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Pour les cinq droits, d’après M. Czerny • Pour les tierces
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• Pour les notes répétées • Pour les sonorités opposées
• Pour les arpèges composés • Pour les accords
Total Playing Time: 49:04

Paulina Zamora, piano

CLAUDE DEBUSSY (1862-1918):

DOUZE ÉTUDES

PAULINA ZAMORA, piano
Book I

Book II

1. Pour les cinq doigts, d’après
Monsieur Czerny
(five fingers, after M. Czerny)
(3:22)

7. Pour les degrés chromatiques
(chromatic degrees) (2:40)
8. Pour les agréments (ornaments)
(5:49)

2. Pour les tierces (thirds) (3:41)

9. Pour les notes répétées
(repeated notes) (3:21)

3. Pour les quartes (fourths) (5:25)

10. Pour les sonorités opposées
(opposing sonorities) (6:13)

4. Pour les sixtes (sixths) (4:04)
5. Pour les octaves (octaves)
(2:56)

11. Pour les arpèges composés
(composite arpeggios) (5:01)

6. Pour les huit doigts
(eight fingers) (1:39)

12. Pour les accords (chords)
(4:49)

Total Playing Time: 49:04
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I

n July of 2016, it was my joyful privilege to
visit the exact location where Debussy wrote
the two books comprising his Douze Études.
Pourville-Sur-Mer, on the coast of Normandy, is
a small town that Nature itself has kept in pristine
condition, still very much like Debussy himself
would have experienced it. I felt I was breathing the air he breathed; I was smelling the same
scents he smelled; I was looking at the same
landscapes he loved so much; I was listening to
the same sounds of nature he heard; I was mesmerized by the color of the sea, as he would have
been; I marveled at the imposing height and intense colors of the cliffs; I was gazing at the same
scenic beauties that inspired Monet’s paintings.

tionable notes to the table. Let´s not forget
that Debussy wrote both books in the summer
of 1915, between July 25th and September
29th. Debussy composed all twelve pieces in
just over two months: a feat that is almost impossible to grasp considering the amount of
music involved. Therefore, one could easily
infer some inconsistencies in the music that
deserved special attention.
These two French episodes proved paramount
to my decision to record the Douze Études the
following October in the United States. And,
although I had already spent fifteen years of
my life working arduously on these pieces, I felt
that my time in France empowered me to produce an even more authoritative CD.

Was it really a coincidence that I spent those
few days in this breathtaking place at the same
time of year when Debussy was writing this
masterpiece, a hundred-and-one years ago?
Definitive experiences in one’s life are rarely
planned to such perfection of purpose.

During the recording process, I favored full
takes for each étude, with as few edit points
as possible — in fact, several pieces remain
completely unedited. Not an easy task considering the extreme difficulty of these pieces, in
terms of both their technical and overall sound
production challenges. If the essential nature of
a piece demands an authentic approach from
us, we must try it at all costs.

Immediately afterwards, I went to Paris to
meet the Scottish pianist and musicologist
Roy Howat, who specializes in French music.
Thanks to his enchanting personality, amazing
scholarly knowledge and endless generosity, I
was able to immerse myself even more profoundly in the world of Debussy, his pianistic
writing and the études themselves. With the
last three authoritative editions and some of
the original manuscripts in hand, we were able
to compare key passages that deserved special
attention, especially those that brought ques-

Development of the étude genre actually began
much earlier than music scholars initially concluded. Bach was already planting the seeds of what
would become the traditional études of Bertini,
Clementi, Cramer, Czerny and others. Half of the
preludes in the first book of The Well-Tempered
Clavier can be considered études, and Bach´s
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pedagogical orientation in most of his keyboard
works is well known to us. We can therefore easily
consider these early works as forerunners of the
more traditional études of later times. Each prelude exploits two or three technical tools that are
consistently developed throughout the piece, in
keeping with the above composers’ concept of
the étude genre.

create sonic expressions and effects never before
heard from the piano. Debussy was thus the undisputed pioneer in putting virtuosic elements in
the service of generating novel sounds and fantastic new aural atmospheres: in all, a revolution
in fostering fresh possibilities for the piano and its
capacity to fit the needs of the composer.
— Paulina Zamora

During the Romantic period, the definition
of the étude developed further, driven in part
by the era’s concurrent development and refinement of the piano. The concise half-toone-page études of Czerny had evolved into
the lengthier and extremely difficult études of
Chopin, Liszt and Rachmaninoff — in which the
element of virtuosity is not the only important
factor. Études were no longer merely dry and
soulless finger exercises, but works of sophisticated pianistic art that demanded the expression of tonal colors, moods and emotions. Still,
the Romantic-era étude retained the fundamental concept of exploring a few technical
challenges within a framework of stylistically
consistent piano writing.

