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PAPER: DEBUSSY – GÉNÉRAL LAVINE: PEDAGOGICAL AND INTERPRETATIVE 

STRATEGIES FOR THE DEVELOPING PIANIST 

Glenn Riddle 
 
 
Général Lavine – No 6 from Préludes, Book 2 – is unique in Debussy’s oeuvre in that it is 
a composition associated with the evocation of a living person. One of Debussy’s five 
works for piano that were inspired by the recently-arrived musical phenomenon of 
American jazz, it poses special pedagogical and interpretative challenges, especially for 
the developing pianist. This paper will explore issues pertaining to pedalling, fingering, 
hand distribution, gesture and tempo. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION: 

Debussy’s Prélude No 6 (… ‘Général Lavine’ – excentric) is the only musical portrait of a 

living person in Debussy’s extensive piano catalogue. It depicts the antics of one of the 

most celebrated figures in international vaudeville, General Edward Lavine, an American 

comic juggler, half-tramp, half-soldier, who performed at the Marigny Théâtre on Paris’s 

famed Champs-Elysées in August 1910 and 1912.1 On stage he moved around as if 

made of wood2, his act involving tight-rope-walking, playing the piano with his toes, and 

duelling with himself.3 Already tall, his ‘uniform’ gave the impression of him being nine-

feet tall as he strutted the stage with stiff, jerky movements, with a ragtime-like 

mechanical gait.4  According to many sources, Debussy had been approached to write 

some stage-music for Lavine. Although this was never to eventuate, the present Prélude 

may, or may not, constitute the remnants of sketches for the proposed show.5 “Général 

Lavine – (excentric) the piano Prélude was premiered (along with Bruyères) by Norah 

Drewett at the Salle Érard on April 8, 1913.6 

 

 
1 Schmitz, R 1950, The Piano Works of Claude Debussy, Dover, New York: 172 
2 Long, M 1960, Au Piano avec Claude Debussy, René Julliard, Paris: 112 
3 Stegemann, M. 1990, Preface to Debussy, C Préludes for Piano, Book 2, Wiener, Vienna: xiii 
4 Hinson, M 1988, Preface to Debussy, C Préludes for Piano, Book 2, Alfred, California: 5 
5 Schmitz: 173 
6 Stegemann: xiii 
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Général Lavine is one of several ’cakewalk’ piano pieces that Debussy composed, 

reflecting the anglophile French composer’s interest in American jazz which had recently 

arrived in Europe: Golliwog’s Cakewalk (Children’s Corner, 1908), Le Petit Negrè (1909), 

Minstrels (No 12, Préludes Book 1, 1910) and the children’s ballet La Boîte à joujoux 

(1913) – originally composed for piano and later orchestrated by Debussy’s friend André 

Caplet.  

 

The cakewalk was a slow high-kicking dance performed by African American cotton 

plantation workers that was essentially a parody of the polite elegance of white dancers,7 

a couples’ strutting parade with bows backwards and forwards, salutes to the spectators 

and high kicks.8 Debussy’s familiarity with the Cakewalk style, which by the early 

twentieth century was essentially indistinguishable from ragtime, had first been piqued 

in 1903 when reviewing John Philip Sousa’s band for Gil Blas. In 1905 he also witnessed 

American Minstrel groups performing at Eastbourne in the south of England.  

 

TEMPO: 

Of fundamental importance in interpreting Général Lavine is choice of tempo. The tempo 

indication at the head of the score indicates ‘to be played in the style and tempo of a 

cakewalk’. Although Debussy left MM marks for most of the Préludes in Book 1, and 

indeed most of his music post-1907, only Bruyères has a notated metronome indication 

in Book 2.9 On listening to a variety of acknowledged Debussy-ists of varying 

nationalities, the disparity in the choice of tempo in recent recordings is marked. On the 

evidence of 24 recordings of Général Lavine examined, tempi ranged from crotchet = 84 

to crotchet = 126 with most sitting in the middle range, crotchet = 98-104  

 

 

 

 

 

 
7 Roberts, P 1996, Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy. Amadeus, Oregon: 214 
8 Bruhn, S 1997, Images and Ideas in French Piano Music, Aesthetics in Music No 6, Pendragon, New York: 119 
9 Howat, R 2009, The Art of French Piano Music, Yale University Press, Yale, 254 
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Table 1: Range of tempi in recordings of Général Lavine  

