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Abstract of thesis presented to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia in fulfilment of 
the requirement for the degree of Master of Science 

TEMPO INTERPRETATION OF DEBUSSY’S IMAGES BOOK 2 

By 

WONG SUET LI 

June 2020 

Chair : Loo Fung Chiat, PhD 
Faculty : Human Ecology 

Many amateurs or professional performers usually encounter a major challenge in 
determining an appropriate tempo of the twentieth-century music. Despite the tempo 
marking is usually uniform, most pianists have different interpretation results from the 
sources often mention the desirability of non-literal implementation. The objective of 
the study was to investigate the ambiguity of tempo in Debussy’s Images Book 2 in the 
hope to obtain a more faithful interpretation in performance. This study made use of 
qualitative methods research design. 

Despite Debussy’s work has been widely discussed in several published readings, these 
materials are rather controversial. In addition, they are more about nuances of harmony 
than discussing the tempo or rhythm of Debussy’s work. Through thorough analysis, 
this study provides pianists with insights into problem-solving techniques based on 
analysis by examining passages that help analyse specific performance problems. It is 
important to analyse this not only because the ambiguity of tempo in Debussy’s era, but 
also to understand the meaning of description tempo (carefully marked by Debussy) 
based on his characteristic, background and its influence on later composers. 

A qualitative approach was used in this research. Data collection was by score analysis, 
examining compact disc (CD recordings) and live performance recordings, as well as 
reviewing recorded interviews in obtaining the result of this study. Nine representative 
pianists from various schools and traditions for each CD recordings, live performance 
recordings and recorded interviews videos were examined and reviewed. The pianists 
in the recordings are chosen based on different preparation, experience, age, gender and 
national origin. Thereafter, I took notes the beats per minute (BPM) of each 
performance, after which I analysed how the variance of tempo affected the technique 
of playing and how the choice of tempo reflected what the performers intended to 
communicate to the audiences. 
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The findings showed that there was a large variance especially the second movement Et 
la lune descend sur le temple qui fut. In general, it was found that the pianists did not 
strictly adhere to the tempo marking as suggested by Debussy, they seem to be faithful 
to their emotion and expressiveness in the playing, which showed a sense of liberty. It 
is perceived that even though metronome marking and description of tempo change 
were given, tempo rubato, clarity, expression, phrasing, dynamics, characterization and 
moods, rhythm/technical difficulties, notation and specific performance directions and 
strong individuality have a decisive influence on tempo. As a conclusion, one is 
suggested to try to get an alert tempo that is close to Debussy’s tempo markings, or at 
least close in spirit to his expressive performance directions, with slight liberties. 
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Abstrak tesis yang dikemukakan kepada Senat Universiti Putra Malaysia sebagai 
memenuhi keperluan untuk ijazah Sains 

TEMPO INTERPRETASI UNTUK BUKU 2 IMAGES DARIPADA DEBUSSY 

Oleh 

WONG SUET LI 

Jun 2020 

Pengerusi : Loo Fung Chiat, PhD 
Fakulti : Ekologi Manusia 

Ramai amatur atau penggiat profesional biasanya menghadapi cabaran besar dalam 
menentukan tempo yang sesuai apabila memainkan muzik dari abad ke-20. Walaupun 
penanda tempo biasanya seragam, kebanyakan pianis mempunyai hasil tafsiran yang 
berbeza dari sumber-sumber yang sering menyebutkan keinginan pelaksanaan tidak 
literal. Objektif kajian ini adalah untuk mengkaji kekaburan tempo dalam Debussy’s 
Images Book 2 dengan harapan mendapatkan penafsiran yang lebih setia dalam prestasi. 
Kajian ini menggunakan reka bentuk penyelidikan kaedah kualitatif. 

Walaupun karya Debussy telah dibincangkan secara meluas dalam beberapa bacaan 
yang diterbitkan, bahan-bahan ini agak kontroversi. Di samping itu, mereka lebih 
banyak membincangkan tentang nuansa akord muzik daripada membincangkan tempo 
atau irama karya Debussy 

Melalui analisis yang teliti, kajian ini menyediakan pianis dengan pandangan mengenai 
teknik penyelesaian masalah. Yang mana berdasarkan analisis dengan memeriksa 
bahagian-bahagian dalam muzik tersebut yang membantu menganalisis masalah 
prestasi tertentu. Analisis tersebut adalah penting bukan sahaja dari segi kekaburan 
tempo dalam era Debussy, tetapi juga untuk memahami makna keterangan tempo (yang 
ditanda oleh Debussy dengan teliti) berdasarkan sifatnya, latar belakang dan 
pengaruhnya pada komposer kemudian. 

