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Charles Valentin Alkan (1813-1888), cone of the great
genii in music history, was widely misunderstood by his
contemporaries because of his highly idiosyncratic ideas.
From the perspective of the late twentieth century, his
innovations can be better understood, and his music is now
gaining wider appreciation. Yet, today many musicians still
do not know even his name, much less his achievements.

The year 1988 marks the one hundredth year since his
death. In commemoration of this centennial anniversary.
this thesis is presented as a plea for a greatér awareness
of the achievements of this important figure in the

development of piano music.




PREFACE

Raymond Lewenthal, contemporary American pianist,
opens the first page of his edition of Alkan's pianc music
with the following statement:

. Everything about Alkan is strange; his life,
his death, his fate after death, and his music. He
is wrapped in mystery and misinformation.?

And Antoine Marmontel, a nineteenth century French piano
pedagogue, made the following observation of him:
If ever there was a strange and eccentric
artistic personality to research, it must be that
of Charles Valentin Alkan, in whom interest is

stimulated by a screen of mystery and enigma which
surrounds him.?2

Perhaps no other composer in history has been given a more

intriguing description. Because of the enigmatic. character

of his personality and music, Alkan may well deserve the
nickname “Mr. Mystery."' The quotations cited above will

lead many to ask "Who on earth is Alkan?" Although from

time to time much enthusiastic interest has been kindled in

this nineteenth-century Jewish composer of French

nationality, generally speaking, his name has been unknown

1 Raymond Lewenthal, The Piano Music of Alkan (New
York: G. Schirmer, Inc., 1963), Introduction.

2 Antoine Marmontel, Les Pianistes Célébres (Paris:
Imprimerie Paul Bousrez, 1877), 126.
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in the mind of the vast majority of the musical public.
His obscurity is perpetuated by the lack of his name

and achievements in most of our music textbooks. For

example, two often-used textbooks of music and history in

America, namely, Donald J. Grout's A History of Western

Music and K. E. Worner's History of Music, fail to mention
his name even once, much less his music. Thus, the absence
of his name in these étandard textbooks might be sufficient
te justify the impressicn that he is not an important figure
in music history. Even when his achievements are discussed
in some books, they are not always taken seriously.

However, he was greatly esteemed by Frederic Chopin,
Franz Liszt, César Franck, Hans von Blilow, and many
others during his lifetime. Nevertheless, neither they nor
even Alkan himself took any serious effort to bring forward
his achievements to the musical public. Alkan preferred to
live as a recluse full of frustrations for most of his life.
It was not until the beginning of this century that
Ferruccioc Busoni and Isidor Philipp once again recognized
the greatness of his achievements and launched an Alkan
re-discovery movement by publishing and championing his
forgotten music. Busoni even named Alkan as one of the five
greatest composers for the piano since Beethoven, together

with Chopin, Schumann, Liszt, and Brahms.3

3 Ronald Smith, Alkan: The Enigma (New York:
Crescendo Publishing, 1977), 1l1.
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The validity of this assertion has not yet been
properly tested, because most musicians have considered
Alkan's works an unenterprising project. On the one hand,
the stylistic features of his works are highly idiosyncratic
and, on the other hand, much of his music is enormously
difficult to perform. However, these difficulties ought to
stimulate rather than discourage research and performance of
his music. Alan Walker, biographer of Liszt, noted that
research on Alkan is still as badly neglected as it was
during his lifetime and remains one of the most urgent
priorities facing musical criticism.4 One main purpose of
this thesis is a plea for the re-evaluation of Alkan's
music.

The account of Alkan’'s life is given in Chapter One,
since his life was so unusual among great composers in nmusic
history and, furthermore, since it provides some vital clues
to the understanding of his music. The following chapter
consists of aspects of his own pianc performance, since
understanding his performance philosophy and practice is so
essential to an understanding of his musical ocutput.

Chapter Three, the main body of this thesis, is a stylistic
analysis of his music. The final chapter concludes the
thesis with a plea for greater awareness of Alkan and his

music.

4 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years {New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, n.d.)}, 186.
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CHAPTER I

LIFE

Family and Childhood

Charles Valentin Alkan was born of a Jewish family on
November 30, 1813, in Paris, France. Chopin and Liszt were
born a few years before.

Alkan was a surname adopted by his father and
brothers.! However, his genuine name seems tc be Morhange,
by which he is introduced in some of our textbooks (e.g.,

Kirby's The Short History of Keyboard Music, etc.).

Morhange was the name taken from the name of one French
village, in accordance with Jewish practice. Similarly, the
name Alkan originated from the name of the locality in which
his family had once lived.z But there is still a pr;blem in
determining the origin of Alkan's complete name.3 Since the
building which preserved official documents relating to
Alkan's family burned down during the Franco-Prussian war in

1871, there is now little hope of sclving this problem of

1 Georges Beck, Ch. V. Alkan (Paris, France: Heugel

and C, 196%), Preface, v.
2 Ibid,

3 Raymond Lewenthal, The Piano Music of Alkan (New
York: G. Schirmer, Inc., 1964}, Intrecducticn.




his patronymic.+

The record of his preschool education is sketchy,
except that he attended a small boarding school, run by his
father, where Jewish children received an elementary
education in music and French grammar.S During these early
vears, Alkan alsc showed deep interest in Judaism and

Christianity.s®

Student Years

One of seven children, all of whom were musically
gifted, Charles Valentin was by far the most talented. He
was admitted into the Paris Conservatoire at six and was
awarded the first prize for solfége in the following
year.7 In 1821, when he was seven, he made his debut as a
violinist. The program of this concert suggests that Alkan
was quite an advanced violinist.® Since he was soon to be
recognized as an outstanding pianist too, the young Alkan

must have possessed incredible musical aptitude.

4 Ronald Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, (New York:
Crescendo Publishing, 1977), 60,

8 Antoine Marmontel, Les Pianistes Célébres
(Paris: Imprimerie Paul Bousrez, 1877). 126.

6 William Atwood, Frédéric Chopin: Pianist from
Warsaw (New York: Columbia University Press, 1987), 1l18.

7 Marmontel, op. cit., 127.

8 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 16.




Alkanis'piano teacher was Pierre Joseph Zimmerman
{1785-1853), the head of the Piano Department at the
Conservatoire. His reputation as one of the greatest piano
pedagogues is well evidenced by the list of his celebrated
students, such as Franck, Thomas, Gounod, Massenet, and
Bizet.? Zimmexrman was so impressed by Alkan's prodigious
talent that he eagerly brought him to the attention of the
foremest musicians of Paris, among them Rossini, who called
him "that wonderful child.":¢ Luigi Cherubini, the director
of the Conservatoire at that time, also observed that Alkan
was "astonishing" for his age and described his talent on
the piano as extraordinary.l1l Later Alkan won three more
first prizes at the Conservatoire - in piano (at ten), in

harmony (at twelve), and finally in organ (at twenty).12

Franz Liszt

At the age of twelve, Alkan launched his career in the
Parisian musical world as a concert pianist. While
assisting Zimmerman in class at the Conservatoire, he made

appearances in numerous Paris salons where a series of

9 James Harding, Gounod (New York: Stein and Day,
1973)., 74.

1o Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 17.