Performer Metronome speed 

Alfred Casella  126 

Michel Béroff  124 

Dino Ciani  114 

Tessa Birnie  108 

Robert Casadesus  108 

Sviatoslav Richter  104 +/- 

Sergei Kuznetsov  104 

Vladimir Horowitz  102 

Jean-Efflam Bavouzet  102 

Arturo Benedetti Michelangeli  102 

Maurizio Pollini  102 

Pierre-Laurent Aimard 100 

Walter Gieseking 100 

Zoltán Kocsis  100 ++/-- 

Paavali Jummpanen  98 

Pascal Rogé  98 +/- 

Hans Leygraf  96 

Mark Bebbington  96 +/- 

Krystian Zimerman  92 +/- 

Claudio Arrau  90 

Boris Berman  90 +/- 

Jean-Yves Thibaudet  88 +/- 

Paul Jacobs  84 

Marc-André Hamelin  84 +/- 

Note:+/- represents a certain amount of tempo flexibility (rubato)  

++/--  represents a considerable amount of tempo flexibility (molto rubato).  

 

Of interest, Jun Märkl’s 2012 Naxos recording of Colin Matthews’ orchestral arrangement 

of Général Lavine with the Orchestre de Lyon has a base tempo of crotchet = 69. 
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Of further interest, very early in the 1944 MGM film Meet Me in St Louis, set in 1904 

USA, Judy Garland dances to composer Robert Allen Cole’s cakewalk Under the Bamboo 

Tree (1902). The tempo here is crotchet = 66, further contributing to the performer’s 

dilemma of selecting an apt cakewalk tempo.  

 

By referencing Debussy’s other cakewalk/ragtime-influenced works, we can see that 

Minstrels is marked to be played Modéré, while both Golliwog’s Cakewalk and Le petit 

Nègre are to be played Allegro giusto which Paul Roberts, citing the Oxford Concise 

Dictionary of Music, suggests indicates a moderate Allegro, i.e. ‘not too fast’.10 Roberts 

further contends that the trend of playing ragtime quickly emanates from piano rolls that 

were habitually played too quickly. Moreover, one cannot fail to ignore Scott Joplin’s 

almost omnipresent admonition in his scores that ragtime is not to be played fast, and 

indeed Joplin and Arthur Marshall’s cakewalk Swipesy has the tempo indication ‘slow’. 

And Marguerite Long, having worked on Général Lavine with Debussy, recalls the 

composer’s insistence that ‘Ce n’est pas vite… il était en bois’ (It is not fast!... he was 

made of wood)11 

 

In discussing Debussy’s cakewalk tempi, Howat relates French pianist Jacques Février 

recalling his piano teacher, Les Six composer Francis Poulenc playing Minstrels in his own 

first lesson with noted Spanish pianist Ricardo Viñes, a close Debussy collaborator, in 

1916. Viñes taught that Minstrels was in a ‘moderate, strict cake-walk tempo’12. In 

relation to Debussy’s own Welte piano roll recording of Golliwog’s Cakewalk taken at a 

brisk crotchet = 112, Howat comments that this 1913 issue is unreliable and that the 

1920s American re-issue, MM=80, is far more reliable in gauging an authentic Debussy 

cake-walk tempo.13 Confirming this, he cites the ‘ragtime-influenced’ movements of both 

the Violin Sonata (MM = 75) and Cello Sonata (MM= 72). 

 

It also seems self-evident to the author that the designation Cake-walk is manifestly an 

indication that the tempo should not be rushed, otherwise it would be called a Cake-run. 

Taken at too brisk a tempo, much of the articulatory detail, so essential in depicting the 

 
10 Roberts, 217 
11 Long, 112 
12 Howat, 255 
13 Howat, 318 
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essential humour of Général Lavine, is lost, especially when it lies in the lowest register 

of the instrument. In the case of Général Lavine perhaps a tempo around MM = 88 suits 

best. 

 

MIDDLE PEDAL: 

Debussy left only a handful of right-pedal indications in his piano music, and none for the 

use of the middle ‘sostenuto’ pedal. And yet his multi-layered textures, often requiring 

three staves, seem to lend themselves ideally to the use of the middle pedal. Banowetz 

contends that ‘some pianists, misunderstanding Debussy and Ravel’s bass indications 

use the sostenuto pedal to hold basses so the upper parts can be clear’.14 And yet from 

the earliest interpreters of Debussy, pianists have recognised the advantages of 

employing this under-utilised mechanism.15 Banowetz further maintains that noted 

Debussy-ist Walter Gieseking advised against employing the middle pedal in Debussy, 

but then cites two noteworthy examples where Gieseking did in fact use the middle 

