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MUSM 234: the Arts and History in the Nineteenth Century – Document Duel 
Explanation of Meeting the Cultural Awareness Outcomes 

 
In 1889, Paris celebrated the centennial of the French Revolution with a World Exposition of enormous 
political, cultural, technological and historical significance. The architectural centerpiece of the fair was a 
tower that bears the name of its creator – Gustave Eiffel. Images, music, food, drama, and literature 
from France’s colonies throughout the world were on full display: Algeria, Tunisia, Senegal, Gabon-
Congo, Oceania, Cambodia, and Cochin China (today's Vietnam). The result was an unprecedented 
influence for cultural transfer that set the stage for the ubiquitous and lightening-fast cultural 
transmissions that would be taking place a century later.  
 
Among the attendees was the 27 year old composer and pianist Claude Debussy who heard several 
concerts of music from the Java pavilion. Over the next twenty years (1890-1910), Debussy wrote a 
number of pieces for piano that incorporated the unique and idiosyncratic harmonies and rhythms he 
heard in the Javanese gamelan that accompanied displays of sacred dance. Students will read excerpts 
from early 20th century periodicals (e.g. Etude, Comedia, Le Monde) critiquing Debussy’s music and 
comparing it to Javanese music heard at the World Exposition. While some critics praise his innovation, 
others decry an influence of a non-Western source. History has vindicated Debussy – showing his vision 
and creativity as being extremely influential.  
 
This meets the Cultural Awareness B1, B2, and B3 objectives as follows: 
 
B1 Identify underlying values, ideologies, perspectives, and attitudes that account for external cultural 
practices and products of a specific culture, particularly as these are expressed through its language. 

• Students will observe and draw conclusions about the use of rhetoric and metaphor to describe 
influence and creativity, noting both positive and negative aspects of the ways critics deploy this 
language. 

 
B2 Evaluate appreciatively the music, ritual, art, theatre, or religious expression of a different culture. 

• Students will listen to Western Art Music (Debussy, “Pagodes” from Estampes) and compare 
with Javanese gamelan music to hear similarities and influences. 

 
B3 Provide an account of why it is important not be neutral regarding power relations and cultural 
hegemony, especially white supremacy, and all forms of racism. 

• Students will respond to the rhetoric used – especially the unfavorable rhetoric – and will 
observe how that can mirror similar cultural critiques of the early 21st century, noting specifically 
how white majority culture borrows from ethnically diverse cultures throughout the globe. 
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