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Abstract: Claude Debussy’s String Quartet in G Minor, Op. 10, composed in 1893, 

showcases the composer’s harmonic innovation, textural richness, and structural 

inventiveness. This study explores the quartet’s cyclic design, in which a recurring thematic 

idea—the cyclic theme—undergoes various transformations across all four movements. 

Particular attention is given to Debussy’s harmonic language, including modality, whole-

tone inflections, parallelism, and chromatic mediant relationships, as well as the quartet’s 

deviations from classical formal models. Through close analysis of each movement, this 

study reveals how Debussy achieves unity and contrast within the quartet, ultimately 

offering an integrated formal and tonal framework that can be described as a reversed cyclic 

sonata. 

1. Introduction 

Claude Debussy’s String Quartet in G Minor (1893) exemplifies the composer’s early experiments 

in freeing music from traditional harmonic and formal constraints. Scored for two violins, viola, and 

cello, the quartet is notable for its lush textures, modal language, and cyclical thematic construction. 

Rhythmically, Debussy incorporates polyrhythms and syncopations, while harmonically he employs 

whole-tone scales, modal mixtures, chromaticism, parallel chord motion (planing), pedal points, and 

non-functional harmonic progressions. These techniques align with features commonly associated 

with musical Impressionism, such as the use of open fifths, extensive parallelism, neomodality, 

unresolved seventh and ninth chords, flowing melodic lines, and tonal ambiguity. 

At the heart of the quartet lies a distinctive cyclic theme, introduced at the opening of the first 

movement. This theme recurs in varied forms throughout the subsequent movements, including in 

the scherzo and finale, thereby unifying the work. Despite undergoing intervallic, rhythmic, and 

harmonic transformations, the theme retains essential features such as its melodic contour and 

characteristic sixteenth-note triplet rhythm, which often functions as an anacrusis. This triplet figure 

serves as a critical marker, enabling the listener to trace the thematic thread across the quartet’s formal 

architecture. 

Debussy’s use of cyclic form reflects both artistic intention and institutional influence. The Société 

Nationale de Musique—where the quartet was premiered in 1893—had long favored works that 

followed the legacy of César Franck, whose hallmark was the integration of cyclic procedures in 

multimovement compositions [1]. Debussy aligned his work with the expectations of this institution 

while simultaneously manipulating the tradition in ways that reflect his emerging aesthetic voice. His 

cyclic theme not only unifies the movements but also undergoes expressive transformation, 
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functioning as a vehicle for structural coherence and expressive fluidity alike [2]. 

The study examines the quartet’s cyclic construction and tonal organization, offering detailed 

analyses of each movement with a focus on how Debussy manipulates the cyclic theme and navigates 

tonal space. The concluding discussion reframes the quartet as a reversed cyclic sonata, reflecting 

both its adherence to and departure from classical models. 

2. Cyclic and Tonal Processes Across Movements 

2.1. First Movement: Establishing the Cyclic Theme 

The first movement of Debussy’s quartet follows a modified sonata form, presenting three primary 

thematic ideas and centering on the cyclic theme that reappears throughout the work. This movement 

opens in G Phrygian mode, with the first violin introducing the cyclic theme, which functions as the 

foundational melodic and rhythmic material not only for this movement but also for the second and 

fourth movements. The initial statement is immediately followed by a rhythmic arpeggiation of the 

G minor triad, leading to a descending sequential repetition of the cyclic theme (mm. 5–12). 

A new texture emerges in mm. 13–16, featuring parallel chordal planing in the inner voices and a 

melodic line based on the cyclic theme in the first violin. The cello then restates the melody in mm. 

17–22 using the B♭ Mixolydian mode. This section also contains chromatic scale motion in contrary 

direction between the violin and viola (mm. 23–25), further enriching the harmonic landscape. The 

return of the first theme in m. 26 is treated sequentially with harmonic variation in mm. 30–38. 

The second theme is presented in two parts. The first appears in mm. 39–42 in B♭ Phrygian mode 

and is restated without alteration in mm. 43–46. A brief transitional passage (mm. 47–50) leads to the 

second part of the second theme, introduced in mm. 51–52 and developed in the Lydian-Mixolydian 

mode over C in mm. 53–56. Octave doublings (mm. 57–60) bring the exposition to a climactic close. 