11 "Alkan, " The New Grove Dictionary of Music and
Musicians, ed., Stanley Sadie {London: Macmillan
Publishers Ltd., 1980), vol. I, 260.

12 Tbid.




"soirées" was held. Alkan was hailed as a leading
virtuoso rivaled by none,13

One day in 1827, however, he discovered that another
pianist, called Franz Liszt, had been invited to the
soirées. Liszt played the piano so brilliantly that Alkan
was relegated to second place. It would not be hard to
imagine young Alkan's humiliation at that moment. It was
said that he rushed out of the hall and wept.!¢ However, in
light of the fact that Liszt in later life declared Alkan's
piano technique as the finest he had ever known, 15 and also
confessed that Alkan was the only person whose presence at
his concert made him feel intimidated,® Alkan's virtuosity
must have stood on egual terms with Liszt's, at least to the
latter’'s mind.

Despite Alkan's jealousy, they became friends, even
occasionally appearing together on the same concert
program.l? Liszt was very friendly to Alkan. He once
recommended twenty-two years old Alkan to the vacated chair
position of the piano department of the Geneva

Conservatoire, where Liszt also had been a member of the

13 Alan Walker, Franz Liszt: The Virtuoso Years (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, n.d.), 187.

14 Thid.
1s Ibid.

16 Charles Suttoni, record notes for Alkan's Piano
Trio (Santa Monica, Calif.: Genesis Records Inc., 1975).

17 Ibid.




faculty (which Alkan did not accept.).l® Liszt also composed

Hexameron Variations and dedicated it to Alkan, who, in

turn, reciprocated with his Trois Grandes Etudes, op. 15, in

1832.1° Later, whenever Liszt came to Paris, Alkan was one
of the first people he chose to visit. Alkan also in later
Years mentioned Chopin and Liszt as his only friends.zo

In spite of Liszt's generosity and respect, Alkan
demonstrated a life-long suspicion towards Liszt.
Particularly, he held a very dim view of Liszt as a composer

and did not perform Liszt's music.2:

Frédéxric Chopin

Alkan and Chopin became lifelong friends in the early
1830's when Chopin moved into Paris and took residence next
door to Alkan's home.22 To Alkan, Chopin was far more than a
friend - he worshipped Chopin. Chopin was known to be
rather unsociable and aloof, yet he considered Alkan one of
his few intimate friends.23 In 1848 when Chopin fled to

Britain during the Paris Revolution, he wrote a letter

18 wWalker, op. cit., 216.

1% Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 24.

20 Joseph Bloch, Charles-Valentin Alkan
(Indianapelis: n.p., 1%941), 1.

21 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 24.

22 Atwood, op. cit., 118.

23 Marmontel, op. cit., 129.




anxious to know of Alkan's personal safety.24 Aside from a
personal level, Chopin respected Alkan highly both as a
composer and a virtuoso.25 Thus, they often met together to
play piano duets and assisted each other in public concerts.
They also discussed artistic issues and shared the same
ideals. Chopin was the only contemporary composer with whom
Alkan felt artistic kinship. They possessed a common
disdain for Liszt's sensational rise and expressed
scepticism about the ways Liszt boosted his popularity.zeé

In the meantime, Alkan fregquented the artistic circle
where he associated himself as a member of the "coterie
artistique” made up of George Sand, Mme. d'Agoult, Victor
Hugo, Heinrich Heine, Ferdinand Delacroix, etc. During this
time, there was no symptom of shyness and misanthropy in
Alkan's behavicr. On the contrary, according to Marmontel,

he was a joyous and confident young man.?27

Early Compositions

We do not know which composition is his first or when
it was written. Modern sources of information disagree

(e.g., pre~-1828 according to Bellamann/ 1828, Hugo

24 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 23.

25 Bloch, op. cit., 1.

26 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 23-4.

27 Marmentel, op. cit., 127.




Macdonald/ 1830, Ronald Smith, etc.).

During his student years, he made two unsuccessful
bids (in 1834 and 1836) for the Prix de Rome, the most
coveted prize at that time. However, his failure in this
contest is no dishonor sincé such artists as Berlioz,
Saint-Saéns, and Ravel were unsuccessful candidates too.28

Here is a brief account of some of his works composed
before his reclusive period:

Concerto da Camexra, op. l0 - Despite its opus number,

this may be his first composition. The technical
innovations which characterize much of his late music are
already present here.2?

Trois Morceaux, op. 15 - Dedicated to Liszt, this work

received a negative review from Schumann who described it as
"false, unnatural art," probably since it contains scme
avant-garde effects.30°

Grande Sonate, op. 33 - This work, Alkan's only piano

senata, is unique in the psychological description of four
decades of a human life. Each movement depicts the
vicissitudes of a life, thus resembling the string guartet

My Life by Smetana.3! The first movement is subtitled "At

28 Ronald Smith, Alkan: The Music (New York:
Crescendo Publishing, 1%87), 210-211.

29 Ibid., 8.

30 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 24.

31 Ibid., 35.




Twenty Years," the second "At Thirty Years," also known as

Quasi-Faust, featuring musical representation of both Jesus

Christ and Satan, the third "At Forty Years," and the fourth
"At Fifty Years." Some scholars claim that this sonata

influenced the pianistic writing of Liszt's Piano Sonata in

B minor which appeared several years later.32

Douze Etudes dans les tons majeurs, op. 35 - Alkan's

first set of twelve piano etudes among which the fifth,

Allegro Barbarc, is the most distinguished.

Symphony in B minor - Presumed to be the only
symphonic work he ever wrote, this work has been the cause
of a great deal of speculation. It was never performed and
the manuscript was lost, so that its very existence might
have even been doubted had it not been for the detailed
preview of its character which appeared in the Revue et
Gazette of Paris in 1846. The critic of this magazine, Leon
Kreutzer (the son of the dedicatee of Beethoven's Violin
Sonata, op. 47) gave an analysis of the entire work with a
sensational acclaim deeming it a great masterwork. Alkan
also considered this a work of great significance.33 Then
why was it never performed? It should be noted that
symphonic music was not popular in nineteenth-century

France, so that even Beethoven's symphonies had difficulty

32 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 24.

33 Ibid., 35.




being accepted. Berlioz's symphonies did not fare well in
his day.3* So this circumstantial evidence may suggest that
Alkan did not show his symphony to the public since he felt
time was not yet ripe for it. The manuscript of this
symphony has mysteriously disappeared, 35 and it remains to
be seen whether its future discovery would arouse the same
kind of sensational acclaim as did the discovery of

Schubert's Unfinished Symphony or Bizet's Symphony in C.

