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Exhibition Proposal
Impressionist Colors and Harmonies
The proposed exhibition I have created explores the ties between Impressionist
visual art and Impressionist music through the works of the painter, Claude Monet and
the composer, Claude Debussy. This multimedia experience breaks down the score of
Debussy’s Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune (1894) into nine sections to coincide with
select paintings from Monet’s water lilies series, based primarily on style, color, and
movement. The central work for comparison between mediums, Water Lilies, 1907 (fig.
1), serves as the opening painting, and is then revisited at the end of the exhibition
(having moved in a circular motion) as the closing painting. Headsets distributed to
exhibition visitors would allow them to listen to the piece in segments aligned with the
paintings displayed, with the final track being the piece in its entirety without breaks for
the audience to enjoy at their leisure. Those looking for a more music intensive
experience would be able to rent a score outside the exhibition for the duration of their
visit, where they can follow along in the score with the corresponding measures printed
on the wall texts.
The goal is to convey the undeniable connections between the visual arts and
music, specifically in Impressionism, in a cohesive, easily accessible, and enjoyable
manner. Additionally, the purpose is not to display musical images or collaboration
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between the painter and the musician. Conversely, rather than expressing codependence,
the exhibition expresses coexistence of similar ideas and styles between Impressionist art
and music.
The goals of this exhibition are most closely related to late Romantic composer
Richard Wagner’s notion of Gesamtkunstwerk, “the state as total work of art,” where
there is an attempt to define resemblances across various art forms in order to apply one
art form to another (12 Vergo). This derived from a developing fragmentation between
the fine arts and applied arts, with no single principle. To Wagner, this dissociation
between the arts was the “lost, shattered spirit” of modern man (107 Vergo). A uniting of
the arts was a theory that Wagner believed would cure this plague. This being said, there
is a strong emphasis on clearly marked boundaries between the various arts; but, by
uniting them, something indescribable can be expressed, something that a single art form
alone cannot express.
The process of researching comparisons of art and music presents a couple of
issues. The first is how there is a surprisingly large gap between research of art and
research of music, and how they connect. From the mid-twentieth century to present day,
we see more aesthetic connections between art and music with the rise of performance
art, which can include music as part of the visual art. Going back to the
nineteenth-century, as addressed by scholar Simon Miller in his book Eye Hear: The
Visual in Music, interest in synesthesia gains popularity, the condition of experiencing
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an unrelated sense when experiencing another sense. An example is seeing a blot of
color when hearing a certain sound or pitch, which he describes as a “creative
confusion of the senses” (25). However, while performance art may blend music and
art, and the condition of synesthesia may result in creation of art based on music, neither
presents art and music as created separately off of similar goals. In Eye Hear, Miller
presents discussion of the problem of comparison across the materials. Gotthold Ephraim
Lessing argues how the hesitation to make such a comparison derives from visual art
existing in three-dimensional space; it is “spacial and instantaneous,” while music exists
in one-dimensional time, which is “temporal and successive”(20). While visual art can
be transferred directly from the creator to the audience, music requires a “middle man,” a
performer to translate the creator’s work and present it to the audience. As a result,
similarities between these two Impressionist worlds are based very little in concrete fact,
and much more so in feeling. While visual art can be, and will be, compared with the
score, the conceptual notation, the score in actuality becomes a “dialogue between sound
and imagination” (50). Yet, it is stated how the purpose of music is to create an “image
in the mind” (62), thus this focus exhibition serves as a visualization of the score.
The second, and perhaps more problematic issue, is Claude Debussy’s
self-renouncement of the title “Impressionist.” This fact sets up cause for skepticism;
however, in present day he is considered not only an Impressionist composer, but also
one of the most prominent, along with his contemporary Maurice Ravel. Once exploring
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his style and the nineteenth- and early twentieth- century conversations concerning his
compositions, it becomes evident that Debussy and the term Impressionism are