The development section opens with the cyclic theme stated by the cello in F♯ Aeolian mode (mm. 

61–62), accompanied by sustained pedal tones in the upper voices. A third theme appears in mm. 63–

64, followed by a restatement of the opening triadic motif in mm. 65–66. The cyclic theme and the 

third theme alternate between the high and low registers, each returning a half step higher than its 

previous occurrence: the cyclic theme moves from F♯ (mm. 61–62) to G (mm. 67–68), and the third 

theme from A (mm. 63–64) to B♭ Lydian (mm. 69–73). 

A chromatic variant of the cyclic theme in mm. 61–62—shifting between F♯ and F♮ within the 

same measure—anticipates the harmonic ambiguity that characterizes the rest of the quartet. After 

arpeggiated triplets in all four parts, the cyclic theme returns in a full double-stop texture in mm. 75–

78. The first violin develops the original theme in mm. 79–91, while pedal tones recur in the cello 

part. The third theme reappears in mm. 92–93 in G Lydian mode. Its tonal trajectory—F♯, A, G, and 

B♭—suggests chromatic mediant relationships that underscore Debussy’s tonal logic. 

This theme is then extended and transformed into a whole-tone scale in the cello part (mm. 97–

102), later taken up by the first violin (mm. 102–110). After a two-measure transition, all four 

instruments perform a forceful statement with triplet figures in parallel motion (mm. 113–116), 

followed by a textural diminuendo (mm. 117–119). The cyclic theme reappears in a quiet section 

played by the viola, set above a D–A♭ pedal in the cello (mm. 120–131), and is subjected to further 

development alongside the third theme in mm. 132–135. This passage is rich in chromaticism and 

closes with the return of the triplet gesture in all four parts (mm. 136–137). 

The recapitulation begins at m. 138 in G Phrygian mode, signaling a return to the original tonality. 

However, the material quickly diverges from the exposition, indicating a flexible treatment of sonata 

form. The cyclic theme undergoes augmentation in the cello (mm. 149–152) and is subsequently 

distorted into a whole-tone version in the first violin (mm. 153–160). The movement concludes with 
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a coda in which all four instruments play in rhythmic unison, reinforcing the homophonic texture and 

delivering a resolute closure in G minor. 

2.2. Second Movement: Asymmetrical Scherzo and Cyclic Transformation 

The second movement functions as a scherzo in a ternary-inspired design, though it departs 

significantly from conventional formal expectations. Rather than conforming to a standard ABA or 

rounded binary layout, the movement unfolds in an extended structure that may be summarized as: 

Scherzo I (mm. 1–53), Trio I (mm. 54–85), Scherzo II (mm. 86–107), Trio II (mm. 108–147), Scherzo 

III (mm. 148–168), and Coda (mm. 169–178). This asymmetry contributes to the movement’s sense 

of continuous transformation and development. 

The opening gesture—four pizzicato G major chords—leads immediately into a viola ostinato 

(mm. 3–4) derived from the cyclic theme. Though introduced in G Phrygian mode, this ostinato 

undergoes multiple transformations throughout the movement, confirming its central role in 

Debussy’s cyclic structure. In the first scherzo section (mm. 1–53), the ostinato serves as an 

accompaniment figure, while in the trios, it emerges in a more lyrical, rhythmically augmented form 

as the melodic core. 

The first violin enters in mm. 9–12 with material based on the minor-triad motif heard in the first 

movement, reinforcing thematic cohesion across the quartet. A striking tonal shift occurs with the 

entrance of Trio I in E♭ major (mm. 54–59), introducing a lyrical variant of the cyclic theme. Here, 

the first violin presents an augmented version of the theme (mm. 54–63), followed by a short 

transitional section marked by parallel major harmonies in mm. 64–67, a hallmark of Debussy’s 

harmonic planing. The augmented theme returns identically in mm. 68–77, succeeded by a five-

measure harmonic passage and a three-measure transition that reintroduces the ostinato for Scherzo 

II. 