Antoine Marmontel

In 1848, there was a controversy on whom should be
elected to the prestigious position as head of the Piano
Department at the Paris Conservatoire upon the retirement of
Zimmerman. At this time, Alkan held a teaching post in the
Conservatoire but on a part-time basis. Since Alkan was the
best pupil of Zimmerman, everyone naturally expected him to
succeed his teacher. Zimmerman himself forwarded Alkan's
name to the election committee when the vacancy was
announced. Unfortunately for Alkan, Zimmerman was widely
unpopular in the Conservatoire by the time of his

retirement, so that his initiative likely did him more harm

34 "Music in Nineteenth-Century France," The Grove
Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed., Stanley Sadie
(London: Madmillan Publishers Ltd., 1980), vol. V. 750-1.

35 It was rumored to have been stuffed inte a tin box
and buried underground in a French farm village during
World War II. - See Smith's Alkan: The Enigma, 84.
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than good. 3s

Another student of Zimmerman, Antoine Marmontel
(1816-1898), was also on the list of candidacy, but his
musicianship at that time was not highly respected, to say
the least. Therefore, the enrollment of his name on the
list of candidates was openly ridiculed.37 To the
consternation of Alkan, however, it was he who carried the
day through ingenious politicking.3® According to Hugo
Macdonald, anti-Semitism and the suspicion of the
ever-growing symptoms of Alkan's misanthropy may have
concerned the election committee.3° Thus Marmontel, whom
Alkan castigated as "the most unworthy, "4¢ succeeded the
retiring Zimmerman and reigned for nearly forty years. Such
celebrated artists as Bizet, d'Indy., Debussy, Albeniz,
Dubois, Diemer, and Long were counted among his students.4:

This incident delivered Alkan a severe blow which
affected him for the rest of his life. Ironically enough,
Marmontel became one of the early worshippers of Alkan

praising him as a truly great and sincere artist. 1In his

36 Ibid., 42.

37 Ibid., 45.

38 Bloch, op. cit., 3.

39 Hugo Macdonald, The Enigma of Alkan (Musical
Times, cxvii, 1976), 401.

40 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 43.

41 Tbid,
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book Les Pianistes Céleébres, Marmontel even equated

Alkan's stature as a composer to Chopin’s.42 Although we do
not know the exact cause of Alkan's early withdrawal from
the public, this bitter episode with Marmontel is believed

to be pivotal in his inclination toward a reclusive life.43

Recluse

Thus he became a recluse in 1848, at the age of only
thirty-five, while his friends Chopin and Liszt were
enjoying the crest of triumphs in the musical world.44 In
1849, he came out of reclusion to give one concert. The
programs of this concert predominantly featured early German
music which at that time was highly unusual. The press
described it as a "bold experiment, attempted for the first
time, of a concert comprised exclusively of classics and
earlier music."45 Thus, this concert did not stir the
excitement of the public unprepared for such a presentation
and ended in failure.

In that same year, however, Alkan received another
emotional blow from the death of Chopin. Alkan was now

bereaved of his only intimate friend. On his death-bed,

42 Marmontel, op. cit., 126-133.
43 Bloch, op. cit., 3.

44 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 47.

45 Tbid.
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Chopin left a will stipulating the destruction of all
compositions not worthylof his reputation except some
unfinished piano studies which he gave to Alkan for further
development (which Alkan did not develop.).+4é Marmontel
tells us that many of Chopin’'s best pupils turned to Alkan
to continue the late master's tradition.4”

In the midst of these frusﬁrations, he became nore
resigned. His misanthropy was ever-growing, to the point
that he kept two apartments.to avoid visitors - to those who
complained of not finding him at home, he could explain that
he was in the other apartment. He eventually positioned a
concierge at the door whose duty was to tell the visitors
"Alkan is not home."48 And at the Conservatoire, he was
overly cautious in avoiding encounters with anyone in the
lobby. If he saw someone, he hastily withdrew into his
studic and came out again only when "the offender had
disappeared.“4? Alkan never married.s¢ In addition, he
became preoccupied with his health so that he took great

care in purchasing and preparing his own food.Ss:

46 Harold Schoenberg, The Great Pianists (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1663), 198.

o+

47 Marmontel, op. cit., 132.
48 Bloch, op. cit., 2.
49 Thidgd.

50 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 47.

St Bloch, op. cit., 3.
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While busying himself with composition, he became
involved with the research of Judaic religion. The study of
the Talmud and the translation of New Testament from Syriac
£o French became part of his daily routine, so that the
Bible remained his constant source of inspiration. He even
declared "If only I could have my life over again, I would

set the entire Bible to music."52

Masterworks

His reclusive period, to the fortune of our musical
heritage, resulted in a massive output of compositions.
What particularly inspired this disgruntled recluse to
compose? Although this question is worth being asked in
light of the unique nature of his compositions, nobody can
provide an answer. Though he composed following his student
years, the works which best present his creativity were
composed after 1848,

Here is a brief introduction to some masterworks of
his period of reclusion.

Douze Etudes dans les tons mineurs, op. 39 - Praised

by Busoni as the most distinguished post-Lisztian piano
composition together with Brahm's piano variations,s3 this

represents his opus magnum in piano music. With this, Alkan

52 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 54.

53 Bloch, op. cit., 3.
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pushed nineteenth-century piano technique even beyond the
limits of Chopin and Liszt. However, the incredible length
of this work is rather disadvantagequs for programming in
its entirety - it is nearly as long as all of Chopin's and
Liszt's etudes combined!

No. 1 Comme le Vent in A minor

No. 2 En Rythme Molossigue in D minor

No. 3 Scherzo Diabolice in G minor

No. 4 Symphony, the first movement in C minor
No. 5 Symphony, the second movement in F minor

No. 6 Symphony, Menuett in B-flat minor

No. 7 Symphony, Finale in E-flat minor

No. 8 Concerto, the first movement in G-sharp minor
No. 9 Concerto, the second movement in C-sharp minor
No. 10 Concerto, the third movement in F-sharp minor
No. 11 Overture in B minor

No. 12 Le Festin d'Esope in E minor.

Trois Petites Fantasies, op. 41 - This work is noted

for its sarcastic mood reminiscent of Prokofiev.s4
Sonatine . in A minor, op. 61 - This is a sonatina only

in name since its length and complex texture far exceeds the

scale of most sonatinas. Bellamann called this work "what a

piano sonata by Berlioz might have sounded like."ss

84 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 52.

S Maurice Hinson, The Guide to the Pianist's
Repertoire (Indiana University Press, 1973), 11.
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48 Esquisses, op. 63 - This work exemplifies Alkan as
an exquisite miniaturist. The set has some historically

significant works such as Les Soupirs, Les Enharmoniques,

Increpatio, Heraclite et Democrite, Les Diablotins, etc. in

which his compositiondl technigque was far ahead of his time.

Trois Grand Etudes, pour les deux mains separées ou

réunies, op. 76 - Even though opus 76 is his last opus
number, this is believed to be a rearrangement of earlier
works.5¢ One is for the right hand alone, ancther for the
left hand, and the other for both hands together.

Cadenza to the first movement of Beethoven's C minor

Piano Concertc -~ When first introduced by Busoni in 1906 in

Berlin, this was overwhelmingly rejected by the public.57
The combination of the main theme with a tune from the

Finale of The Fifth Symphony is notewcrthy.