Like his contemporary Ravel, Debussy tended
to throw his critics off balance with most new
works. None did so more than his last piano
collection, the Douze Études (Twelve Etudes)
of 1915. Although Debussy himself was highly
aware of their quality, they appeared in wartime, when he was already mortally ill, and was
known to be suffering a crisis of creative exhaustion after the outbreak of the First World
War. With German editions of classics unavailable, Debussy’s publisher, Jacques Durand, first
of all persuaded him to prepare a new edition
of Chopin’s music. This seems to have diverted
and calmed Debussy, for by late spring 1915
he had quietly started work on the two-piano
suite En blanc et noir and, a few weeks later, on
a cello sonata. In July he set off with his wife,
Emma, and daughter, Chouchou, to the town of
Pour ville-Sur-Mer for the summer; within days
he had begun work on the twelve piano études.

With Debussy, we experience what seems to be
yet another evolutionary approach to the étude:
one that even further transcends the genre’s initial pedagogical purpose. In his hands, the étude
has become a piece of music in which every single technical tool, old and new, is developed in
such a way as to support and produce the very
specific sound-world that the composer inhabits.
Whatever the technical tool, Debussy used it to

His return to Paris that October brought with
it the richest summer harvest of his life: En
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blanc et noir, the Sonata for cello and piano,
the Sonata for flute, viola and harp, and Douze
Études. It was a crop of masterpieces whose
quality and originality have taken posterity
more than half a century to digest.

of Debussy’s earlier piano works. If this reflects
his constant preoccupation with classical clarity,
it also challenges the performer’s imagination,
for the music is as evocative as anything else
from his pen. Some musical reflections emerge
from Debussy’s letters to Jacques Durand while
composition was in progress. One letter records
his satisfaction at making strings of sixths (“Pour
les sixtes”) go beyond banal evocations of “pretentious young misses in a salon, left uninvited
and sulking beside the dance floor, envying the
scandalous laughter of the mad ninths.”

Pianists are still taking in how suffused the
Études are with a sense of jubilation — along
with tenderness, intimacy (the middle of “Pour
les accords”), brilliance, pathos, drama (the surprise ending of “Pour les tierces”), subtlety of
every sort, and (not least) sheer fun (five of the
pieces contain the instruction “scherzando”). For
some of the humor we can thank Chouchou,
the adored apple of her father’s eye: Then
aged nine, she was taking piano lessons, and
Debussy’s letters bear amused witness to her
practice sessions, sometimes sounding through
the wall as he tried to compose.

Another letter tells Durand that “Pour les agréments” takes the form of “a barcarolle on a
somewhat Italian sea.” This is possibly a slip
of the pen for “Pour les sonorités opposées,”
a truer barcarolle that includes a passing echo
of Gabriel Fauré’s fifth barcarolle. A further unidentified étude (presumably either “Pour les
octaves” or “Pour les accords”) has its left-hand
writing compared to “Swedish gymnastics.”

His “revenge” on composer Carl Czerny and
his relentless finger exercises opens the Études
with “Pour les cinq doigts d’après Monsieur
Czerny,” and one can only guess at the reaction
of the piece’s first public audience: Debussy
pushes the burlesque to a grotesque sequence
of grinding contrary motions before the music, with a few facetious laughs, dances off to a
jig. As usual, with a few musical brush strokes,
Debussy has deftly set the scene, humorously
telling us what the Douze Études are not about.

More familiar traits also appear: “Pour les notes
répétées,” a pizzicato-like scherzo, shares the
ragtime rhythm of the piano prelude “Minstrels” and the central movement of the violin
sonata, while the light-as-air scherzo (again) of
“Pour les huit doigts” recalls Puck of the piano
preludes. The similarly elfin “Pour les degrés
chromatiques” is a close relative of yet another
scherzo, the one that completes En blanc et
noir. Echoes can also be heard of Schumann
and Chabrier, the latter in the joyous waltz of
“Pour les octaves” as well as in the luxuriant or-

In the graceful tradition of French classical
music, each Étude has a title beginning with
Pour…— but avoiding the picturesque allusions
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naments of “Pour les agréments” and “Pour les
arpèges composés.”

Almost one hundred years after Claude
Debussy wrote his Douze Études in Pourville-Sur-Mer in Normandy, Chilean-American
pianist Paulina Zamora performed them —
live, and without pause — for the first time in
Santiago, Chile. The audience was profoundly
affected by hearing a genre of repertoire that
is rarely programmed in live concerts — and
by the ravishing display of sonic refinement
rarely heard before. Paulina’s performance
won her the Circle of Critics of Art of Chile
Award in December of 2015. Since then, she
has been performing her Douze Ètudes program in the same manner throughout Latin
America, North America and Asia.