The reprise of the scherzo (mm. 86–107) again features the viola ostinato, now paired with a 

countermelody in the cello. Notably, Debussy introduces two-against-three polyrhythms in this 

section, heightening the rhythmic complexity. In Trio II (mm. 108–147), a similar texture returns, but 

now with a four-against-three polyrhythm between parts (mm. 108–123). The ostinato appears 

transposed to G♭, and then to its dominant, D♭, highlighting Debussy’s fluid approach to tonal centers. 

A new transformation of the cyclic theme occurs in mm. 124–139, stated and repeated by the first 

violin, followed by a tritone-based episode (mm. 140–147) that intensifies the harmonic tension. The 

third scherzo section (mm. 148–168) introduces an unusual time signature of 15/8 (m. 148), 

fragmenting the theme into a broken, syncopated texture. This transformation culminates in a whole-

tone version of the cyclic theme in parallel motion (mm. 157–159), another hallmark of Debussy’s 

harmonic palette. 

The movement concludes with a soft coda (mm. 169–178) in which the first violin, moving in 

contrary motion to the other instruments, leads the ensemble to a subdued close. The reappearance of 

the cyclic theme throughout the movement in various guises—ostinato, augmentation, polyrhythm, 

and whole-tone form—underscores its structural significance and affirms the quartet’s overarching 

cyclic unity. 

2.3. Third Movement: Tonal Ambiguity and Expansive Lyricism in ABA Form 

The third movement functions as a lyrical slow movement in modified ternary (ABA′) form, 

comprising an opening section (mm. 1–27), an expansive middle section (mm. 28–106), and a brief 

recapitulation (mm. 107–123). Marked by harmonic ambiguity and fluid motivic transformation, this 

movement contrasts strongly with the scherzo while maintaining motivic continuity through the reuse 
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and development of earlier material. 

The A section begins with a brief, tonally unstable introduction. Although the movement is 

nominally set in D♭ major, it opens with a fragmentary motif that alludes to G major—creating an 

immediate tonal tension. This is followed by F♭ (enharmonically E major) arpeggios and a reprise of 

the G-major motif. The full statement of the first theme emerges in D♭ major in mm. 5–6 with a more 

lyrical and harmonically grounded character. In mm. 7–8, Debussy employs parallel motion 

(harmonic planing), a technique that continues throughout the section. 

The theme is repeated and expanded in mm. 9–14, with the cello providing a D♭ pedal in mm. 5–

10 and later presenting the theme itself in mm. 13–14. Development of the theme unfolds in mm. 15–

20: first in G♭ Lydian, supported by a G♭ pedal, and then transposed to D Lydian over a D pedal in 

the viola. This modulation to distant modal areas is characteristic of Debussy’s harmonic freedom. A 

short transitional passage using harmonic planing (mm. 22–23) leads to a restatement and closure of 

the A section in D♭ major (mm. 26–27). The central B section (mm. 28–106) shifts to C♯ minor—the 

parallel minor of D♭ major—and introduces new material derived from the closing gesture of the first 

theme. This second theme is initially extended by the viola and then developed contrapuntally by the 

first and second violins in mm. 41–47. A third theme appears in mm. 48–51, first stated by the viola, 

and becomes the driving force behind the section’s dramatic buildup. 

Debussy develops the third theme through continuous harmonic modulation and textural 

intensification. Beginning in m. 62, the climactic passage emerges in G♯ minor, a chromatic neighbor 

of the work’s overall G minor tonality. This extended development explores a wide range of tonal 

areas—E major, B major, and whole-tone sonorities—while layering motivic fragments in 

overlapping registers. The return of the second theme in mm. 95–98 helps stabilize the texture, setting 

up the return to the A material. The reprise of the A section in m. 107 recalls the first theme in its 

original D♭ major setting. However, the recapitulation is abbreviated and more subdued, as though 

seen through the lens of the intervening developmental processes. The movement concludes quietly, 

preserving the introspective character established at its outset. 

Although this movement departs from the more overt references to the cyclic theme heard in the 

first and second movements, it nonetheless sustains thematic continuity through shared motifs, pedal 

structures, and harmonic procedures. The tonal instability of the opening and middle sections reflects 

Debussy’s nuanced approach to form and expression, and his preference for modal coloration and 

chromatic mediant relationships over conventional tonal resolution. 