Reappearance

In 1875, after twenty-five years of silence, Alkan
made an appearance as a soloist in a series of concerts
known as “Les Petits Concerts" organized by his few
intimates. Newspapers in Paris aroused much public

curicsity on his return with the following paragraph:

56 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 68.

57 Ibid., 77.
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Ch. V. Alkan, the eminent pianist and

composer who has condemned himself to retirement

too long, . . . . returned to the fore with "Les

Petits Concerts" of classical music.s®
His programs included a variety of works covering all
periods from the Barogue to the early Romantic era. The
programming, aside from a few works of Chopin and Schumann,
was still as uncompromising as in 1849. Naturally, his
concerts passed without expected acclaim from the public.

During this period, he visited many fashionable

salons, and scores of distinguished persons had an
cpportunity to become acguainted with him. Nonetheless, his
eccentric behavior, particularly the obsession with the
punctual observance of time must have seemed odd to his
associates. For instance, at a party prepared in his honor,
he suddenly broke off conversation to rush home without any
apclogy when he heard the clock strike ten. Surely, such
behavior could more than confuse the eminent invitees.5? At
another time, a delegation from the French government
visited his home just after he finished lunch to discuss the
decision of the government to confer on him an award in
recognition of his talents. He met them at the door saying
"Sirs, at this hour I digest." The delegation’'s withdrawal

was the end of Alkan's chances to receive such a public

58 Tbid., 61.

5?2 Bloch, op. cit., 3.
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decoration.é¢? In short, Alkan ruined himself.

Final Years and Death

After the failed attempt to reappear in public scene,
he became a recluse again. Little is known about his
activity after this time, except for the weekly private
evening concerts in Salle Erard which continued until his
death.é1 After the middle of the 1870's, his activity as a
composer had stopped. His output halted with opus number 76
in 1876. Some of his last works were mere rearrangements of
earliexr ones.®62

He died on March 29, 1888, at the age of seventy-four,
and his death is pefhaps the most renowned event of his
life. He was crushed to death by a bookcase which fell upon
him as he sought to take down a volume of the Talmud, the
object of his lifelong research. However, the credibility
of this account handed to us by Isidor Philipp has been
challenged by the other version of the story which states
that he died in the kitchen while cooking. Since no one
actually witnessed the moment of his death, the mystery

surrounding his death will remain unsolved forever.é3

60 Raymond Lewenthal, record notes in Alkan Revisited
(New York: Columbia Records/CBS, Inc.).

61 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 61.

€2 Tbhid., 62.
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The following paragraph appeared in the Parisian
Magazine, Le Menestrel, on the day after his death,

laconically summed up the fate of the deceased:

Charles Valentin Alkan has just died. It
was necessary for him to die in order to suspect
his existence. "Alkan,” more than one reader will
ask themselves, "who is Alkan?" This paradoxical
man is all but unknown to our generation. This
incomplete, interrupted destiny . . . . . are they
caused by the very character of this artist, by
his own desire or by French soil that is unsuited
to the development of certain rare artistic
plants? I can not decide. I am only regquired to
recall the name and work of an artist infinitely
greater than thousands of his more praised and
celebrated contemporaries. 64

At his funeral held in the Montmartre Cemetery on a bleak

Easter Sunday, only four mourners attended.és

Alkan Re-Discovery Movement

Since Alkan estranged himself from society and neither
he himself nor othexr musicians sought to promote his
achievements during his lifetime, his name might have been
completely forgotten in history. Fortunately, the movement
to bring his achievements to light began in earnest after

his death. The two pillars of this movement were Isidor

¢3 Hugh Macdonald, The Death of Alkan (Musical Times,
cxiv, 1973), 25.

64 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 13.

€S Atwood, op. cit., 120.
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Philipp (1863-1958) and Ferruccio Busoni (1866-1924).66
Isidor Philipp, a virtuoso pianist and author of a
number of piano studies, was an eminent French pianc
pedagogue at the turn of the century. along with Cortot and
Long.¢7 While young, he frequented Alkan's weekly private
concexts. His intimate relationship with Alkan is suggested
by the fact that he claimed to have pulled Alkan out from
under the fallen bookshelf and was one of the four mourners
in his funeral.é® He revered Alkan and called him a Saint.s&°9
Initially, through his single-minded admiration, the Alkan
re-discovery movement was ignited. By exerting his
influence as a prominent pedagogue in Europe and also in
America, he tried to promulgate Alkan's music, but
apparently without much success. In 1900, together with
Elie Miriam Delaborde (presumed to be Alkan's illegitimate
son),7¢ he edited nearly all the important piano works, and
they were published by Costallat in Paris.?! In the preface
to this edition, he predicted that Alkan's music would soon

be recognized by the musical public as one of the greatest

66 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, /6.

67 Reginald Gerig, Famous Pianists and their
Technique (New York: Robert B. Luce, 1974), 318.

€8 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 75.

69 Bloch, op. cit., 3.
- 70 Ibid., 32.

71 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 76.
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glories of French pianc music.?2 Presently, these are the
only comprehensive editions of Alkan's music available.
Ferruccio Busoni's role in the Alkan re-discovery
movement was even more crucial by dint of the immense
prestige attached to his name. His stature as a pianist is
comparable to that of Liszt and Anton Rubinstein. Also, he
has been considered one of the most powerful intellects
among all musicians. The mere fact that an artist of
Busoni's authority believed in Alkan’'s greatness was
sufficient to incite much interest and curiosity among the
musical public.?3 He claimed that Alkan is one of the five
greatest piano composers since Beethoven, alongside Chopin,
Schumann, Liszt, and Brahms.74 Busoni held a series of Alkan
recitals in Berlin, at the turn of this century - the first
Alkan recital in history. But the public response was
highly negative and critics reviled Alkan's works as
"preposterous French rubbish."7% Nonetheless, Busoni

continued performing Alkan recitals, but the Alkan boom he

72 Isidor Philipp, Selected Works of Alkan (Paris:
Costallat, 1900), Preface.

73 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 75.

74 Ibid. Some books on Alkan guote Busoni's remark
as above; however, he said rather that Liszt is one of
the five greatest piano composexs since Beethoven,
alongside Chopin, Schumann, Alkan, and Brahms - see
Sacheverxell Sitwell's article "Ch. V. Alkan" in Liszt.

{Boston, Mass: Mufflin Company, 1924), p. 263,

75 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 77.
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intended to bring forth fell short-%f his expectations.
Fortunately Busoni's unfinished task of the Alkan
revival was handed over to his most distinguished students,
Egon Petri and Rudolph Ganz.7é¢ They continued to champion
his music and, in 1938/9, the B.B.C. commissioned Petri to
give a series of Alkan recitals in commemoration of the
fiftieth anniversary of the composer's death and the one
hundred twenty-fifth anniversary of his birth. Reaction to
these historic broadcasts was marked by sharply opposing

views: one was "ecstatic," while another considered it "a
monumental fraud."?? But the outbreak of World War II
interrupted the revival of Alkan's music once again.

