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Synopsis:

Lewin investigates "the traditional view that parallel voice leading was for Debussy a method of elaborating monophonic ideas" (p. 59).  He proposes that in some instances, what appears to be this kind of parallelism--where all parts doggedly follow the contour of the upper line--in fact is generated from underlying counterpoint that does not contain such parallelism.  He gives examples of such counterpoint in the Violin Sonata and in the piano prelude "Le Vent dans la Plaine."  

Lewin also notes that in some instances, the parallel voice leading which appears on the musical surface is indeed an elaboration of monophonic ideas.  To show this, he gives an analysis of the opening bars of "Canope."  Lewin claims that passage is in a kind of D-dorian mode, but then there is a radical shift away from this mode in bar 4.  Through a series of counter-factual examples, he is able to show both how the chromaticism in the upper "line" in mm. 4-5 relates to earlier music (specifically, the B-natural/B-flat shift in m. 2) and thus how the lower parts are generated from the chromatic exigencies of the upper line, given Debussy's desire to maintain certain sonorities (major/minor triads with perfect fifths) and avoid chromatic successions in the inner parts.

Questions:

In his opening example, the Violin Sonata, Lewin is lead to his reconstruction of an underlying, smoother counterpoint for two reasons--one because the opening succession of G-minor, C-major, and Eb major triads "seemed arbitrary if not perverse" (he is especially vexed by the E-natural that is part of a V9 chord in m. 10 that comes on the heels of an Eb major triad).  The other reason is that he wondered where the 8ves in the violin part in m. 63 "come from."  Lewin's reconstruction of the opening voice-leading is given as an answer to these two questions.  Yet couldn't one also say (a) that Debussy just liked the sound of the Major 9th (as opposed to the minor 9th w/Eb), in the one case, and (b) that the 8ves don't come from anywhere; they are a new idea that Debussy inserts at this point(?).

In the discussion of the D-minor versus D-dorian modality at the beginning of "Canope," Lewin may be splitting the hairs a bit too fine.  A "floating" 6th scale degree (either B or Bb) is perfectly consistent with the modern minor mode. 

Lewin also accounts for the G-C in the "bass" in mm. 3-4 as a completion of a pentatonic collection (p. 68).  There is another way to hear/understand theses sonorities: the d-minor chord with C in the bass on the downbeat of m. 4 is a sort of quasi-dominant--minor v4/2 of g-minor (or G-dorian).  The Eb chord on beat 2 of m. 4 is then a kind of deceptive resolution (up a half-step from D->Eb).  One does not need to appeal to a set of transformations starting from Lewin's hypothetical "dorian cadence" (p. 67) in order to account for the arrival of Eb on beat 2 in m. 4 (to be sure, however, Lewin's account of how that Eb sets off a chain-reaction with the chords that follow makes sense).