However, the largest debt of all underlies
Debussy’s repeated question to Jacques Durand:
“Should the Douze Études be dedicated to F.
Chopin or F. Couperin?” Chopin was eventually chosen, making a simultaneous quiet tribute
to Debussy’s childhood piano teacher Madame
Mauté, an alleged pupil of Chopin, whose teaching Debussy revered all his life. Dedication notwithstanding — or perhaps especially because of
it — Debussy was careful to avoid raw imitation,
and his closest approaches to Chopin are either
brief (the central part of “Pour les sixtes” relative
to Chopin’s Nouvelle Étude in A flat) or harmonically transformed (the contrary motion leaps of
“Pour les accords” relative to the Scherzo of Chopin’s Op. 35 “Funeral march” Sonata).

Paulina’s solo renditions of complete works began with Bach´s Two- and Three-part Inventions
when she was eleven years old. The following year,
she performed the six volumes of Béla Bartók’s
Mikrokosmos. Since then, she has played all of
Mozart´s solo sonatas, the complete Rachmaninoff Études-Tableaux, Chopin´s 24 études, and
Liszt’s Concert Études as well as Debussy’s Douze
Études. Her love for the music of Claude Debussy
has inspired her to master and perform the integral works of his solo and chamber repertoire.

—Roy Howat

About distinguished scholar and pianist Roy
Howat: He knows Debussy’s piano music intimately from the composer’s manuscripts, and has
performed, broadcast, and taught it worldwide —
in addition to making authoritative recordings of
it. In musical circles, Howat is also renowned for
his many Debussy discoveries that he premièred
and published for the first time. (NOTE: For a more
detailed biographical sketch enumerating Howat’s
considerable skills and accomplishments, go to
http://delosmusic.com/royhowat)

In Paulina’s tireless pursuit of complete sets of
pianistic repertoire, she has also played the
entire chamber works for piano and strings of
Mozart, Beethoven, Brahms and Rachmaninoff, as well as their complete four-hands and
duo-piano repertoire. She is much in demand
as a collaborative pianist and has concertized
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with distinguished cellist Janos Starker in the
United States and Europe as well as violists
Atar Arad and Jodi Levitz, clarinetists Luis Rossi
and Eli Eban and flutist Jacques Zoon, to name
a few.

and Boston Conservatory in the United States.
These are all institutions where she has combined solo performances with exciting and engaging master classes.
Given her strong pedagogical convictions and
desire to create high-standard academic programs fostering the development of professional musicians, Paulina Zamora returned to
her native Chile in 2010 to teach at her alma
mater, the University of Chile’s Department of
Music, where she is now Associate Professor
of Piano. In 2016, after three years of diligent
work, she created and is at present coordinator
of the master’s degree program in Instrumental Performance: unique in Chile and South
America. She is currently at work designing the
doctoral degree program, which she hopes to
implement in the near future.

An advocate of contemporary music and the
exploration of new and original instrumental
trends, Paulina has performed, premiered and
recorded more than seventy works for solo piano and chamber music by both North American
and Latin American composers. In addition —
much influenced by her mother, a professional singer — Paulina has also championed the
voice as an expressive medium. In that regard,
she has collaborated with many notable singers
around the world, specializing in the art song
repertoire.
Her long-standing passion for teaching has
taken her to many prominent educational institutions around the globe: among others, the
University of Malaysia, China’s Central Conservatory of Music, South Korea’s Seoul National
University, Venezuela’s Conservatorio Simón
Bolivar, Colombia’s Universidad de Antioquia,
Peru’s Conservatorio de Lima, Brazil’s Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Norte and
Universidade do Rio Grande do Sud, the Lviv
Conservatory in Ukraine, Switzerland’s Lausanne Conservatoire, Spain’s Universidad de
Salamanca, Vienna’s Universität für Musik,
Germany’s Freiburg Universität, Canada’s University of Western Ontario as well as the University of Utah School of Music, Ithaca College

Ms. Zamora was educated at the University of
Chile (BM), the Eastman School of Music (MM),
and Indiana University (DM). Her main teachers
have included Rebecca Penneys, Gyorgy Sebok and Janos Starker. She is currently a Delos
recording artist. In April of 2016, her Delos CD
recording of the complete Brahms Piano Trios
with cellist Uri Vardi and violinist David Perry
was enthusiastically reviewed in the “Sounds of
America” section of Gramophone magazine.
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