Since then, there was a long pause of silence until
the 1960's, when some musicians of a new generation, such as
Raymond Lewenthal and Ronald Smith, came forth and resumed
the interrupted Alkan rescue mission. They gave
performances of Alkan's music in concert halls and recording

studios and continued research. Ronald Smith published the

first complete biography, Alkan: The Enigma, in 1977

followed by Alkan: The Music in 1987. However, their

efforts have not yet been met by enthusiastic response from

the musical public.

76 Bloch, op. cit., 3.

77 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 79.




CHAPTER II

ALKAN AS A VIRTUOSO

Aspects of His Performance

Alkan's technical mastery was unanimously praised by
ﬁis contemporaries. As mentioned before, Liszt paid the
highest respect to Alkan's piano technique, and Isidor
Philipp said Alkan's technique remained “equal to anything"
even in his seventies.?

However, the style of his playing did not seem to
receive as warm an appraisal as did his technical mastery.
His performance was once described as "firm, powerful,
brilliant, and severe," and at ancther time as "clear, pure,
perfectly controlled, but lacking in breadth, poetic
passion, and individuality.®2 Alkan, however, asserted that
he possessed those qualities. This might indicate that his
performance was characterized by impersonality, detachment,
and total lack of self-indulgence often indicative of the

hallmark of mature artist.3 It should be noted that Busoni

1 Ronald Smith. Alkan: The Enigma (New York:
Crescende Publishing, 1977), 100.

2 "Alkan,* The New Grove Dictionary of Music and
Musicians, ed., Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan
Publishers Ltd., 1980), vol. I, 261.

¥ Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 96.
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was dubbed for a while as “"an intellectual without a soul"@¢
and Arthur Rubinstein was blamed for lacking in depth and
for dryness of style.5 Another reason why his performance
was considered as "severe" can be explained by his
scrupulousness regarding the strictness and precision of
performance. Alkan was a rigorous user of a metronome.®&
Beyond a doubt, this is a natural outgrowth of his
fastidiousness with punctuality in daily life. Considering
the meticulousness of the notation of his music, we can also
surmise that he insisted on the faithfulness to the
composer's text in performance - unusual in his day.7?
Contrary to the popular claim that he lacked poetic
intimacy, however, the following account listed in Vincent
d’'Indy's writing renders a rare insight into the stylistic
feature of Alkan's performance in his late years.
One day I passed the Maison Erard, the concert
hall reserved for great pianists for their practice.
The hall was empty. except one, from which could be
heard the great Triple-Prelude in E-flat by Bach
played on a pedalier. I listened, riveted by the

expressive, crystal-clear playing of a little old
man. . . . Then he played Beethoven's Piano Sonata,

4 Ibid.

® Harold Schoenberg, Great Pianists (New York: Simon
& Schuster, 1963), 444.

6 Antoine Marmontel, Les Pianistes Célébres
(Paris: Imprimerie Paul Bousrez, 1887), 129.

7 "pPianoforte Playing,"” The New Grove Dictionary of
Music and Musicians, ed., Stanley Sadie {London:
Macmillan Publishers Ltd., 1980), vol. XV, 779.
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op. 110, on the piano. What happened to the great
Beethovenian poem beneath the skinny and hooked
fingers of the master, I could not begin to describe.
Above all in the Arioso and the Fugue, where the
melody, penetrating the mystery of Death itself,
climbs to a blaze of light, affected me with an
excess of enthusiasm such as I have never experienced
since. This was not Liszt - perhaps less perfect,
technically - nevertheless, it had greater intimacy
and was more humanly moving.®

In view of the large scale of much of his music, his
performance also seemed to be characterized by an imposing
and masculine disposition. No wonder he disdained all

female pianists, even including Clara Schumann, for their

lack of power in performance.?®

Concert Programs

Alkan's prodigious memory of the keyboard music of all
eras must have been unsurpassed, judging from the
testimonies given by those who were present in his concerts.
Isidor Philipp was one of those who had the privilege of
attending Alkan's concerts. Philipp observed that Alkan,
even in his very late years, astounded the audience by
performing from memory nearly all keyboard works covering
every period from Couperin to Chopin.1¢ Once somecne

requested Cramer's all-but-forgotten Concerto, and Alkan,

& Smith, op. cit., 101.
? Ibid., 55.

10 Tbid., 100.
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claiming that he had not played it for forty years,
performed it in its entirety from memory.!! In addition, he
hperformed almost all of the organ literature from memory.:12
His choice of repertoire for concert programming was
unusual in his day in that he frequently performed works of
composers whose music was not well received by the public.
He played much Baroque and Classical music. All the sources
discussing his performances mention that his playing of the
music of J. S. Bach and Mozart was superb, but neither
composex was well appreciated in nineteenth-century
France.13 Alkanlalso frequently played Beethoven's piano
music. Among Beethoven's piano works, he was most fond of
the late sonatas, which display Beethoven's contrapuntal
technique at its best. Besides these, he tried to
promulgate Schubert's piano works. Again, neither Beethoven
nor Schubert were fashionable in France in his time.14 This
is noteworthy, since those composers' works are nowadays
accepted among serious pianists as vital. On the other
hand, Alkan did not perform Liszt's music which had become

very popular among concert pianists. 0ddly enough, he

11 Joseph Bloch, Charles-Valentin Alkan
(Indianapolis: n.p., 1941), 2.

12 Ibid.

13 Ibid.

14 "Alkan," The New Grove Dictionary of Music and
Musicians, ed., Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan
Publishers Ltd., 1980), wvol. I, 261.
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included only few of his own compocsitions on the concert
programslS - this in contrast with most pianist-composers
who industriously propagated their own works.

Why did Alkan choose such unorthodox concert
programming, thus endangering his career as a concert
pianist, especially at the time when the role of the
audience became increasingly influential? Is this also
attributed to the eccentricity of his personality? The
answer to the last question may be the zeal of his mission
as a sincere artist. Alkan once said "I play only the
finest things in the concerts."1é He paid the highest
tribute to the works of the great masters of the past, and
their introduction to the public was his greatest concern.
Therefore, Alkan knew exactly what he was doing, yet his
right "sermon" was preached to the wrong generation.
Concerning Alkan's uncompromising philosophy as a performer,

Leon Kreutzer made the following statement:

Artists appreciate Alkan's talent as a
pianist better than the public. We applaud his
conviction that he must lead, not follow the public,
as his recent concert has shown. However, it is
feared that his zeal toward in this direction
bordered on despotism and his campaign against “the
false and the affected® might recb him of
inspirational freedom when playing in public.17?

1% Smith, op. cit., 62-7.
1é Ibid., 101.

17 Ibid., 38.
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Probabkly the most unusual, bizarre aspect of Alkan's
concert programming was his introduction of the unheard-of
practice of giving exact timings on the concert program, 18
much like the timings found on the backside of modern-day
recordings. His concerts were advertised in newspapers
always with the notice that concert begins "exactly' at nine
o'clock.*? Even though this can be best explained from his
fanatical obsession withathe punctual observance of time in

daily life, such precision must have drawn derisive remarks

from the public.