inseparable, despite his weariness to be put in an identifiable box.
Before discussing how I derived Monet’s paintings from the music, it is necessary
to first address how Debussy derived his Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune (scored for an
orchestra of two flutes, two oboes, one English horn, two bassoons, four horns, two
harps, antique cymbals, first and second violins, violas, cellos, and basses), from
Stéphane Mallarmé’s poem L'après-midi d'un faune. A first edition copy opened up to
the pages of the poem would be on display in the exhibition in a glass case beneath the
introductory wall text. Debussy was involved in many literary circles, and set several of
Mallarmé’s texts to music, as well as the texts of Pierre Louÿs, Paul Verlaire, and
Maurice Denis. Striving for “musicality and rhythm” in his poetry (148 Wenk),
Mallarmé was reluctant at first to have it set to music, but enjoyed Debussy’s final
Prélude so much that he added a dedication in the poem to Debussy. The poem explores
a faun’s experiences with and sexual desires for nymphs, though it is purposefully unclear
where shifts between fantasy, memory, and reality occur. Though it is probably not
coincidental that there is the same number of measures in the Prélude as there are lines in
the poem, the music is not meant to illustrate the events of the poem, in contrast, “the
music attempts to contain all the shadings of the text, while following the rising
movement of the poem” (Wenk 152). More significantly, Debussy describes the music as
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a “general impression” of the poem (151), capturing the mood of the poem rather than the
plot.
In a similar way, I have chosen pieces of art that capture certain moods of the
music, rather than searching through the Classical period for artworks that have literal
depictions of fauns and other mythical creatures in them. I chose works from his Water
Lilies series to play off the line of Mallarmé’s text, "Under a long familiar wave of light,
O lilies!" Monet and the other Impressionist artists sought to capture nature in the same
way, especially with discoveries in the science of optics being made. In the French Art of
Observation, Gamwell discusses Monet’s turning away from colors of the real world, and
looking into “subjective experience” and the “concept of the world” (72). In his 1907
Water Lilies (fig. 1), though colors are mostly realistic with blue tones in the water and
green tones in the plants, the water is full of purples and greys, and hints of other shades
that create the effect of the spontaneity and ephemerality of the moment. Critic Théodore
Duret comments that Monet’s depictions of nature were “seized by him in all their truth,”
(Gamwell 74), comparable to Debussy’s search for “truthfulness in the face of nature”
(Austen 85).
Though ways to break up the Prélude into sections is debated, musical theorist
William H. Austen in Toward an Analytical Appreciation articulates measures 30, 37, 55,
79, and 94 as important moments, while also mentioning “the parts seem to overlap each
other, so that the continuity of the whole work is extraordinarily smooth” (71). In
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creating the exhibition, I decided to break up the section of measure 55-79, so that this is
an articulation at measure 63, and I also broke up measure 94 to the end, so that there is
an articulation at measure 106. Each section coincides with a painting, starting with
Water Lilies 1907 (fig. 1), Water Lilies 1903 (fig. 2), Water Lilies 1907 (fig. 3), Water
Lilies 1905 (fig. 4), Water Lilies 1905 (fig. 5), Corner of the Water Lily Pond (fig. 6),
Water Lilies 1907 (fig. 7), Water Lilies 1903 (fig. 8) and then back to Water Lilies 1907
(fig. 1).
Visually, not only are there reflections within each of the paintings, but the
paintings are reflecting each other across the gallery space, most notably between the
three 1907 Water Lilies paintings, first, third, and fifth in the exhibition (fig. 1, fig. 3, and
fig. 7), and the two 1905 Water Lilies paintings, second and eighth in the exhibition (fig. 2
and fig. 8). Furthermore, the gallery is nearly symmetrical, reflecting the rise and fall of
the music, the wakening and slumbering of the faun and using the 1907 Water Lilies (fig.
1) as both dawn and dusk.
In Histoire De L'art Français, Monet and Debussy are both discussed by scholar
Louis Gillet, but as expected, when keeping in mind the first issue I presented, they are
not discussed comparatively. However, the language when used to describe each in their
own respective sections of the volume is synonymous, with an influx of musical terms
and artistic terms being used interchangeably. There is an emphasis on describing the
colors and shifting of light in Debussy’s music, which are also some of the most
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prominent characteristics in Monet’s paintings. For example, in Debussy’s music, “la
phrase s’achève le plus souvent sans conclure, suspendure, perplexe… une sorte de pastel
1