Pendekatan kualitatif digunakan dalam kajian ini. Pengumpulan data adalah melalui 
analisis skor, mengkaji cakera padat (rakaman CD) dan rakaman prestasi secara 
langsung, serta meninjau rakaman temuduga untuk mendapatkan hasil kajian ini. 
Sembilan pemain piano perwakilan dari pelbagai sekolah dan tradisi untuk setiap 
rakaman CD, rakaman prestasi langsung dan video wawancara yang sedia ada telah 
diperiksa dan diperhatikan. Para pianis dalam rakaman adalah berdasarkan tahap 
penyediaan, pengalaman, umur, jantina dan asal negara yang berbeza. Selepas itu, saya 
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mencatat perbejaan seminit (BPM) bagi setiap persembahan, kemudian menganalisis 
bagaimana variasi tempo mempengaruhi teknik bermain dan bagaimana pilihan tempo 
mencerminkan apa yang ingin dikomunikasikan oleh pianis kepada penonton. 
 
 
Penemuan menunjukkan bahawa terdapat variasi yang besar terutamanya Et la lune 
descend sur le temple qui fut, secara umum didapati bahawa pemain piano tidak tegas 
mematuhi penanda tempo sebagaimana yang dicadangkan oleh Debussy, mereka 
nampaknya setia kepada emosi dan ekspresi mereka dalam permainan, yang 
menunjukkan rasa kebebasan. Walaupun tandaan metronome dan perihalan perubahan 
tempo telah ditunjukkan dengan jelasnya dalam skor muzik, tetapi tempo rubato, 
kejelasan, ekspresi, ungkapam, dinamik, pencirian dan mood, irama/kesukaran teknikal, 
notasi dan arah prestasi spesifik dan keperibadian yang kuat mempunyai pengaruh yang 
menentukan pada tempo. 
 
 
Sebagai kesimpulan, seseorang dicadangkan untuk cuba memain dalam tempo yang 
hampir dengan penanda tempo Debussy, atau sekurang-kurangnya dekat dengan 
semangat untuk arahan prestasi ekspresifnya, dengan sedikit kebebasan. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of Study 

The ambiguity of tempo in many composers’ work was studied and investigated in the 
hope to obtain a more faithful interpretation in performance. Many attempts have been 
made to study the tempo of music. Some research focused on the relationships among 
motor response to a steady beat in music (Fristad, 1979). By focusing on Rudolf 
Laban’s ideas, Conway, Marshall, & Hartz (2014) discussed suggestions on using 
movement to improve steady tempo. Seitz (2005) reviewed the theory and research 
between the body and the music, and Dalcroze seems to be the basis of musical thought 
and expression. Johnson (2011) used two different mental exercise techniques to 
investigate the beat competency: non-motor imagery and motor imagery was assessed 
through the measurement of excerpt duration fluctuations. He also observed two 
important interactions between successive mental rehearsals: the complexity of the 
music and the density of the excerpts. In addition, repeated mental rehearsals of a 
musical tempo seem to make the tempo more accurate, and motor imagery may support 
this phenomenon. Greene (2013) investigated if music students’ rhythmic ability in 
playing an instrumental music can be improved by adding physical movements to the 
teaching. Others have associated tempo with expressive performances features such as 
rhythm (Repp, 1997), tonality (Arberg, 1980) and stylistic (Jameson, 1942). Despite 
these surveys helped us to learn more about musical abilities and timing deviations 
within a performance, there is little perception of tempo involved in the process of 
interpreting Debussy’s work, and whether there are optimal tempi, in which performers 
will consider the most appropriate, perhaps expressive for a piece of music.  

The purpose of this paper is to investigate Debussy’s tempo more comprehensively and 
one selected work will be Debussy’s Images Book 2. Investigation of tempo mainly 
focuses on interpreting the expressive timing deviations of musicians’ performances. 
Since these deviations mark moments in music frequently that improve the 
expressiveness of the work, these evidences are essential for us to understand the music. 