Performance of Frédéric Chopin

It is highly interesting to know how Alkan interpreted
Chopin's music, since he was one of few who can tell us of
the first-hand observation of CHOpin's playing. The
following account on Alkan's interpretation of Chopin's

music is excerpted from Ronald Smith’'s Alkan: The Enigma:

It is doubtful whether any musician was more
familiar with Chopin's performance or more gualified
to comment on it than Alkan. It was Alkan's firm
conviction that Chopin should never be treated as a
romantic or a revoluticnary but, on the contrary, as
a staunch classicist who had, inveoluntarily, opened
up new frontiers of his art which had lain dormant
until his arrival.

Consequently a classical étyle of playing is

18 Bloch, op. cit., 3.

12 Smith, op. cit., 76.
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imperative to the correct interpretation of

of Chopin's music. Thus, the freedom of fabric,
i.e., the tempo rubato is valid only when the
composer's intention is followed. Alkan often
repeated Chopin’'s axiom that the left hand must
act as conductor, regulating and tempering any
involuntary inflexions of the right hand. So
he resented the lingering freedom of pulse which
had become almost universal by the late
nineteenth century in the application of tempo
rubato in the performance of Chopin.

Alkan considered Chopin's nuances

inimitable, for, owing to his lack of physical
strength, he obtained his gradations by an
infinite extension of his soft dynamics. Thus,
Alkan concluded that although an ample sonority
has its rightful place in Chopin's works, the
exaggerated fortissimo with which certain modern
virtuosi assail the ear is utterly out of place
in his music and only destroy its homogeneity.z2°

Does this not bring us revelation? What a lasting

memorable lesson to all pianists!

Pedalier

The pedalier, sometimes called the pedal piano, is a
keyboard instrument invented by Pleyel in the eighteenth
century. Its unique feature was a pedalboard similar to
that of an organ. Its repertoire was small, consisting only

of a few works like Fugues on the Name of Bach, op. 60, by

Schumann and other works by Saint-Sa&ns and Gounod.zl On the

whole, it failed to rally the attention of most composers.

20 TIbid., 98-9.

21 The Harvard Dictionary of Music, ed., Willi Apel,
(Cambridge Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1972), 651.
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But Alkan was an ardent champion of this instrument
throughout his life. 1In 1855, displaying its latest model
at the Paris International Exhibition, he asserted the
impertance of the instrument with the following statement:

French corganists pay little heed to the
clarity demanded by Bach's writing. The
pedal-piano can reproduce this and could
popularize these works. It should restore a
healthier style to both piano composition and
performance by substituting true part-writing for
the current vogue of endless arpeggios nourished
by the vulgar abuse of the sustaining pedal. It
opens up a host of new colors unobtainable on
either the piano or the organ.22

Alkan not only performed all Bach's organ works on the
pedalier,?3 but alsc turned out many original compositions.
Some of these works are stupendously complex almost to the
point of unplayability. Works like 25 Preludes, op. 31,
which Alkaﬁ originally designated for either pianc or organ,
can be played equally well on the pedalier. 1In his last
will, he bequeathed a large sum of money to the
Conservatoire for the prize of his suggested annual pedalier
competition, which the school declined.24 This keyboard
instrument, in spite of Alkan's zealous effort, did not

survive his generation. Therefore, his monumental works for

pedalier have fallen into oklivion.

22 Ronald Smith, Alkan: The Music (New York:
Crescendo Publishing, 1987), 221-2.

23 Bloch, op. c¢it., 2.

24 smith, op. cit., 83.




CHAPTER I1II

ANALYSIS OF ALKAN'S MUSIC

In spite of the fact that the subject of Alkan's music
may seem highly inviting to scholars in view of its peculiar
nature, any substantial research is severely hampered by
some factors. One- is the unavailability of scores, for some
of his music has yet to be printed. Even those compositions
which have been published are very difficult to obtain,
since they are either out of print or are not well
distributed.

The inconsistency of chronological cempilation of
works for which Alkan himself bears the major responsibility
presents another obstacle.l For instance, the dating of

Concerto da Camera, op. 10, varies from 1827 to 1832,

depending on the source of information. Adding to the
confusion, one single opus number may represent more than
one work. Opus 27, for example, is given to both March
Triomphale, (this piece is also given opus number 26) and

Trois Scherzi di Bravore. Under these circumstances, any

clear and comprehensive picture of his music is out of the

gquestion for now.

1 Joseph Bloch, Charles-Valentin Alkan (Indianapoclis:
n.p., 1%941), 43-4.
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Approach to Composition

(a) Absolute Originality - Vladimir de Pachmann once
remarked that originality is the foundation of the greatness
of artists. His assertion that J. §. Bach's and Beethoven's
preeminence lies in their unsurpassed originality? is too
self-evident to need further explanation. However, Alkan's
artistic originality won him notoriety rather than
appreciation, since his music was very bold and venturesome,
coften with unyielding severity and avant-garde elements.
Should this unigueness be disparaged? In respect to
individuality, Alkan is similar to Berlioz, whose artistic
originality was also distrusted in his day.

Marmontel remarked that Alkan was a pure and sincere
artist, devoid of any kind of popular affection, and the
source of his compositional foundation was "absolute
originality.® He added that only Chopin, in this respect,
stood together with him among his contemporary piano
composexs,3 His individualism is astonishing in an age when
the role of the audience was becoming increasingly
important, influencing composers to be public-consciocus.
Apart from his short early period when he frequented the
Parisian salons and associated himself with popular

virtucsos, Alkan did not consider the public expectations

2 James Francis Cooke, Great Pianist on Piano Playing
(Philadelphia: Theodore Presser Company, 1917), 83.

3 Antoine Marmontel, Les Pianistes Céleébres
(Paris: Imprimerie Paul Bousrez, 1887), 130.




his starting point as he composed. He was fastidiously
faithful to his innermost voice. This attitude, however
ideal as it may appear, seemed to have cost him his career
in the public eye. Concerning this, Leon Kreutzer made the
following statement:
Unlike those artists who nurture their career

by pursuing the worldly reputations, true artists

are those whose lives are dedicated to

contemplation and study. Since they have spent

too much time on their work to invest any part of

it on publicity and canvassing, they become a

little disgusted with a public which does not come

and seek them out. Ch. V. Alkan is one of them.+

(b) Influence of early music - Even though the

stylistic feature of his compositions is so original as to
defy association with his other contemporaries, influence
from earlier music can be seen. Alkan was one of the few
among the nineteenth-century composers who had keen interest
in Barogue music. He worshipped Johann Sebastian Bach most
highly - he was known to be one of the original subscribers
to the newly founded Bach-Gesellschaft.® The influence of
earlier music on his compositions is manifested primarily
through formal clarity and restraint of freedom. So even in
2 music where dramatic sentiment is replete, it does not go

into excess, while Berlioz disclosed dramatic exuberance

through rhapsodic freedom.é Much of the contrapuntal element

4 Ronald Smith, Alkan: The Enigma (New York:
Crescendo Publishing, 1977), 38.

5 Ibid.
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of his music is particularly attributed to Bach's influence.
Alkan also admired Beethoven and, judging from the utmost
variety of stylistic features and expression in his music,
Alkan was the most Beethovenian composer among the
nineteenth-century composers. His citation of Beethoven's

authority, shown in the preface to Grande Sonate, op. 33,

well points out his veneration of the master.