sonore” (Gillet 382). The evocation of pastels brings to mind Water Lilies 1905 (fig. 4)
with its lush, soft purples and pinks. Furthermore, Gillet describes in Debussy’s music
2

“l’ephémère et de l’instantané,” (382), terms used also in Gamwell’s writing on painting,
and are apt to describe particularly Monet’s three 1907 Water Lilies (fig. 1, fig. 3, fig.7) in
the way the varying positions of the sun in the sky cause different colors to dance across
the water. Musical terms are used when discussing Monet’s series paintings, describing
3

“le sujet l’univers entire n’est plus qu’une vibration,” and addressing them as “tableaux
4

lyrique” (Gillet 309).
The emphasis on light alone in the dialogues surrounding Debussy is evidence
that Debussy’s work is synonymous with Monet’s in effect. In Musique des coleurs
(1900), Camille Mauclair compares Debussy’s music to Monet’s landscapes, consisting
5

of “des tâches sonores,” (Vergo). Debussy’s friend and fellow composer Paul Dukas
describes Debussy’s music as visual experiences having “the means of transposition that
most resembles the play of light through sound” (86). Austen relates Debussy’s rhythms

1

“The sentence ends usually without concluding, suspended, puzzled… a sort of
pastel sound”
2
“ephemeral and instantaneous”
33
“the whole universe is but a vibration”
44
“lyrical paintings”
55
sonorous patches
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in the Prélude to “nostalgia… light… finesse…” (95). Raymond Bonteur, another friend
of Debussy’s who attended the Conservatoire and of whom the Prélude was dedicated to,
describes the piece as “streaming with light” (Austen 137).
Additionally, experimentation was a large aspect of Debussy and Monet’s works.
In addition to interest in optics and layering warm and cool tones, Monet had a “quest for
infinite variety on a single theme” (Dumas 217), traveling around France in search of
motifs until finally settling in Giverny, where he cultivated a monumental garden for
twelve years before painting it. Between 1902 and 1908 he concentrated on views of his
water-lily ponds, “self-contained, contemplative worlds” (Dumas 58). In 1909 when 48
of these water-lilies were displayed, critic and historian Roger Marx recorded Monet’s
statement of describing himself as “a contemporary of Stéphane Mallarmé and Claude
Debussy” and furthermore arguing “all arts have points in common, that there are
harmonies and concerts of colour that are self-sufficient and that affect us just as a
musical phrase or chord can strike us deeply…” (58).
Debussy, too, uses music as a mode of experimentation. William H. Austen
discusses the three Nocturnes Debussy wrote for violinist Eugène Ysaÿe, each for solo
violin with a different instrumentation of accompaniment, which Debussy describes as
“an experiment, in fact, in finding different ways of arranging a single colour as in
painting - like a study in grey” (82). Even within the Prélude, he experiments in the
same way, presenting the main theme in different keys, and often altering one or more
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scale degrees to create different colors and textures, in the same way Monet captured his
water lilies, the Rouen Cathedral, and haystacks at different times of days and in different
seasons of the year.
In Monet’s 1907 Water Lilies (fig. 1), he magnifies the picture plane, eliminating
the distinction between a foreground and background, to create an ambiguous, dreamlike
space without compositional focus. In the Prélude, the melody begins softly in the lone
voice of the flute, as if out of thin air, and disappears just as mysteriously in the ending.
The sections flow into each other, obscuring the underlying organization. Rather than
large-scale surprise and contrast, Monet focuses on nuance in brushstroke and shading of
colors, as Debussy does with his palette of instruments to create fleeting and shimmering
effects. The way this painting lingers between night and day is comparable to the tonal
ambiguity of the Prélude. While not atonal, only in one section is there a true tonal
center, or key. In other instances, Debussy likes leaving chords unresolved and
alternating between minor and major thirds, the way Monet may alternate between light
and dark shades. These techniques were trademarks of the painter and the composer. By
using them, they could construct feelings of improvisation and the fleeting moment.
When submitting a fragment of his work to the French Academy in 1887, Debussy was
accused of “forget[ting] the importance of precise draughtsmanship and clarity of form”
(Austen 85).
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Japanese influence is also visible amongst the works of both Monet and Debussy.
