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Analysis of Debussy’s Premiere rhapsodie and the originality of his
clarinet usage
with reference to some French traités d’instrumentation

Akira TAKEUCHI

Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to verify the originality of Debussy’s clarinet usage in his orchestral
works, with reference to some French traités d’instrumentation, and to analyze the Premiére
rhapsodie pour clarinette et piano.

Dennis Nygren, in his doctoral dissertation (1982), has analyzed the historical background,
transformation of motif, harmony analysis, tonality, structure, articulation, and nuances of
Debussy’s piece, the Premiére rhapsodie. However, it has not been revealed how this piece
implicates Debussy’s clarinet usage, which characterizes his orchestral music.

In Chapter 1, we analyze the effective usage of the clarinet and the limitations of some French
traités d’instrumentation that were disseminated during or around Debussy’s time, specifically
those of Hector Berlioz, Charles-Marie Widor, Henri Bussel, and Charles Koechlin. We study the
general clarinet usage in these traités d’instrumentation.

In Chapter 2, we analyze characteristic clarinet melodies in Debussy’s main orchestral works
composed before the Premiére rhapsodie, such as Prélude a I'aprés-midi d’un faune, Nocturnes, La
mer, and Images pour orchestre. These melodies show general clarinet usage. As a result, the
originality of Debussy’s clarinet usage in orchestral music is revealed in the unconventional way he
uses the clarinet, without regard for the traités d’instrumentation and expands the expressiveness of
the clarinet with a particular tone created especially for it.

In Chapter 3, we analyze Premiere rhapsodie from the perspective of Debussy’s original clarinet
usage. We conclude that this piece assimilates Debussy’s clarinet usage into his own musical
language, which increases its value beyond that of just a competition piece.
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