” includes background of the scientific work; 

research questions; purposes of research; scope and limitations of research; and 

significance of research; and research writing structure. 

 Chapter 2. “Theoretical Studies” includes Tonality: The Origin and Its 

Development Until Late-Eighteenth Century; Tonality and Its 

Expansion/Dissolution during Nineteenth Century; Debussy and the New 

Harmonic Innovations; and Debussy’s Piano Compositional Phases. 

 Chapter 3, “Methodology” includes methods and analysis process of the 

research, such as exploration of the topic and point of interest; differences between 

reality and problem; sources with similar topics; review of research sources; 

research methodology; and research timetable. 

 Chapter 4, “Discussion” includes the prescriptive analysis of Debussy’s two 

selected piano works, L’isle Joyeuse and Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut. 

 Chapter 5. “Conclusion” includes result of this research. 

 

 

  


