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Preface

As its title suggests, the present study aims to give as full and varied a picture
of Debussy’s theatrical experiences as possible; it examines Debussy both as
an uncompromising composer for the stage, trying to create works of the
highest calibre which would survive the harshest treatment in rehearsal, per-
formance and revival, and as a man of the theatre, responding to the multi-
farious characters and situations of its evanescent yet compulsive world. The
story of this love—hate relationship is told, as far as it can be, in the com-
poser’s own words or from contemporary documents. Accounts of Debussy
reacting to events in the theatre thus take precedence over such things as
critical reviews of Pelléas et Mélisande or the popularity and frequency of its
global revivals, because these relate to Debussy only at second-hand. Detailed
formal analyses and complex manuscript studies make tedious reading and are
indulged in only where they are of particular dramatic relevance. Much is
made of what has been called Debussy’s ‘compulsive inachievement’ (Hollo-
way, p. 233), and reasons and excuses are assembled gradually chapter by
chapter as to why he contemplated so many theatrical projects yet completed
so few (and it should be remembered that in his view no two dramatic works
were even remotely comparable). Finally, the reasons are separated from the
excuses in Part V, which also attempts to place Debussy in a wider theatrical
perspective.

Pelléas et Mélisande, as the turning-point in Debussy’s career, naturally re-
ceives a substantial chapter; the climate in which it was created and Debussy’s
contemporary attitudes are explored in detail. Works are considered chron-
ologically by genre, except in Chapter 6 where it is profitable to discuss
Debussy’s relationship with Diaghilev as a whole before dealing with Jeux, the
only new ballet composed for the Russian company. Thus Masques et ber-
gamasques is included here and not in Chapter 12, together with the Prélude,
interlude et paraphrase finale pour l'apres-midi d’un faune, which belongs
generically in Chapter 11. The incomplete or unstarted projects are divided
before and after the composition of Pelléas between Chapters 2 and 12, and

Xi
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xii Preface

As you like it, which stretches from 1886 to 1917 in various formats —
characteristically without a note of surviving music — is classed with the
latter. The collaborations with René Peter and Gabriel Mourey are discussed
as groups in Chapter 11.

Whilst much of the information and many of the extracts in this book can
be found elsewhere, they have never before been collated in a single source.
As the material has taken almost a decade to assemble and organise, it is hoped
that the end result will make at least some worthwhile contribution to Debussy
scholarship, even though it may reasonably be argued that a large proportion
of it deals with the incomplete, the ephemeral or the non-existent. Summarised
plots have been included for all important works except Pelléas et Mélisande,
and for better or worse I have made my own English translation of almost all
the original documents used. No discography is included because Margaret
Cobb’s excellent catalogue (1975) is available for records up to 1950. After
that date it is best to consult current catalogues and select through personal
preference, though one will be bound to lament the unavailability of the
superb Pelléas recordings by Inghelbrecht and Désormiére. For a fuller pictorial
documentation I should like to draw readers’ attention to Frangois Lesure’s
Iconographie musicale, where Plates 58—85 comprehensively evoke the world
of Pelléas et Mélisande and Plates 139—55 recreate at least some of the magic
that once was the legendary Ballets Russes. I make no excuses for not con-
tributing yet another life and works for the brimming bookshelves of Debus-
syophiles, and none for assuming a certain degree of specialist knowledge in
my potential readers. Whilst only five per cent of French men and women
had even heard of Debussy in a poll conducted by the magazine Diapason in
1979, I like to think that the percentage may be somewhat higher in England.
Perhaps the present volume will even result in some conversions: I certainly
hope so.

Robert Orledge
Liverpool, March 1981
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To Charles McFeeters

For a composer there is really only one route to follow to make a
name for himself, and that is the theatre.

(Charles Gounod: Mémoires d’un artiste
(Paris, Calmann Lévy, 1896), p. 175)
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