As discussed in the Painting the Modern Garden exhibition catalogue, Monet was a
collector of ukiyo-e prints, including prints of peonies and irises from Hokusai’s “Large
Flowers” series (Dumas 212), of whose influence we can see in this proposed exhibition
(fig. 12). The idea for painting Japanese water lilies came to him at the Exposition
Universelle in 1899. Here he also collected prints by Utagawa Hiroshige, which inspired
his building of a Japanese footbridge in his Giverny garden, such as in Water Lilies of
1905 (fig. 5), the fifth painting in my proposed exhibition (215). Debussy too, was
fascinated with Eastern sounds. In his symphonic work La Mer, which has been
associated with Hokusai’s Great Wave (fig. 11) he uses the pentatonic scale liberally, as
well as applying techniques to allude to the sounds of traditional Japanese instruments.
An anonymous author reviewed the premier of this piece in 1905, stating “deft
brushstrokes combines all the gradations of rare and brilliant colours so as to capture the
play of light and shade and the chiaroscuro of the endlessly changing seascape” (86
Vergo).
Debussy and Monet were not personal friends, but Mallarmé was a mutual friend,
and had even been to Monet’s gardens in Giverny. Despite this, Debussy wrote in a
musical review that he considered it a “great honor” to be called a “pupil of Monet” (85
Vergo). It is clear that there was a mutual respect for each other’s craft, even if no direct
collaboration ever occurred. In The Painting in Music, Peter Vergo does an excellent job
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giving other instances of contacts between the visual and aural art worlds. Vergo
discusses the borrowing of ideas between both fields, such as Whistler being inspired by
Chopin’s Nocturnes to create his own (fig. 9 and 10), and in turn “musicians finding
inspiration in his paintings” (82). Vergo cites Debussy’s personal interactions with the art
world, such as his close friendship with Ernest Chausson who lived in an apartment on
the Boulevard de Courcelles that housed pictures by Renoir, Degas, and Gauguin and was
frequented by Manet and Rodin. Additionally, in 1894, the first recital devoted to
Debussy’s works was at the Place du Musée, where “directly juxtaposing the latest
innovations in music and the visual arts” took place (82).
In my opinion, embracing an imaginative, boundless view of the arts make the
parallels between them inescapable. My proposed exhibition gives the audience an
opportunity to immerse themselves in a multi-sensory experience in a new way, where it
is ultimately up to them to create their own world. Upon leaving the exhibition, “Our
recollection of it at the end is imprecise, though intense” (Austen 71). While the viewers
may not remember the exact paintings they saw and exact melodies they heard, they
would leave with an intense emotional impact, which I believe is the essence of
Impressionism in the paintings of Claude Monet and compositions of Claude Debussy.
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Introductory Wall Text
The exhibition strives to break down barriers between art and music. Stylistic
parallels between them can be seen in all periods of history, from the Renaissance to the
Romantic, or in this case, the Impressionist. In the late nineteenth century, painter Claude
Monet and composer Claude Debussy were producing works in their respective fields
that we today classify as Impressionist. Though there is no evidence of collaboration
ever occurring, Debussy considered himself a “pupil of Monet;” likewise, Monet
considered himself as a “contemporary of Debussy.” This exhibition breaks down the
score of Debussy’s Prélude à l’apres-midi d’un faun, based off the “general impression”
of Stéphane Mallarmé’s poem L’apres-midi d’un faun, to coincide with paintings from
Monet’s Water Lilies series, of which he painted from the Giverny gardens he created.
The depiction of the Water Lilies plays off of the line of Mallarmé’s text, "Under a long
familiar wave of light, O lilies!" since Mallarmé was both a mutual friend and a visitor of
the gardens. The exhibition explores common motifs between both Claudes, especially
subtlety of color, ephemerality, plays of light, lack of focal point, and constructs of
spontaneity, while drawing attention to parallels in specific points in time and space from
painting to painting. This multi-sensory experience is playful and imaginative, allowing
the audience to draw their conclusions and create their own worlds within the space.
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Wall Texts
Fig. 1