‘sostenuto’ pedal.16  

 

Roy Howat however advocates for use of the middle pedal in Debussy, pointing out 

firstly that the middle pedal was originally a French invention from the 1840s.17 It was in 

fact the French firm Blanchet et Roller who had first experimented with a middle pedal, 

before Montal brought these prototypical experiments to practical fruition. Steinway 

further improved upon these initial attempts, perfecting the middle pedal mechanism 

and patenting it in 1874.18  Howat also points out that Debussy was familiar with several 

Steinways (belonging to Mme de Saint-Marceaux, René de Castera and Winnaretta de 

Polignac) that possessed a third pedal.19 

 

Certainly Général Lavine, with its atypical (for ‘Impressionist’ music at least) clarity of 

texture throughout, its imitation of a jazz band20, and its hyper-detailed articulatory 

clarity, appears to be an example of a work where the middle pedal can be used 

 
14 Banowetz, J 1992, The Pianist’s Guide to Pedaling. Indiana University Press, Indiana, 273 
15 Riddle, G 1989, The Pianism of Percy Grainger. MMus Thesis, University of Melbourne, 13-23 
16 Banowetz, 273 
17 Howat, 288 
18 Riddle, 13 
19 Howat, 288 
20 Bitsch, M 1996, Préludes de piano Livre 2, de Cl Debussy. Manuel practique d’analyse musicale, Combre, 
Paris. 16-17 
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advantageously. Of the previously cited 24 pianists, only four – Berman, Casadesus, 

Thibaudet and Kocsis – take advantage of the benefits afforded by the middle pedal.  

 

The first example that appears to suggest, if not demand, the use of the middle pedal 

occurs at bars 47-50. By activating the middle pedal, textural clarity – both articulatory 

and harmonic - can be preserved while sustaining the low A flat at the bass of the 

texture. Without the middle pedal, both articulation and harmonic clarity are 

compromised. The middle pedal would need to be activated between the first and second 

quavers of both bars 47 and 49. While there is some harmonic infiltration from the two 

upper-most notes (e.g. E natural and G natural in bar 47) through the rest of the bar, it 

is considerably less than if the right pedal were used. Moreover the clarity of the staccati 

(in both RH and LH) is preserved. 

 

Figure 1: bars 46-51 (Peters) 

  

 
 
 
 

Another example occurs at bars 31-34 where harmonic clarity can be maintained, but 

only through the use of the middle pedal. The bass C needs to be sustained for three and 

half bars while the harmony above shifts from B7 to C7. Of course, employing the middle 

pedal does not preclude use of the right pedal, so a smooth transition from B7 to C7 can 

be effected by simultaneously employing the right pedal to preserve legato.  
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Figure 2: bars 31-35 (Wiener) 

 

 
 

The middle pedal can serve a further practical purpose – to assist small-handed pianists. 

In the following example, students who can stretch an octave but cannot reach the ninth 

required in bar 94 can employ the middle pedal to engage the isolated minim bass G flat, 

then transfer the left hand thumb to play the D flat in the upper-most stave. The fifth 

finger in the left hand can then play the pentatonic middle-stave staccato melody, all the 

while preserving textural clarity, which would otherwise be sacrificed were the right 

pedal to be employed.  

 

Figure 3: bars 94-99 (Wiener) 
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Similarly, some students who may indeed be able to manage a ninth, may however not 

be able to accommodate the acciaccatura C sharp comfortably. In a similar manner to 

the previous example the left hand can engage the down-beat low F, then transfer to the 

middle register of the piano to play the acciaccatura middle C sharp, thus allowing the 

right hand to sustain the tied chord, while simultaneously allowing the left hand to return 

to the middle stave pentatonic melody, again preserving textural clarity that might not 

otherwise be achievable by a small-handed pianist. 

 

Figure 4: bars 11-16 (Wiener) 

 
 
 
 
FINGERING: 
 

Of the eight consulted editions, only the Alfred, Boekmanns & Poppel, Henle Urtext and 

Wiener Urtext editions contain fingerings. Debussy’s autograph of course contains no 

fingerings either (as was his wont), the reasons for which the composer details in his 

Preface to the 12 Etudes (1915). Of the four fingered editions, three share similar 

approaches to hand-disposition over the three staves, when it comes to figures such as 

bars 15, 16 etc. Henle, Alfred, and Broekmanns and Poppel are all of the opinion that the 

right hand takes the two upper most staves, the left hand restricting itself to the 

‘plucked double-bass’ octaves in the lowest stave. 

