
MusIQ Club Level 8 History Assessment: 
The Impressionism Era 

 

The Impressionist movement in music defines a period of history in European 
classical music from approximately 1885-1910. Like the impressionist movement that 
happened around the same time in the visual arts, musical Impressionism focused on 
suggestion and atmosphere rather than strong emotion or the depiction of a story as 
in program music. Musical Impressionism occurred as a reaction to the excesses of the 
Romantic era. There is an air of mystery, magic and wonder that surrounds 
Impressionist music. 

Musical Impressionism was based in France by the French composer Claude Debussy. 
He and Maurice Ravel are generally considered to be the two "great" Impressionists, 
though Debussy strongly disliked when that term was applied to his music. He felt that 
“Impressionism” did not describe his music at all, and he aligned his own work more 
with the Symbolist movement of literary community in Paris, rather than the 
Impressionist painters. Impressionism stayed focused in France, while in other parts of 
Europe and in Russia, composers continued to work in a Romantic style, and then 
moved into what is sometimes called “post-romanticism”. 

Characteristics 
Music can have clean, sharp edges like a photograph, or it can suggest an image, like a 
painting.  Impressionistic music has a hazy, rich, blurry quality to it.  It suggests and 
hints at images rather than stating them directly.  
 
Tonality/Harmony 
While Romantic compositions are characterized by a dramatic use of the major and 
minor keys, Impressionist music often uses less common scales such as the 
pentatonic scale, the whole tone scale, and modes. Debussy was very influenced by 
some Javanese gamelan music he heard at the 1889 World Exhibition in Paris. The 
Javanese orchestra was made up of bells, gongs, and xylophones which produced soft 
effects and rhythms that Debussy loved. His compositions after that incorporate 
elements of this exotic music, as he worked towards developing his own new sound. 
Maurice Ravel borrowed exotic ideas from the music of Spain, Greece, and American 
jazz for his compositions, and Erik Satie, another French composer living and writing 
in Paris at the time, also was experimenting with these new sounds.  
 
Impressionists also used a lot of “fuzzy chords”. With several notes stacked on top of 
each other the root of the chord becomes less obvious, and ties were used to blur the 
bar lines, getting rid of the strong beat one and creating the impression of “floating 
chords”.  
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Instrumentation/Timbre 
In comparison with Romantic orchestral pieces, the texture of Impressionist ones are 
much clearer, as the composers preferred a scaled-down orchestral cast. Even in 
pieces written for a large orchestra the full tutti does not seem at all like the massive 
timbre of a Wagner work. The new type of orchestration concentrated on revealing 
the individual, unusual features of each of the instruments and using rarely applied 
registers. Shimmering musical passages that show the interplay between the “colors” 
of individual instruments are very characteristic of this period.  
 
Dynamics 
Composers explored the more subtle dynamic effects – e. g. the various  shades of 
piano (p, pp, ppp, pppp) which were often complemented by additional written 
instructions, usually in French rather than the customary Italian terms. Debussy 
implemented French definitions that suggest sensual experiences, such as 'similarly to 
the flute', 'from the distance', 'like a rainbow fog' and many others.  
 
Forms 
Impressionist composers preferred shorter forms such as tone poems, nocturnes, 
arabesques and preludes over the long sonatas, symphonies and concertos 
produced by many Romantic composers.  
 
 
Claude Debussy (1862-1918) 
Debussy was one of the most prominent composers of the Impressionist Period, and 
one of the most well-known and influential of all the French composers. 
 
Claude Debussy was born in a suburb of Paris and was the oldest of 5 children. It was 
his aunt who noticed his talent for music and enrolled him in piano lessons at the age 
of 7. When he was 10 he began studying at the Paris Conservatoire. There his teachers 
and fellow students recognized that he was very talented, and he could have had a 
career as a virtuoso concert pianist. He focused his efforts on composition however, 
though most people at the conservatory found him argumentative and experimental, 
and thought his new music was strange sounding. It often seemed that Debussy 
learned the rules of composition just so he could break them. 
 
In 1884 Debussy won the Prix de Rome, a competition for composers. 1889 was the 
year that he visited the Paris World Exhibition, and by 1900 he had fully developed his 
new sound. He composed many works for piano, an opera, several songs, and some 
orchestral music. He died in Paris of cancer in 1918.    
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Clair de Lune 
Translated “moonlight”, this is one of the most famous piano pieces written by 
Debussy. It is the 3rd movement of Debussy’s Suite Bergamasque, a 4-movement work 
of piano pieces set to poems by Paul Verlaine. The suite was first composed in 1890, 
but heavily revised before it was finally published in 1905, since Debussy’s style had 
changed so much in those 15 years. Compared to Debussy’s later work, this piece is 
still clearly in one major key, and has fairly conventional harmonies. It does feature 
parallel 5ths and octaves, breaking a big conventional rule of composition at the time, 
it uses many “color chords” (9ths and 11ths), and the melody is often tied over the bar, 
blurring the rhythm slightly. For an example of his later work, listen to the piano 
preludes Girl with the Flaxen Hair and Sunken Cathedral, composed in 1910. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



MusIQ Club Level 8 Assessment 
History Assignment 

 
What are the approximate dates of the Impressionist Period? _____________________ 

/1 
What country did Impressionism originate in?  _________________________________ 

/1 
List 4 characteristics of Impressionist music: 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 

/4 
Name 3 important composers from this period:  
 ____________________________________ 
 ____________________________________ 
 ____________________________________ 

 /3 
List 3 forms used for composition in this period:  
 ____________________________________ 
 ____________________________________ 
 ____________________________________ 

       /3 
List 3 ways in which Impressionist music was different from Romantic music:  
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 

 /3 
Where was Debussy exposed to Javanese gamelan music?   
________________________________________________________________________ 

/1 
Name 2 piano pieces composed by Debussy: 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 

/2 
How is Clair de Lune characteristic of the Impressionist period? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 
 _______________________________________________________________________ 

 /2 
  

/20 