(c) His relation to contemporary musicians - A
comparison between the musical philosophies of Alkan and
Chopin is instructive in view of their artistic intimacy.
Here is a description given by Marmontel concerning their
artistic correlation.

Alkan and Chopin retained the same artistic
ideal, yet took fundamentally different
approaches. Therefore, Chopin perfected lyricism
whereas Alkan developed the profoundly dramatic
and heroic sentiment to the utmost degree.?

Even theough they found a common denominator in the
worship of Bach and aversion to Liszt's music, they
disagreed on the merit of Beethoven's music. Chopin
considered Beethoven's later works "ugly and
incomprehensible" in sharp contrast to Alkan who certainly

enjoyed playing them.s®

¢ Michael Ponti, record notes in Alkan's Piano Music
(STGBY 653 and CE 31045, 1972).

7 Marmontel, op. cit., 130.

8 Bryce Morrison, Alkan the Mysterious (Music and
Musicians, June, 1974), 466-8.
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On the other hand, the restraint and severity of his
compositional philosophy, a result of his championship of
early music, is naturally linked to his antithetical stance
to contemporary revolutionary Romanticism as manifested in
the works of Berlioz, Liszt, and Wagner. Thus his nickname
"Berlioz on the piano" is misleading in this regard.®

(d) Perfectionism - Scrutiny of his scores reveals the
utmost specificity of expression, suggesting strictness of
personality. One may assume that he opposed the performer's
liberty to "distort” the composer's intentions. So Alkan's
characteristic punctiliousness permeates every aspect of
notation, permitting no "aleatory’ mannexr of interpretation
of his work - in phrasings, dynamics, tempo, pedaling,
expression, fingering, and the like.

(e) Absolute music - In many of his works, Alkan
supplies descriptive titles. In some cases like Grande
Sonate, op 33, Alkan's programmatic intention is even more
specific. Here, Alkan provides highly programmatic
expression words like "decisively,” "gaily," "laughing,’
"palpitating, " "timidly," "lovingly," "bravely," "with
enthusiasm,” "valorously," "victoriously," “satanically,"
"with guilelessness," "secretly," "mercilessly,"
"suppliant,” "desperately," "diabolically,"
"heart-breaking," “with tenderness and tranqguillity,"

"kindly," and so forth. Does this not remind us of Eric

? Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 89.
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Satie? But such programmatic title or explanation is by no
means an indication that he was supportive of program music
associated with Berlioz as opposed te absolute music. The
following remark Alkan gave in the preface to his Grande
Sonate, op. 33, gives us clear insight into his position

with regard to program music:

Many things have been said and written on
the limits of musical expression. Without
resorting to any part’:s-ular rule, without
attempting to solve any of the vast guestions as a
result of this-or that system, I will state simply
why I have given such titles to these four
movements and employed hitherto unused expression
words. This is not a question of imitative music
- much less one of music seeking its own
justification, the reason for its effect, for its
value in an extra-musical milieu. . . . . . each
program in this work corresponds in my mind to a
given moment of Existence, to a particular
disposition of the mind, of imagination. Why
should I not indicate this? The musical element
will always exist, and expression will not be able
to gain by it; the executant, without giving up
any of his individual feeling, is inspired by the
same idea as the composer: this name and this
thing seem to contradict each other when taken in
a material sense, but in the domain cf the
intellect are combined perfectly.

In conclusion, let me invoke the authority
of Beethoven. It is known that, toward the end of
his career, this great man was working on a
systematic catalogue of his principal works to
indicate after what plan, what memory, what type
of inspiration they had been conceived.1lo©

Alkan stands for absolute music. Compare this to
Beethoven's famous remark "Mehr Ausdruck als Malerei" for

the understanding of the program of his Pastoral Symphony.

10 Bloch, op. cit., 21.
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11 Even Berlioz expressed similar ideas.12

(f£) Extramusical influence - The range of subject
matter reflected in Alkan's music is astounding in its
vastness, reaching far beyond that of Chopin, Schumann,
Liszt, and others. The use of literary and religious
subjects is most impressive. This displays him as a man of
widest culture. His association with the “"coterie
artistique” in his youth has already been mentioned.
Marmontel highly esteemed Alkan for his lifelong
scholarship, concluding that he was one of the most powerful
intellects among his contemporary French composers.l13 It was
said that Alkan once criticized his friend Chopin for
reading little,14

His lifelong interest in Judaism and Christianity,
reflected in his portrait, reminiscent of the image of a .
Jewish Rabbil® permeates his music. Religious titles abound
and some works even quote Biblical passages (e.g., Super

Flumina Babylonis, op. 52 quoting from the Book of Psalms,

and Sonata for Cello and Piano, op. 47 quoting from Micah,

etc.).

1* The Harvard Dictionary of Music, ed., Willi Apel
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1972), 649.

12 Denald J. Grout, The History of Westexn Music
(London: W. W. Norton and Company, 1980), 599.

13 Marmontel, op. cit., 129.

14 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 89.

15 Ibid.
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The subject matter of his works is so comprehensive
that almost any conceivable type of theme:- and expression is

encountered: satanic - Les Diablotins, op 63/41, virile -

Third Movement of Concerto, op. 39/10, elegant - Promenade

Sur 1l'Eau, from Book II, op.70, primitive - En Rythme

Molossique, op. 39/2, fabulous - Le Festin d'Esope, op.

38/12, motoristic - Le Chemin de Fer, op. 27, exotic -

Zorcico, surrealistic - Neige et Lave, op. 67/1, pictorial -

Fire in the Next Village, op. 35/7, etc.

{(g) Influence of organ - The fact that he was an
organist had a profound impact upon his pianistic writing.
His position as a pianist-organist drove him later in life
into a kind of compromise, namely, the pedalier. Thus,
contrapuntal bass and pedal points are prominent in his
piano works. At times, he attempted to create organ-like
sonorities in his piano music. In fact, he designated some
of his piano works to be played on the organ as well. 25
Preludes, op. 31, is such an example (particularly, the
fifth, Psaume is playable only on the organ, even though
Alkan indicated that piano can be substituted). This is in
sharp contrast to Chopin and Liszt whose piano compositions
are hardly conceivable on organ. César Franck also made

numerous organ transcriptions from Alkan's works,:é

16 Ceésar Franck regarded Alkan's organ works as
vital. Ronald Smith even claimed some of his organ works
were the finest since Bach. Yet, his achievements in
organ music have been in near complete obscurity even in
organ circles ~ see Ronald Smith's Alkan: The Music {New
York: Crescendo Publishing, 1987), 221.
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Harmony

The subject of harmony is the most fascinating and
also the most consequential in the analysis of Alkan's
music, since it displays one of the most original and
advanced features of his writing. One reason his music was
not appreciated during his life time is the presence of some
‘unacceptable elements” in his harmony. In 1847, for
instance, F. J. Fétis openly challenged "unjustifiable
harmonic audacities" found in Alkan's works.1? In this
section, the most uncommon features of his harmonic approach
will be discussed.