 

 



 
 

Australasian Piano Pedagogy Conference Proceedings 2019 Glenn Riddle 
Page 9 of 14 

 

9

Figure 5: bars 11-16 (Henle) 

 

 
 
Similarly in bars 23-28 we can see the fingering is suggestive of the right hand taking 

the upper most staves, while the left hand takes the lowest stave. 

 

Figure 6: bars 23-28 (Henle) 

 
Uniquely, the Wiener Urtext edition, fingered by Michel Béroff, proposes taking the 

upper-most stave in the left hand. This seems the most apt in suggesting the ‘juggling’ 

of General Lavine, and physically unifies the rhythm section of the double bass on-beat 

pizzicato lowest stave, with the ‘snare drum’ off-beat. The author’s fingering in red, I feel 

is even more practical than Béroff’s.  The middle stave 5 4 2 4 5 fingering lowers the 

angle of the right wrist, facilitating the left jumps above the right hand, while the upper 

stave 235 triad fingering encourages straighter alignment (and therefore more relaxed 

use) of hand-wrist-elbow than Béroff’s implied (1)24 fingering.  
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Figure 7: bars 11-16 (Wiener) 

 
In the following example, an even more comic imitation of the juggling effect is produced 

by alternately having the left hand jump over, and then under, the right hand, then over 

and under again. Such choreographed movements are not to the taste of all, but surely 

is well-suited in such an overtly humorous piece as Général Lavine.  

Figure 8: bars 22-30 (Wiener) 
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QUESTIONABLE NOTE? 
 

A final point of interest is the single note in bar 9. The strident ‘trumpet’ call figure which 

opens the Prélude recurs throughout the piece sixteen times. Each times it is based 

either around the dominant harmony C, or the tonic harmony F and remains within the 

confines of an octave. Except, and somewhat inexplicably, for one occasion, in bar 9 

where the final note, due to the 8a bassa designation, is an octave lower than it appears 

elsewhere in relation to the preceding trumpet-call notes.  The autograph is perfectly 

clear in its placement of the 8a bassa sign, and this aligns with most editions and 

performers.  

 
Figure 9: bars 5-10 (Durand) 
 

 
 
However two editions – Broekmanns & Poppel, and Dover, as well as the performances 

of three of the cited pianists – Zimerman, Kuznetsov and Bebbington - prefer the low C 

in bar 9 in a manner which conforms with all the other trumpet figurations throughout 

the Prélude. (Fig. 11) It was Arthur Wenk, prompted by the great American pianist Nöel 

Lee, who first drew attention to a substantial series of errors in publications of Debussy’s 

scores21, perhaps the most egregious and celebrated example being the oft-cited mis-

notated note values in La Cathédrale Engloutie, which for decades were performed and 

 
21 Wenk. A 1969, ‘Checklist of Errors in Debussy’s Piano Music’. Piano Quarterly 68, Summer. 18-21 
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recorded erroneously. Common-sense would surely seem once again to favour this 

reading. (Figure 11) 

 

Figure 10: bars 5-10 (Dover) 

 
 
 
 
 
LIST OF REFERENCES: 

Banowetz, J 1992, The Pianist’s Guide to Pedaling. Indiana University Press, Indiana. 

Bitsch, M 1996, Préludes de piano Livre 2, de Cl Debussy. Manuel practique d’analyse musicale, 
Combre, Paris. 

Briscoe, J (ed.) 1999, Debussy in Performance, Yale University Press, New Haven & London. 

Bruhn, S 1997, Images and Ideas in French Piano Music, Aesthetics in Music No 6, Pendragon, New 
York. 

Cooke, M & Horn D (eds) 2002, The Cambridge Companion to Jazz. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge. 

Dawes, F (n.d.) Debussy Piano Music. BBC Music Guide, BBC Publications, London. 

Deahl, I & Wristen B 2017, Adaptive Strategies for Small-handed Pianists, Oxford University Press, 
Oxford.  

Dunoyer, C 1993, Marguerite Long: A life in French Music, Indiana University Press, Bloomington. 

Hamilton, R 2008, Debussy Préludes Book 1: Context and Analysis, Ross Hamilton Sydney. 

Howat, R 2009, The Art of French Piano Music, Yale University Press, Yale. 



 
 

Australasian Piano Pedagogy Conference Proceedings 2019 Glenn Riddle 
Page 13 of 14 

 

9

Kasztelan, H 1986 Programme Notes to Recital: Debussy Préludes Book 2. Melba Hall, University of 
Melbourne.  