In this study, tempo interpretation of Debussy’s Images Book 2 was chosen to be 
examined through the analysis of scores, interviews and also recordings. Debussy 
dedicated this second volume of the Images to three of his friends: the first piece to the 
painter Alexandre Charpentier (who died the following year), the second to the critic 
and musicologist Louis Laloy, and the third to his preferred pianist Ricardo Viñes.  

The origin of the first two titles is not entirely clear. Cloches à travers les feuilles, as 
Laloy suggested, recalls “the moving custom of the death knell resounding from 
Vespers on All Saints’ Day to the funeral mass on All Souls’ Day and traversing, from 
village to village, the yellowing autumnal forests in the silence of eventide” (Lesure, 
1990, preface).  Et la lune descend sur le temple qui fut, again according to Laloy, 
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derives from Chinese poetry, while Robert Godet sees in this piece “an India 
coruscating in the manner of Kipling but rarified through the sieve of distant 
archipelagos”. As for “Poissons d’or” (Lesure, 1990, preface), Debussy must surely 
have been inspired by a black enamel painting, ornamented with mother-of-pearl and 
gold marquetry, which was formerly in his possession and can now be seen in Saint-
Germain-en-Laye. Debussy played the second volume of the Images on 26 November 
1907 at his premises after dining with two of the work’s dedicatees, Laloy and Viñes. 
The score was published by Durand on 7 January 1908, and the first public 
performance was given by Ricardo Viñes in the Cercle musical on the following 21 
February. The success of the work with the public is attested by the 6000 copies printed 
in Debussy’s lifetime. One of the work’s major advocates, Louis Laloy, did not hesitate 
to claim that the score marked “a veritable revolution in the art of writing for the 
piano”. (Lesure, 1990, preface) 

A major challenge for many amateurs or professional performers in playing twentieth-
century music is how to determine an appropriate tempo as well as perform a steady 
beat. There is a controversy regarding the “appropriate” delivery of tempo in the 
literature on twentieth-century performance practice, particularly in French music 
where they are well known with the changed speed. The performance of various paces 
was a controversial subject because although tempo marking is usually uniform, the 
sources often mention the advisability of non-literal implementation. When we listen to 
some established recording, we will find that pianist might have a different 
interpretation of the style, tempo, sound, phrasing of the pieces they perform, with the 
same indication from the composer. 

Thus, the overriding question as a performer in the field is what are the basic reasons 
for playing in this tempo? How can the performer justify his/her point of view? How 
did those variances of tempo affect the technique on playing and did the tempo 
reflecting anything that the performers wanted to pass through to the audiences? 

Musical interpretation is not a matter of quick judgement or spontaneous inspiration, 
nor is it the result of emotional fanaticism. On the contrary, it is an interpretation of 
what the composers intended to express after a long period of careful study and 
analysis by the performers, and the recreation through a performance of his vision. 

All these questions and issue appear similarly to Debussy’s Images because, 
throughout the recordings, one may find that by the corresponding sensibilities of the 
moment and the structural line, there appear to be many descriptive tempi. For example, 
the slow, yield, tempo changed and flexible passages which are most prevalent in the 
Images book 2, but try to get an alert tempo that is close to Debussy’s metronome 
indications or at least close in spirit to his expressive performance indications. 

In discussing tempo，we are faced with two problems: first, the determination of 
the correct tempo for the composition as a whole; second, tempo rubato, or those 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

3 
 

variations in accuracy of timing demanded by the expressive character of the 
phrase (Normann, 1939, p.17). 

 
 
Therefore, the purpose of this research is to analyse the tempo in Debussy’s Images 
Book 2, in aim to provide a more faithful interpretation and performance of this work. 
 
 
1.2  Statement of Problem 
 
 
According to Briscoe (1999), starting with La mer, Debussy began to insert the 
metronome markings, consistent throughout the orchestral Images and ballet Jeux 
(except Gigue from the Images).  
 
 

Two aesthetic urges compelled him to do this. The first was his evolution away 
from the highly nuanced music of the Faune and the Nocturnes, in which the 
linear sense is less driving and the abundant nuances of tempo make set 
metronome markings inappropriate; the second was his desire to maintain an alert 
tempo that in turn would propel the structural line. He nonetheless would quip to 
Durand that “You know my opinion of these metronome markings: they are good 
for just one measure, as ‘roses last the length of a morning.’” His depreciation 
notwithstanding, he clearly intended the metronome markings as general guides 
to his music (p.83). 

