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The historical background of the « Russian » reception
of Debussy’s works:
A detailed analysis of contemporary reviews and
Debussy’s characteristics of orchestration

TAKEUCHI Akira
Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to examine the historical background of the « Russian »
reception of Debussy’s works in terms of a detailed analysis of contemporary reviews
and Debussy’s characteristics of the orchestration.

Debussy’s influence on Russian music was noted by some people even before his death.
In recent years, based on Schaeffner’s study, the relationship between Debussy and
Russian music has been discussed from a new perspective. However, there is still very
little research on the relationship between Debussy’s orchestration and Russian
orchestration, which are important elements that characterize orchestral music. There
are many barriers to proving the existence of other influences for Debussy, including a
lack of accurate documentation of Debussy’s knowledge and experience of Russia, the
complexity of his music, and the difficulty in discussing orchestral techniques logically.
For this reason, this thesis examines not how Debussy was influenced by Russian music
but rather what in Debussy’s music was perceived as Russian by the people of his time
in the dimension of orchestration.

In Chapter 1, I will show how Parisians in Debussy’s time, before the Ballet Russe, received
Russian orchestral works and how they shaped their image of Russian music. | will survey
primary sources, such as contemporary reviews of concerts that featured many Russian works,
as well as books and magazine articles on Russian music. Specifically, | will focus on the 1878
and 1889 World’s Fair in Paris, which triggered the Russian boom in Paris; the 1893 Festival of
Russian Music by Echo de Paris, which brought France and Russia closer together politically;
and the 1907 historical Russian concert. At the beginning of the reception of Russian music,
some conservative critics were negative toward descriptive works that evoked stories, paintings,
scenes, mental landscapes through music, and the non-traditional forms. However, even for such
an attitude, the colorful orchestration in Russian works was attractive enough to appreciate. As
time progressed, people came to prefer the rich orchestration and evocative musical depictions
that were characteristic of Russian music as a new form of musical attraction and expression.
This also shows that people began to perceive new elements as being Russian.

In Chapter 2, | examine primary sources, such as magazines, newspapers, and books published



in Debussy’s time, in order to provide an overview of who, when, and in what terms people
have identified which of Debussy’s works as “Russian,” which had been unclear until then. As a
result, there was criticism of some of Debussy's works, which regarded his work as Russian.
The critics in Paris considered Debussy’s music to be Russian for the same reason that their own
image of Russian music, which was created with musical values and styles of expression
different from those of the Western tradition, was also evident in Debussy’s works.

Finally, in Chapter 3, I will discuss the orchestral aspects of why Debussy's music was
considered Russian. I will examine the similarities between the orchestration and
descriptive qualities of the Russian works that were often performed in Paris and
Debussy’s four orchestral works that the critics in Paris identified as particularly
Russian; Prélude a l'aprés-midi d'un faune, Nocturnes, Pélleas et Mélisande, and La
mer. The results show that the unique gestures of each work, which emerge from the
combination of orchestration and Russian musical characteristics, were sufficient to

make Parisians feel that Debussy’s music was Russian.