2.4. Fourth Movement: Motivic Recollection and Cyclic Resolution 

The fourth movement serves as both a summative gesture and a culminating transformation of the 

cyclic theme, integrating material from all previous movements into a dynamic and texturally varied 

finale. While its internal formal structure is complex, the movement functions primarily as a thematic 

recapitulation, reinforcing the quartet’s cyclic unity and culminating in a triumphant resolution in G 

major. 

The opening fourteen measures serve as a bridge from the third movement, extending its timbral 

and harmonic atmosphere. The cello introduces a variant of the cyclic theme in D♭ major—the key 

of the preceding movement—which is then answered by the first violin with a motif derived from the 

same theme. In mm. 5–6, this motif is further developed, leading to a sustained chord that recalls the 

sonorities of the third movement. The tension resolves momentarily on an ambiguous E major chord 

in m. 14, creating a sense of harmonic suspension. The wide voicings of the D♭-major chord (m. 8) 

and the E-major chord (m. 14) are reminiscent of similar gestures in mm. 32 and 35 of the third 

movement, suggesting deliberate motivic echoing. 
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Beginning in m. 15, the tempo and meter shift to a scherzo-like texture, marked by compound 

meter and descending chromatic thirds. These features recall the ostinato-driven scherzo of the second 

movement, though now the cyclic theme appears in increasingly fragmented and transformed guises. 

The cello presents a new theme (mm. 15–16), an atonal variation of the second movement’s first 

theme, which is then harmonized in tritones by the viola (mm. 17–18). The texture intensifies through 

chromatic and polyrhythmic layering, culminating in a climactic harmonization of the first theme in 

descending sequential motion (mm. 25–28). 

Following a brief textural decrescendo (mm. 28–30), a new theme appears in G minor in mm. 31–

32, played by the viola. This second theme becomes the main developmental material for the central 

portion of the movement, expanding from mm. 33–58 and dominating mm. 59–95. In mm. 98–105, 

the cello introduces a slower, augmented version of this theme, reinforcing its structural importance. 

From mm. 106–113, the theme returns in the viola and cello, embedded in a dense four-part texture. 

It is restated in mm. 114–120 by the first violin and viola, this time in a more rhythmically interlocked 

contrapuntal setting. 

A modulation to B major in m. 125 marks the onset of a developmental section in which the cyclic 

theme from the first movement and the third theme of the third movement are combined and 

transformed. This confluence occurs in mm. 125–130 in an augmented form, emphasizing the long-

range coherence of the quartet’s motivic structure. From mm. 171–174, a syncopated version of the 

cyclic theme is layered with a motif from the fourth movement in contrapuntal dialogue, exemplifying 

Debussy’s synthesis of linear and vertical elements. 

The closing section begins with a restatement of the cyclic theme in G Phrygian mode (mm. 252–

253), returning to the quartet’s tonal and thematic point of origin. The second theme of the fourth 

movement also reappears, and by mm. 326–331, the movement reaches a climactic moment: the 

transformed cyclic theme, which also recalls the second movement’s first theme, is played by the 

upper three instruments in hemiola polyrhythm. The final measures accelerate in tempo, driving 

toward a jubilant conclusion. After a brilliant ascending scale in the first violin, the quartet ends with 

a fortissimo G major chord—resolving the work’s modal and harmonic tensions with assertive clarity. 

3. Cyclic Form and Formal Reversal: A “Reversed Cyclic Sonata” 

Although Debussy’s String Quartet in G Minor adheres to the traditional four-movement structure 

of the Classical sonata, its internal ordering and thematic procedures depart significantly from 

convention. In particular, the positioning of the scherzo as the second movement—preceding the slow 

movement—recalls earlier experiments by Beethoven (notably in the Ninth Symphony) and signals 

Debussy’s deliberate restructuring of sonata norms [3]. 

The first movement follows a sonata form, albeit with a highly flexible recapitulation. The second 

movement, a scherzo, introduces rhythmic ostinati, polyrhythmic textures, and new transformations 

of the cyclic theme. The third movement, marked by expressive lyricism and tonal ambiguity, 

functions as the quartet’s slow movement. Finally, the fourth movement acts as both a developmental 

synthesis and a recapitulation in disguise, gathering and recontextualizing motives from all three 

preceding movements. This design, in which motivic recall intensifies across the work and culminates 

in the finale, exemplifies a form of cyclic construction that goes beyond mere thematic recurrence. 