 
 
Factors such as the number of notes in each bar, irregular rhythms, the richness of 
harmonic colouring, and the content of the melody all have a decisive influence on the 
tempo because the apparent speed does not depend much on the actual duration of the 
beat as on the emotional significance of the music. For example, if the harmonies in a 
composition change frequently, the tempo will necessarily be slower for richer 
expression. Emotional expression requires considerable deviation from the original 
strict tempo. Therefore, the count of number of beats per minute may underestimate the 
tempo. 
 
 
The more controversial is the problem of rubato - from the various types of deviations 
in the interpretation of traditional norms. When the available recorded legacies of the 
contemporary commentators who were also the strongest performers are placed beside 
what they advised, there would be a considerable gap: bluntly speaking, although they 
advocated performing in time, they themselves did not, and they showed considerable 
freedom of expressive playing.  
 
 

“Musically, everything must be rigorously exact, be sung with metronomic 
precision, and the same is true whether of Debussy or Duparc,” claims Croiza. 
Long cites the amusing anecdote she claims was frequently recounted to her by 
Debussy: “A pianist, who had come to play some of his work to him stopped at a 
certain passage and said ‘here, it’s free, isn’t it?’… Debussy, fuming, replied: 
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‘There are people who write music, and people who edit it: and this man who 
does as he wants… All I want is a faithful interpreter.’ (Briscoe, 1999, p.20).  

 
 
In Philip’s (as cited in Briscoe, 1999) second chapter of his book, his study of rhythm 
rubato has widely referred to the work of Margaret Long, who linked Debussy to 
Chopin:  
 
 

Rubato… is as much a part of Debussy as of Chopin. This delicate rubato is 
difficult to obtain in both Chopin and Debussy. It is confined by a rigorous 
precision, in almost the same way as a stream is the captive of its banks. Rubato 
does not mean alteration of time or measure, but of nuance or élan (Briscoe, 1999, 
p.25). 

 
 
This is our first major contradiction: Debussy insists on interpreters to follow his 
markings on the one hand, yet on the other admits that the rhythm cannot be exactly 
notated; on the one hand insists that the singers follow exactly his rhythm and nuances 
and yet appreciates those who took a slightly free in time.  
 
 

Maurice Dumensnil was charitable to Debussy when the latter accused him of not 
playing triplets exactly: Dumensnil thought he was playing in time, and could 
perceive no difference when Debussy demonstrated how they should be played. 
He concluded that Debussy must have had an especially perceptive ear, only to be 
reprimanded at the next attempt for playing too much in time! (Briscoe, 1999, 
p.21).  

 
 
However, there has been a conductor who thinks good sense is more important than 
accuracy. Ernest Ansermet was scrupulous in his devotion to Debussy. He studied the 
scores closely, judging from his writings, and he coached with the composer at the end 
of Debussy’s life on matters of tempo and interpretation. Nevertheless, Ansermet also 
found it appropriate to revise Debussy’s score in a few details. He wrote “In the final 
pages of Ibéria there are some glissando passages for trombone that come off better if 
they are reinforced by horns. So I add the horns.” (Briscoe, 1999, p.69). In terms of 
structural line, Ansermet stated, “must understand that musical time is not metric time. 
The conductor doesn’t beat time; he beats the cadence.” 
 
 

Philip also cites Mahler: produced immaculately notated scores; on the other he 
could claim that all the most important things: the tempo, the total conception and 
structuring of a work are almost impossible to pin down. For here we are 
concerned with something living and flowing that can never be the same even 
twice in succession. That is why metronome markings are inadequate and almost 
worthless; for unless the work is vulgarly ground out in barrel-organ style, the 
tempo will already have changed by the second bar (Briscoe, 1999, p.5).  
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When comes to deciding on the interpretation of a piano piece, teachers, students or 
even performers sometimes can get confused about how fast or how slow they should 
play when referring to the existing established recording. Even if metronome marking 
is stated, performers will have a different approach on ritardando, accelerando, tenuto 
and resolve on phrasing, all these are relevant to tempo. Thus, the question will be why 
a particular pianist applies a longer ritardando? what is his/her intention? A Situation 
like the uncertain direction in tempo interpretation could be partly due to lack of 
understanding of the reason behind the player’s choice of a specific tempo and 
approach in tempo change. 
 
