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diatonic tonality, comprising as it does two notes of the (sta-
ble) tonic triad. The pentatonic scale’s other minor third,
however, does present a melodic anomaly: in the absence of
the leading tone, scale degree 6 assumes special prominence







238 music theory spectrum 31 (2009)

� � � � � � �� �� �� �� ..�� �� �� �� �� �� �� ..�� �� �� �� �� �� �� // �� ���� �� �� �� �� �� �

� � � � � � �� � � �� �� � � �� �� � � ��� ��� �� �� .� � � .� �� .� � � .� �� .� � �
	

 � � �

517



debussy, pentatonicism, and the tonal tradition 239

� � � � � 1 28� � � � 	 � � � � 
 � 
 � 	  � 	 � 	 � 	 � �� � 	 �� 
 
 � 
 � 	
� � � � � 1 28  � 	 � 		� � 		� ��� 
 
 � 
 � 	
� � � � � 1 28� � � � 	 � � � � 
 � 
 � 	
� � � � � 1 28 
� 1 28� 
 � 
 �� 	 �� � 		� �� 
 � 
 �� 	 � � �� �� �� � 	 � � � �� � �� 	 � 
 � 
 � 	 
� 1 28�� 		� �� � 		� � 		� �� 
 � 
 �� 	 � � �� � �� � 	 � � � �� �� �� 	 � 
 � 
 � 	 
� � � � � 1 2







242 music theory spectrum 31 (2009)�'''''������ � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �.������ � � � �'''''������ � � � � �.������ � � � � � � � 	 
 �



debussy, pentatonicism, and the tonal tradition 243

� � � � � � � � � � � �� " " " "�

� � � � � �� � �� �� ��� � � � " " " "�
" " " " � � � � � �

� � � � � " " " �� � � � �
� �� � �

� � � � � � � � �

� � �� � � � � � � � � �

� � � � �
� � � �

" " " "
� ��� � ���

� � � � � � � � � " " " "
� � � � � � � � �� � � � " " " "
6 � � � � � � � � " " " "� � � �
� � � � � � ��� � ��� � ��� � ��� � ��� � ���
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �



244 music theory spectrum 31 (2009)

� � � � � " " � � � � � � � �� � � � � � � � �
" "� � � � � � " � � � "

� � � � � " " " � � � � � " " "�

� � � � � " " � � � " � � "� � � � �
� � � � � � � � � � " " " " " "

� � � � � " " "
� � � � � � �� � � � � � � � �

� � � � � " " " " " " "
6 � � � � " " " " " " "
� � � � � � � � � " " " " "
� � � � � � �

�



debussy, pentatonicism, and the tonal tradition 245

and A� (=G�) are 1 and 5 of D�. More significantly, the melt-
ing together of E-pentatonic and B-pentatonic recalls the
opposition, and then melting together, of I and vi at the end
of the first movement. The third movement (“Dialogue du
vent et de la mer”), on the other hand, does finally achieve a
forceful resolution in its structural cadence, shown in
Example 22: its majestic vi–











As the opening phrase continues, an important harmonic
element is introduced as well, in the cadence of measures
2–3. Not only is this plagal cadence the first cadence in the
piece, but its subdominant triad is the first bona fide chord









Pivotally, the sudden insertion of a C� major triad at this mo-
ment turns 1 in the key of VI into 6 in the key of I. More to
the point, the reassertion of IV (the chord), conjures up the







calculatedly polemical (two pervasive modes of Debussy’s
criticism), it certainly suggests a concern with the nature and
history of musical closure, a concern shared by Debussy’s
contemporaries.

In 1919, the year after Debussy’s death, the Italian pianist,
conductor, composer, and critic (as well as, it so happens,
champion of Debussy) Alfredo Casella completed a prodi-
gious history of Western music, in which he sought “to trace
the gradual formation and development, during the slow

course of centuries, of the principal elements of our magnifi-
cent edifice of modern music.” As a lens through which to
view this development, from 13th-century polyphony to the
music of Stravinsky and Schoenberg, Casella employed a
novel course of action, presenting one hundred musical exam-
ples chosen to illustrate variations on a 

technical formula to which composers have had recourse during the last
few centuries, and which summarizes the principal characteristic fea-
tures of the wonderful modern tonal system.
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