The cyclic theme introduced in the first movement not only reappears in all subsequent movements 

but also serves as a generative force for new material. Debussy transforms it rhythmically 

(augmentation, diminution, syncopation), melodically (chromatic and modal inflections), and 

harmonically (through whole-tone planing and extended tertian structures), weaving it into diverse 

formal contexts. 

Thus, the quartet may be best understood as a “reversed cyclic sonata”: reversed in the ordering of 
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inner movements, and cyclic in its motivic architecture. The final movement functions as a summative 

restatement, akin to a coda that unites and reinterprets prior materials, rather than simply concluding 

the narrative. In this sense, Debussy’s quartet not only continues but also innovates within the 

Romantic tradition of cyclic form.  

4. Tonal Architecture and the Multivalent Role of G 

The tonality of G—primarily G minor but often extended through modal and chromatic 

variation—serves as the gravitational center of the quartet. Debussy explores its tonal space through 

a broad range of related and distant harmonic regions, integrating modal coloration, chromatic 

mediant relationships, and harmonic ambiguity. 

In the first movement, G Phrygian introduces the cyclic theme, immediately establishing a modal 

variant of G minor. The tonality briefly moves to B♭ Mixolydian and E♭ major (mm. 26–27), then to 

G♭ major (m. 28), and eventually to G minor by m. 32. The second theme introduces further modal 

contrasts, including B♭ Phrygian and C Lydian-Mixolydian. The development traverses F♯ Aeolian, 

G minor, A major, D minor, and includes whole-tone passages. The recapitulation anchors itself in G 

Phrygian again before arriving at a final cadence in G minor. 

The second movement maintains close ties to G Phrygian through its ostinato, but its trios shift to 

more remote tonalities: E♭ major in Trio I, and G♭ and D♭ in Trio II. Later transformations of the 

cyclic theme explore F♯ minor and return to G Phrygian, reinforcing the mode’s structural role while 

continuing the tonal journey. 

In the third movement, tonal relationships become more fluid. The opening measures juxtapose G 

major and F♭ (enharmonically E major), before settling into D♭ major. The middle section traverses 

C♯ minor, E major, B major, and G♯ minor—chromatic neighbors to G minor—before returning to 

D♭ major. The emphasis on mediant and chromatic relationships further blurs the quartet’s tonal 

landscape. 

The fourth movement continues this process of tonal synthesis. It begins in D♭ Mixolydian and 

moves toward E major, A♭, F♯ minor, and C minor. Yet the dominant presence of G as both modal 

anchor and tonal goal intensifies as the movement progresses. The return of the cyclic theme in G 

Phrygian (mm. 252–253) and the final cadence in fortissimo G major bring closure not only to the 

movement, but to the quartet as a whole. 

Debussy’s treatment of G, therefore, is not limited to its traditional tonic function. Rather, G serves 

as a tonal pole around which other modal, chromatic, and whole-tone regions orbit. The eventual 

emergence of G major from the modal and harmonic ambiguity of the preceding movements 

represents both resolution and transformation—hallmarks of Debussy’s harmonic language. 

5. Conclusion 

This study has traced how Debussy departs from traditional sonata and cyclic forms while 

simultaneously engaging with them in nuanced and transformative ways [4][5]. Across the four 

movements, recurring themes and tonal centres bind the work into a tightly integrated whole, yet the 

treatment of these elements suggests a compositional logic that privileges fluidity over rigidity. 

Rather than adhering to linear thematic development culminating in final resolution, Debussy 

constructs a spiral-like formal architecture that both challenges and redefines conventional 

expectations [6]. This cyclic design—together with the quartet’s motivic transformations and tonal 

ambiguity—anticipates many of the techniques that would come to define early twentieth-century 

modernism. 
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Debussy’s quartet resists easy classification. It stands not only as a personal expression of his 

emerging musical language but also as a landmark in the transition from Romanticism to modernism. 

The quartet is at once grounded in tradition and radically forward-looking—a work that continues to 

inspire analysis and interpretation more than a century after its premiere. 
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