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Arfordiroedd 

An Improvisation for Piano with Added Recorded Material, Inspired by Claude Debussy 

In this compositional study, I am taking influence from Claude Debussy to produce a recorded 

piano improvisation blended with ambient material of natural sounds. My own piece of music will 

draw on the composer’s philosophical approach to his music, his Arabesque No. 1, Clair de Lune, 

Doctor Gradus ad Parnassum and accounts by his peers of his improvisation at the piano. My goal 

is to compose a compelling piece which paints an evocative scene through a blend of musical and 

recorded tracks. 

Regarding the compositional process of French impressionist composer Claude Debussy, poet 

Leon-Paul Fargue is recounted in Roger Nichol’s ‘Debussy Remembered’  as stating; 1

“Debussy would sit himself down without speaking at the piano of the little study-cum-library 

and start to improvise. [...] He would start by brushing the keys, prodding the odd one here and 

there, making a pass over them and then he would sink into velvet, sometimes accompanying 

himself, his head down, in an attractive nasal voice, like a sung whisper.” 

- Leon-Paul Fargue, ‘Debussy Remembered’. 

Composer Raymond Bonheur also claims that Debussy was ‘truly prodigious’ when working from a 

‘still uncertain sketch’, and Mary Garden claimed that his unwritten piano improvisations were 

‘remote, other-worldly, always saying something on the verge of words’ and ‘unlike anything 

Debussy ever published’.  2

 Roger Nichols, Debussy Remembered (London: Amadeus Press, 1992), p. 72.1

 ibid.2
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In my own interpretation of these quotes, Garden’s account of Debussy’s ‘remote’ and ‘on the verge 

of words’  improvisations leads me to suggest that they consisted of some incomplete phrases and 3

melodies. This could be correlated to Bonheur’s mention of Debussy’s playing of an ‘uncertain 

sketch’ , which would further support this suggestion. 4

Pianist and composer Karstein Djupdal’s collection of accounts  regarding Debussy’s atmosphere 5

and sound in his playing provide reliable first-hand sources for understanding the impressions his 

playing techniques gave his listeners. Karl Lahm is quoted in ‘Debussy Remembered’ as stating his 

playing was ‘gentle’ and had ‘a sweet dreaminess like that of a woman’s hand’,  whilst Marguerite 6

Long claimed ‘His nuances ranged from a triple pianissimo to forte without ever becoming 

disordered in sonorities in which harmonic subtleties might be lost’, and that the composer played 

‘without any hardness of attack’.  7

These points on sonorities and dynamics are insightful and informative for my own improvised 

composition, and I am taking note to reflect the ‘dreaminess’ and sonorous sensibility. 

The rhythmic flow and harmonies of Debussy’s Clair de Lune, Arabesque No.1 and Doctor Gradus 

ad Parnassum are elements which I will imitate in my own composition. With experience from 

playing these pieces I will replicate some of the phrases in my work, improvising around Db major - 

the tonal centre of Clair de Lune, the descending right-hand motif in Arabesque No. 1 at b. 6-9, the 

descending octave phrase at b. 15-16 in Clair de Lune, and the semiquaver phrase at b. 7-10 of 

Doctor Gradus ad Parnassum. 

 ibid.3

 ibid.4

 Karstein Djupdal, ‘Debussy at the piano’, Karstein djupdal, <http://www.djupdal.org/karstein/5

debussy/pianist/p10.shtml>, last accessed 6 May 2021.

 Roger Nichols, Debussy Remembered, p. 123.6

 Marguerite Long, At the piano with Claude Debussy (London: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1972), p. 7

19.
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Debussy’s Clair de Lune, showing bars 15-16.

Debussy’s Arabesque No. 1, showing bars 6-9.

Debussy’s Doctor Gradus ad Parnassum, showing bars 7-10.
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In his bio-critical analysis of Claude Debussy, Peter Platt writes on the composer’s ‘essential 

correspondence’ between nature and elements such as ‘melody, harmony and timbre.’  He draws 8

attention to a quote from Debussy in La Revue Blanche where he states that; 

“My favourite music is those few notes an Egyptian shepherd plays on his flute: he is part of the 

landscape around him, and he knows harmonies that are not in our books. The ‘musicians’ hear 

only music written by practised hands, never the music of nature herself. To see the sun rise does 

one far more good than hearing the Pastoral symphony.”  

- Monsieur Croche (Debussy’s alter-ego), La Revue Blanche, 1 July 1901. 

With this philosophical approach behind Debussy’s own music, I would like to emanate the same 

correspondence between nature and the musical elements. To produce my own adaptation, I will be 

composing a multi-tracked piano improvisation with added tubular bells and a short cello section, 

and atmospheric soundscape material made from recordings of waves/tides and birds layered-in 

with the instruments. Although Debussy made use of purely instrumental material, using recorded 

sounds in my own composition is what I am using to guide my work into its own creative response 

to Debussy’s music. It will maintain its own aesthetic and style with the blend of instrumental and 

recorded sound, yet will still share similarities to Debussy’s style and philosophies. 

To compose my piece, I will be using MIDI input in a DAW to record the improvised instrumental 

parts, then add recordings of waves/tides and birds. The instrument tracks will then be exported as 

Music XML files to notation software where I will neaten the score and write-in the bird and ocean 

sounds, including notation of their stereo automation. 

The score for the composition is to be treated more as a visual accompaniment to the music and is 

not specifically intended for replication through performance due to the nature of improvisation. 

 Peter Platt, ‘Claude Debussy’ in Larry Stitsky (ed.), Music of the Twentieth-Century Avant-Garde, 8

A Biocritical Sourcebook (London: Greenwood Press, 2002), pp. 124-130.
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The final audio of the composition will be exported from the DAW session as this audio is more 

representative of the intended piece compared to the notation software’s playback. 

The instrumentation and features of my composition, titled Arfordiroedd, include: 

• Two processed piano synthesisers, both with reverb and one with delay 

• Tubular bells (VST sound as not all pitches are within tubular bells range) 

• A short Cello section for two cellos 

• Improvisation with a tonal centre of Db major 

• 7th chords 

• Pentatonic scales 

• Whole-tone scales 

• Title of ‘coastlines/coasts’, set to evoke imagery of the seaside 

• audio recordings of waves/tides, wind, birds, trees 
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