Claude Debussy (1862-1918) changed the direction of music history with works such
as his celebrated tone poem Prélude i laprés-midi d'un faune, the opera Pelléas et Mélisande
and his extended symphonic works Lz Mer and Images, as well as with highly original
and challenging piano compositions.

An absorbing portrait of a pioneering composer, this book describes how Debussy
pursued his innovative ideas in fin-de-siécle Paris, where developments in the written
and visual arts crucially influenced his work. Debussy’s personal life was the subject of
malicious gossip and (occasionally substantiated) rumour, echoes of which persist
to the present day. Through discussion of letters, contemporary accounts, photographs
and of course the music, Debussy’s fiercely guarded personality begins to emerge and
we encounter a complex and contradictory character, one who combined indulgent
sensuality with iron self-discipline, tenderness with cruelty, ebullient extroversion with

gauche shyness, and a passionate conviction in his ideas with insecurity and self-doubt.

Paul Roberts is a concert pianist. He has recorded discs of Debussy’s piano music,
DVDs on Debussy’s Préludes and La Mer, and is the author of Images: The Piano Music
of Claude Debussy. He is an Honorary Fellow of the Guildhall School of Music & Drama,
London, and director of the piano summer school in France, Music at Castelfranc.

Jean-Jacques Sempé is one of the world’s greatest illustrators, known among other
things for his New Yorker covers. His albums, graphic novels and children’s books are

all published by Phaidon.

The 20th-Century Composers scries presents engaging narrative histories of the great
composers of our time, their art and their world, supplemented by essential reference

material. Titles currently available in this series include:

American Pioneers Ives, Varese, Cowell, Cage, Partch; Béla Barték, The Beatles,
Leonard Bernstein, Benjamin Britten, Claude Debussy, Gabriel Fauré,
George Gershwin; Hindemith, Hartmann and Henze; Jazz Greats Bolden,
Armstrong, Bechet, Ellington, Mingus, Young, Parker, Coltrane, Davis;

Erich Wolfgang Korngold, Gyérgy Ligeti, Minimalists Young, Riley, Reich, Glass;
Carl Nielsen, A Polish Renaissance Panufnik, Lustostawski, Penderecki, Gérecki;
Francis Poulenc, Sergey Prokofiev, Giacomo Puccini, Maurice Ravel, Alfred
Schnittke, Jean Sibelius, Richard Strauss, Igor Stravinsky, Anton von Webern

Cover illustration by Jean-Jacques Sempé
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