
Colloque sentimental: Debussy

• Colloque sentimental is the final (3rd) song of 2nd set of Fêtes Galantes (1904); it shares material 
(‘Nightingale’ motif) with En sourdine, the 1st song of set 1. 

• Debussy had contemplated setting this song’s text as early as 1885; an earlier setting does exist.
• Colloque’s key scheme of F→Db→Am is an ‘expansion’ of the F aug chord used prominently in songs 

1&2 of set 2, particularly in Les Ingénus – e.g. (opening) RH ostinato and final chord.
• The poems in both sets were written by Paul Verlaine.

• The two outer sections (narrator) frame 
a central ‘conversation’ (ghosts), making 
a type of ABA form. 

• Other than recitative-like vocal setting, 
the outer sections are mostly unrelated 
musically, with A1 (533-58) being based 
on B’s ‘nightingale’ motif, while bars 51-
52 present new material in the piano.

• Bars 48-50 are a sort of linking 
cinematic that ‘dissolve’ from the 
conversation back to the narrator’s 
‘commentary’.  

Structure

• Whole-tone writing in bars 1-3, 11-14; 
octatonicism and Ab pedal feature in 
bars 19-50. 

• ‘Tristan’ chord (half-diminished 7th) is 
suitably significant in bars 33-45. The 
Ab pedal is no longer dissonant here; 
return to octatonicism (46-7) for Ghost 
2’s final utterance; consists of two 
parallel dim 7th chords (on A&G) over 
dissonant Ab pedal.

• Bars 51- 8 consist of parallel 9th chords 
→octatonicism →final Am chord.

Harmonic language

• Bars 1-3: combined LH&RH (whole-
tone) melodies represent the two 
ghosts.

• Vocal part mostly recit-like (speech 
rhythms, repeated notes etc.). Bars 333-
45 are, fittingly, more lyrical, however.

• Piano has rather more melodic interest 
than voice and is solely responsible for 
statements of the ‘nightingale’ motif.

Melody

• Bars 1-18 mostly use a thin (2- or 
3-part) texture – apt to depict the icy 
park – but also has some monophonic 
moments.

• Texture enriched for ‘nightingale’ motif 
(19→), while ghosts’ conversation 
initially reverts to reduced texture.

• Texture fuller at climactic section (33-
47); more varied in 48-58; reverts to 
monophony in 56-end.

Texture

CONTEXT

• A: Whole-tone passages (e.g. bars 1-3, 11-14) are tonally ambivalent, but F major 
is suggested (31-4), a resolution of Ghost 2’s opening melody, which outlines a C7 
‘chord’.

• Bars 7-8 hint at the octatonicism of the central section, while the modal mixture 
(bar 17, F major → minor) establishes a dominant pedal that lasts throughout the B 
section (in Db major).

• B: Db tonic appears in bar 40 (the song’s focal point), a resolution of Ghost 1’s 
opening Ab7 chord. Note the octatonic element and its association with the 
‘nightingale’ motif.

• B1: Preceded (48-50) by fragmented echoes of song’s opening ambivalent whole tone 
passage.

• Ends on Am chord, so continuing the song’s tonal trajectory of descending major 3rds: 
F→Db→A.

Tonality

• Significantly, apart from the song’s climactic passage (bars 40-3), the majority of the song employs quite a high tessitura            
(Ab3 and above); lower pitch content here draws attention to the setting of C’est possible.

Pitch content


