
A Level Music - Reflets Dans L’eau, Image Volume 1, Piano : Debussy

Dynamics Mostly between ppp and p, but with huge 
contrast in B2’s brief f → ff crescendo markings.

BACKGROUNDBACKGROUND
• Composed in three days in 1905, an earlier (1901) version having been deemed 

unsatisfactory, particularly with regard to harmony.  Updated version includes “recent 
discoveries” in this area.

• Debussy’s musical influences include the music of the Russian nationalists – use of whole 
tone scale, octatonicism and modality – and Javanese gamelan music – pentatonicism 
and parallelism.

• Symbolist poetry, in which words were often used for their sound rather than meaning, 
was also an influence – cf. Debussy’s non-functional parallel harmonies (including bare 
4ths/5ths).

TONALITY 
• Unusually, the main tonalities are very 

traditional – Db – Eb - Ab7 - Db, i.e., an 
underlying I – VofV - V7- I tonal scheme.

• Sandwiched between these are 
more ambivalent passages in which 
a pre-vailing tonality is difficult to 
discern, given the harmonic language 
employed – see below.

• Gb major/minor also plays an 
important structural role in the piece.

HARMONIC LANGUAGE
• Harmonic style is diverse, 

encompassing pure diatonicism 
(e.g., 1-8), chromatic-ism (e.g., 9-10), 
octatonicism (e.g., 20-1) and whole-
tone based harmony (e.g., 48 -51).

• These styles are often juxtaposed in 
quick succession (e.g., 43-51) and are 
also often used to underline the work’s 
descriptive elements.

MELODY
• Highly motivic, including Howatt’s A 

and B motifs derived from La Mer.
• These are developed (e.g., by inversion, 

retrograde, augmentation) to produce 
new motifs; sustained lyrical melodies 
are not a feature of the work.

• Motif B, especially, is modified to fit in 
with changes in prevailing harmony.

STRUCTURE
• Form is unorthodox; though ron-

do-like, it lacks the conventional con-
trasting episodes. Instead, its shape 
is: A1 B1 A2 B2 A3 B3 A4/Coda, with B 
being a more lyrical development of A.

• Also, B2 [50] is important, while B3 [78] 
lasts a mere 3 bars.

• Combining new and previous material 
in the same section results in a “plas-
ticity” of form typical of Debussy.

TEXTURE
• Both similar and contrasting sections 

are marked by differentiated textures, 
in which register is also an important 
element – cf. 1-8 and 71-78, for in-
stance. 

• Greatest contrast in texture (as well 
as key and dynamics) is at bar 56g , 
which forms the piece’s climax. 

• Some quasi-contrapuntal features – 
e.g., bars 1-6.

TEMPO, METRE AND 
RHYTHM 

• Tempo is almost constantly in flux, 
with a change to Lent in the coda 
(81). Also note the opening rubato 
instruction. 

• Metre is constant throughout except 
for a 3/8 bar (11) and the “extended”, 
“improvisatory” bar 23. 

• Rhythm used very subtly; dotted notes 
and sporadic syncopation are features.

COLLOQUE SENTIMENTAL - similarities 
to reflets

• Harmony - use of extended chords, 
pedal points, whole-tone scale, 
parallelism and octatonicism. 

• “Programmatic” function – e.g., ghosts 
are differentiated harmonically, 
tonally, melodically, rhythmically, 
texturally.

• Significant use of (“nightingale”) motif 
from earlier work, which is subjected 
to development (also the “Tristan” 
chord).

• Tempo is variable, with many gradual 
changes (animez peu ä peu, retenu etc.). 
Dynamics mostly p to (più) pp; one 
climactic (f cresc) moment (35-7).

• Syncopation is a feature (possibly 
linked to heart-beat); only one brief 
change in time signature (bar 8).

• Piano part uses quite a high tessitura 
for melodic material, underpinned by 
low (often more sustained) bass notes.

MA MÈRE, PRELUDE – similarities to 
reflets

• Harmony - use of extended chords, 
parallelism, pedal points and 
octatonicism. Juxtaposition of different 
harmonic styles is also similar.

• Programmatic” use of harmony – e.g., 
to underline characters and situations 
(cf. bars 1-8 with 14-18 and 35-38). 

• Use of melodic motifs, which can be 
subjected to modification to fit the 
varied harmonisations- e.g., opening 
motif (a) of A.

• Structure - blurring of section divisions 
by the combination of new and pre-
existing melodic/harmonic material.

• Varied textures (cf. bar 1-7 and 8-13), 
with some quasi-counterpoint – e.g., 
combination of motifs in bars 1-7.

• Some dotted rhythms with occasional 
time signature and tempo changes.

COLLOQUE SENTIMENTAL – differences 
from reflets

• Only three plain triads used in entire 
song; more reliant on octatonicism.

• Structure is A-B-A’, but A’ combines 
elements of A and B (cf. Reflets).

• Less traditional tonal plan, with each 
section (FgDbgAm) a major 3rd away. 

• Harmony more important structurally.
• Melodically more diverse, with re-

cit-like and lyrical passages; not quite 
so reliant on motivic manipulation. 
Also more chromatic melodically.

• Motivic repetition more in evidence.
• Sense of metre less pronounced – e.g., 

slow tempo, ties over the bar, com-
bined duplets/triplets, subtle rhythmic 
changes to motifs, recitative style.

• Texture is varied, but piano writing is 
sparser overall (though is still used to 
underline the text).

MA MÈRE, PRELUDE – differences from 
reflets

• No whole-tone scale/harmonies; C is 
mostly diatonic (sustained modality). 

• Some instances of “pure” octatonic-
ism, with no “chromatic” decoration.

• Rondo-like (A1-B1-A2-C-A3/B2), but A2 
contains new material and elements 
of both A and B are found in the last 
section.

• Melodic material more varied – uses 
themes that appear later in the ballet. 
More sustained lyricism in A2 and C.

• Texture is more varied, including 
contrapuntal elements. B1 and B2 are 
texturally quite complex – also rich in 
instrumental timbre, which is some-
times used programmatically.

• Sense of metre in B1 unclear due to 
improvisatory nature of the music. 
Less so in B2 due to horn fanfares.

• Lyrical melodic material in bars 16-34.