Kennedy, M (ed.) 1996, Oxford Concise Dictionary of Music, 4th edn, Oxford University Press, Oxford.  

Kernfeld, B (ed.) 1994, The New Grove Dictionary of Jazz, MacMillan, New York. 

Long, M 1960, Au Piano avec Claude Debussy, René Julliard, Paris. 

Riddle, G 1989, The Pianism of Percy Grainger. MMus Thesis, University of Melbourne 

-----2013, A Riotous Celebration for Piano. In Hoardings: Exceptional, exotic and commonplace, 
Grainger Museum, University of Melbourne. 

Roberts, P, 1996, Images: The Piano Music of Claude Debussy. Amadeus, Oregon. 

Sacre, G 1998, La Musique de Piano – Dictionnaire des compositeurs et des oeuvres. Robert Laffont, 
Paris. 

Sadie, S (ed). 2001, The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd edn Macmillan, London.  

Schmitz, R 1950, The Piano Works of Claude Debussy, Dover, New York. 

Tranchefort, FR 1987, Guide de la Musique de Piano et de Clavecin, Fayard, Paris 

Trezise, S (ed) 2003, The Cambridge Companion to Debussy (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 

Wenk. A 1969, ‘Checklist of Errors in Debussy’s Piano Music’. Piano Quarterly 68, Summer. 18-21 

Williamson, M 2013, Grainger & Ragtime. Hoard House: Melbourne University Press Melbourne. 

 

Scores:  

Debussy, C. Préludes Book 1, 1910. Kabisch, T. (Ed) (Barenreiter-Verlag, Kassel, 2014) 

Debussy, C. Préludes Book 2, 1913. Heinemann, E.G. (Ed) (Henle, Munich, 2012) 

Debussy, C. Préludes Book 2, 1913. Roy Howat, R (Ed) (Durand, Paris 2007) 

Debussy, C. Préludes Book 2, 1913. Stegemann, M (Ed) (Wiener, Vienna, 1990) 

Debussy, C. Préludes Book 2, 1913. Sorokin, K. S. (Ed) (Republication of ‘Izdatel’stvo Muzyka’ by 
Dover, NY 1989) 



 
 

Australasian Piano Pedagogy Conference Proceedings 2019 Glenn Riddle 
Page 14 of 14 

 

9

Debussy, C. Préludes Book 2, 1913. Hinson, M. (Ed) (Alfred, CA, 1988) 

Debussy, C. Préludes Book 2, 1913. Hengeveld, G. (Ed) (Broekmans & Poppel, Amsterdam, 1968) 

Debussy, C. Préludes Book 2, 1913. Swarenski, H. (Ed)  (Peters, Munich, 1975) 

Debussy, C. Préludes Book 2, 1913. Edition Originale (Durand, Paris 1913) 

Debussy, C. Five Piano Selections with Ragtime Characteristics. M Hinson, M. (Ed). (Alfred, 1995) 

 

Autograph Score: Bibliothèque Nationale de Paris (Ms 1006) 

 

 

About the Author: 
Glenn Riddle is Lecturer in Music at the Melbourne Conservatorium of Music, University 
of Melbourne and Research Associate at the University of Waikato (NZ). As a performer, 
he has recorded for ABC Classics, Tall Poppies, Move Records, as well as numerous 
pedagogical CDs for Hal Leonard Publishing. His most recent CDs feature chamber music 
for piano and strings by various Australian composers. He has also recorded for the 
internationally released DVD Classical Destinations III - performing the music of Percy 
Grainger on Grainger’s own piano. Glenn has been a member of international 
competition juries in the USA, Greece and Thailand, as well as on the jury for New 
Zealand’s National Concerto Competition. His students have been prize-winners in all of 
Australia’s major piano competitions as well as in international competitions in France, 
USA, Thailand, Vietnam, Malaysia and China. A Federal Examiner for the AMEB, he has 
been involved with the development of AMEB syllabuses for over 20 years as Recording 
Artist, Editorial Consultant, Syllabus Reviewer and most recently as Syllabus Consultant 
for the new 2019 syllabus. He has also examined and presented workshops and 
masterclasses throughout South-East Asia, Hong Kong, New Zealand and most recently 
in Vietnam. In 2018 he visited China three times giving masterclasses at some of China’s 
leading Conservatories and music schools. He is a member of the National Committee of 
APPC, and Senior Music Critic for leading online cultural magazine, Classic Melbourne.  

 

 
 

 