 
1.3  Research Question 
 
 
The main research question can be described as follows: 
 
How to determine an appropriate tempo in Debussy’s Images Book 2 to provide a more 
faithful tempo interpretation of this work?  
Several sub-questions related to the main question have arisen: 
 What are the basic reasons for playing in this tempo? 
 How can the performer justify his/her point of view? 
 How the choice of tempo reflected what the performers wanted to        

communicate to the audiences? 
 How the variance of tempo affected the technique of playing? 
 
 
1.4  Objective of the Study 
 
 
The main objective of this study is to examine the tempo interpretation in Debussy’s 
Images Book 2. The specific objectives are as below: 
 
1. To analyse and understand the indicated tempo description in Debussy’s 

Images Book 2 from selected editions 
2. To examine the tempo execution and interpretation from recordings and live 

performances. 
3. To identify the tempo to present a more faithful interpretation of Debussy’s 

Images Book 2. 
 
 
1.5  Significance of the Study 
 
 
Although there has been a considerable amount of material published about Debussy’s 
work, it is of a controversial or on harmonies nuances rather than tempo interpretation. 
Repp (1997) mentioned in his research which focused on the expressive timing in a 
Debussy’s Prélude that “it remains unclear to what extent the greater diversity of the 
expert performances may reflect the existence of multiple or changing norms of 
expressive timing” (p.265). The main significance of this study is its attempt to present 
accurate data concerning the tempo interpretation of Debussy’s Images Book 2. “A 
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primary element of any music is the type of rhythm which it contains.” (Jameson, 1942, 
p.37).  
 
 
This study, through thorough analysis, provides pianists with insights into analytically-
based problem-solving techniques by examining passages in which analysis can assist 
in solving specific performance problems. 
 
 
It is important to analyse this not just because of ambiguous tempo in Debussy’s era, it 
is also to understand the meaning of the descriptive tempo according to Debussy’s 
characteristics, background and his influences to the subsequent composers. 
 
 
1.6  Limitation of the Study 
 
 
Of the 17 of them, not all of them had interviews, only two of them had interviews, 
who are Pierre-Laurent Aimard and Seong-Jin Cho. The interviews have preceded the 
performance. I find it is easier and better to watch the interviews at the beginning 
followed by the performances. Because this helped me to be aware of what to focus on 
when listening to the recordings for data collection. In order to manage to get all the 
data to be the same, even though some had interviews and some had no interviews, my 
solution was to search for more on Debussy’s scholars’ works to overcome the 
situation.  
 
 
Even with different questions from the interviewer, I still managed to collect some data 
which were relevant to my thesis, in order to help to get my findings and my 
conclusion. Otherwise, I cannot have a very consistent finding throughout if each of the 
interviewers asked different questions. Fortunately, I felt most of the interviewers 
asked good questions, which were able to help me to discover the correct type of data 
that I am looking for. In some cases, the questions the interviewers asked were not very 
relevant to what I was searching for. Therefore I decided to focus on the interviewees’ 
perceptions on Debussy’s music, to still manage to get enough data at the end, and in 
order for me to still come out with my findings.  
 
 
In this case, some are only audio recordings with no live recordings, and some are live 
recordings. So in some cases when listened to the performance, it was not even a live 
recording, it was just an audio recording. If that is an audio recording, the chances are 
they went through sound engineering, and if these were sound engineered, of course, it 
may sound more perfect or more accurate than live recordings. Furthermore, in some 
cases, I could see (with video) and in some cases, I could only hear (audio recording). 
Maybe it was not a very fair comparison, but because that is all that is available and I 
could not find any other sources.  
 
 
I only listen to 18 performances but maybe there are more. The results of this study are 
not generalizable to a wider group. The majority except for three from the recording 
and videos watched are performed by Western performers from European and 
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American, there are no Australians, they are more of the Western nations. Maybe it is 
not available to find other nations. Therefore, the group sizes of the sample are not 
necessarily representative of every body’s tempo interpretation of Debussy’s Images 
Book 2. 
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