Water Lilies, 1907, oil on canvas, 92 x 81.1 cm, The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston,
Gift of Mrs. Harry C. Hanszen
Très modéré, measure 1-21
Monet would often rise before dawn to capture the most ethereal sensations and plays of
light in his pond. The looming, shadowed trees imply that night is leaving as the sun
comes up behind them. As the light creeps past the trees and begins to dance across the
surface of the water, the mysterious sonority of a lone flute enters out of rest and slumber.
Like the light grays and purples of the water before sunrise, the flute is pale, rather than
deep and rich, in tone. Far off chords in the horns and oboes along with glissandos in the
harps add to the shimmering texture of the orchestra.
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Fig. 2

Water Lilies, 1903, oil on canvas, 81 x 100 cm, Dayton Art Institute, Ohio, Gift of Mr.
Joseph Rubin
Légèrement et espressif, measure 21-31
This early Water Lilies has deep hues of blue and purple, flower buds opening to the sun,
evoking a sense of daytime, shaded by the tree draped into the upper right hand corner of
the frame. The music is awakening further as strings enter the scene and the flute melody
returns with an ornamented extension. Even as the flutes alternate with quick scales, they
are simply shimmers in the water; the overall mood is still calm and plaintive.
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Fig. 3

Water Lilies, 1907, oil on canvas, 100 x 73 cm, Musée Marmottan, Paris
Au Mouvt, measure 33-37
In this work from Monet’s early years in Giverny, there is a flare of bright red in the sky
that leaps from behind the trees and a rapidity of brushstrokes that coincide with the
irritated dissonances in the woodwinds, reflecting the faun’s frustrated sexual desires.
This is perpetuated by the tonal ambiguity of the chromaticism in the clarinet, as well the
quicker tempo marking, “Au Movement,” and a few bars later “san trainer,” to
discourage dragging.
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Fig. 4

Water Lilies, 1905, oil on canvas, 89.5 x 100.3 cm, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, Gift
of Edward Jackson Holmes
En animant,, measure 37-55
The dissonances fade and the consonant sound of the oboe, marked “doux et espressif,”
reminisces to the pleasurable fantasies of the faun. This is evoked by the seductive, lush
purple tones, existing in perfect harmony with the palette of greens. The receding lilies
draw the audience into the canvas, just as the oboe invites more and more instruments to
join its sweet song. At this point in the musical composition, as we enter the middle
section, the sun is bright and warm on the pond.
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Fig. 5

Water Lilies, 1905, oil on canvas, 95 x 100 cm, private collection
Même mouvt et très soutenu, measure 55-63
After increasingly quicker tempos, diminutive rhythmic values, and crescendos building
in sound that drive the music forward, we reach the climax of the piece, which thwarts
expectations: the tempo slows, and the volume drops to a soft, ethereal dynamic. For the
first time so far, there is true stability in the music with a secure tonal center, creating the
most open and tender part of the piece as the woodwinds float over the lilting string
accompaniment. Likewise, the trees seem to float into the sky gently. The expansive
palette creates a harmony between the plants, and balance between the left and right sides
of the painting, connected by Monet’s infamous Japanese footbridge.
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Fig. 6

Corner of the Water Lily Pond, 1918, oil on canvas, 130 x 88 cm, private collection
En animant, measure 63-79
With the repeat of the previous theme, this time in the strings and accompanied by the
winds, we move to a late Giverny work. The brushstrokes here are more rapid and
abstracting than ever, with the mixing of intense colors directly on the canvas. In the
same way, a mixture of repeated rhythms accompanies the melody. This sets it off-kilter,
making what was a calm melody more anxious and intensified. It continues to grow and
to flourish; the sound washes over the listener in the same way the lush greenery
dominates every crevice of this painting.
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Fig. 7

Water Lilies, 1907, oil on canvas, 92 x 73 cm, private collection
Mouvt du Début, measure 79-94
The original, pale theme of the faun’s flute returns in a different key over an arpeggiating
harp. While thinking back to the beginning of the piece, the audience additionally
reminisces to the beginning of the exhibition. However, twice the sexually frustrated
anxiety from the beginning returns, this time in the oboe, briefly interrupting the flute,
reminded in the painting by the buds of deep red on the lilies. Woodwinds cascade and
the strings play “sur la touche,” or “on the fingerboard,” for a more gentle sound as the
sun sets.
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Fig. 8

Water lilies, 1903, oil on canvas, 81 x 100 cm, Bridgestone Museum of Art, Tokyo
Dans le premier mouvt avec plus de langueur, measure 94-106
More and more, the piece calms. With these water lilies, the audience is greeted with a
purple palette similar to the first painting and the theme presented in the familiar, opening
key. The darkening colors suggest a day of excitement and chase coming to an end, a
transition from reality to perhaps memory, or even to dream. The effects in the strings
shimmer even more so than before, using techniques to create a variety of colors.

Stevens 22
Leah Stevens
Mock Exhibition Proposal
Prof. Rager
Fig. 1

Water Lilies, 1907, oil on canvas, 92 x 81.1 cm, The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston,
Gift of Mrs. Harry C. Hanszen
Très lent et très retenu jusqu’à la fin, measure 106-end
With only five measures left, the audience returns to the opening painting, ending in a
place similar to the beginning, yet with changed perspective and altered emotions. Here,
this painting is treated as sunset, the trees going to dark once more.
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Comparative Images
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