(a) New concept of sonority - One of the ways in which
Alkan achieves new sonority is through his use of unusual
chord spacing. He often writes full-voiced triads in the
lowest octave of the keyboard, creating dense and massive

sonority.

Example l-a. Quasi-Faust from Grande Sonate, op. 33.
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17 Smith, Alkan: The Enigma, 39.




He also thickens the texture at times by the use of

non-harmonic tones in the low register as the following

example demonstraes.

Example 1-b.

The second movement from Sonate for Violin

39
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Piano, op. 21.
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Alkan is fond of wide separaticn of the upper and low

register with the inevitable large sound vacuum in-between

as the next example shows.

Through this means,

the contrast

of soncority in the oppesing poles with a highly orchestral

effect is achieved.

Example 2-a.

The first movement cf Concerto for the Solo

Piano, op. 39/8.
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Example 2-b. Choeur from the first Book of Trent Chants

op. 38a/3.
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The range of the last measure in this example spans
eighty-five semi-tones leaving S-octave sound vacuum
in-between - probably the widest separation of register ever
conceived. Other examples of this kind are also found at
the ending measure of Saltarelle, op. 23, Overture, op.
39/11, and the like,

.(b) Expansion of harmonic syntax -~ The advent of
chromaticism encouraged tonal instability. Composers in the
Romantic era such as Chopin, Schumann, and Liszt furthered
this tendency, ultimately leading to atonalism. But Alkan

surpassed his contemporaries by carrying tonal ambiguity to
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an unprecedented extreme, at times prophetic of modern

harmony.

While in some of his works as in the first Scherzo

from Trois Etudes de Bravore, op. 16, or Le Premier Billet

Doux from the fourth Book of 48 Esguisses, op. 63/46, the
music opens with chords not directly related to tonic but
within the scope of its tonal center, in some other works
Alkan initiates the piece with harmony or a melodic line
which is practically unrelated to the main key of the work

(e.g., the second and the third movement of the Concerto for

the Sclo Piano, op. 39/9 and 10, Allegro Vivace, op. 70/3,

1'0ffrande, op. 38/4, Fais Dodo, op. 63/33, etec.). While in
these works the tonal center is clearly established in the

main if not at the beginning, however, in Allegretto Fa from

the second Book of Trente Chants, op. 38b/2, the tonal

ambiguity at the opening is never resolved - see Example
6-e.
In the following example, Alkan uses twelve major

triads in complete cycle.

Example 3-a. Morte, from Trois Morceaux, op. 15.
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The succession of all twelve major chords without
repetition gives the effect of pantonalism. A similar case

is seen also in the next example.

Example 3-b. Le Festin d'Esope, cp. 39/12.
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Observe how the presence of short grace notes functioning as
appoggiatura metamorphoses the otherwise simple diminished
chords into complex harmonies creating pantonal atmosphere.
The following example attracts our particular
attention not because of its technical modulation but
because of his new approach to harmonic modulation as a
means of achiéving coloristic nuances in a manner similar to
that of Ippressionists. Note the mutation of color from
measure 7 to 11. Also note that the chords in measure 1 and
2 are in equidistant interval. Considering the pedal

indications and the pianistic idiom of the watery figure,

resemblance to Impressionism is more striking.

Example 4. Les Soupirs from 48 Esqguisses, op. 63/11.
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Example 4-- cont'd.
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Perhaps the most striking example illustrating how
near his harmony stood to the threshold of the twentieth

century atonalism is found in the next example.

Example 5. Les Enharmoniques, op. 63/48.
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Pay attention to the extreme dissonant coloring from ms. 9
to 13. The progressive feature of harmony of this work
defies any comparison with contemporary works, including
Wagner's Tristan, and may well stand with Messiaen's mystic
harmony of this century.

(c) Pedal point - Although pedal points are not
uncommon among Classic and Romantic composers, they abound
in Alkan's music. Since he was also an organ virtuoso and
late in life preferred pedalier to pianoc, it is not
surprising that these are so frequently featured in his
piano works. Sometimes the entire piece is composed on a
pedal point (e.g., Allegretto Fa, op. 38/5 - Example 6-e -
and Prelude in B flat, from op. 31 - Example 15).

In the Scherzi section from Trois Etudes de Bravore,

op. 16, the application of the pedal point results in
unusual sonority. The initial pedal point, A-flat in tonic,
is preceded by the repetition of dominant, E-flat, and
supertonic, B-flat, so that their relation stands in the
interval of the fifth - bell-like effect. Furthermore,
Alkan specifically dictates sustaining the right pedal on
the beginning of each pedal point till another appears so
that the ensuing sonority is a synthesis of different chords
- another significant approach to pantonality. Keep in mind

this was composed in as early as 1837.
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Exanmple 6-a.
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In the next passage, the pedal point E and its lower
neighbor D-sharp are "mercilessly" repeated without regard
to the process of the upper lines creating unusually

piercing dissonance.

Example 6-b. Menuetto Alla Tedescha, op. 46.
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The piguant dissonance in the next case is ascribed to the

conflict between accented F-sharp and the pedal point G.

Example 6-c. Fantasia, op. 63/16.
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In the following example, the application of the pedal point
creates extremely harsh sonority. Due to the loud dynamics
and the low register, the course of harmonic progression is
practically unrecognizable, even to the ears of trained
musicians. Given the extreme cacophony, it has almost the

effect of a tone cluster.

Example 6-d. The second movement of Sonata for Violin and

Piano, op. 21.
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In Allegretto Fa, op. 38b/2, the pedal point F in the key of
A minor is repeated incessantly from the beginning to the
end. As a result, the pedal point, located always in the
same middle voice, passes through many different key areas
including remote ones such as A major or A-flat major. By
way of this manner, it produces quite a reverse effect since
the pedal point F functions often in a position contrary to
the conventional conception that the pedal point, usually
posited in tonic or dominant, functions as an anchor to

secure the firm key structure.




Example 6-e.

Allegretto Fa, op. 38b/2.
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Example é6-e-- cont'd.
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Example 6-e-- cont’'d.
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(d) Other nonharmonic tones - Sometimes Alkan's
"harsh" sonority is ascribed to the inclusion of nonharmonic
tones. In the following example, the C-sharp and E (marked
with *) in the chord in question function as appoggiaturi,
yet their sonority is unusually harsh because of their
repetition. Also note this chord contain all five

consecutive notes from B to F-sharp.

Example 7-a. Heraclite et Democrite from 48 Esquisses,

op. 63/39.
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The next example from the same work illustrates the use of
polychords - F-sharp dominant seventh and G major (in the

form of Neapolitan sixth).

Example 7-b. Heraclite et Democrite, op. 63/39.
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In the following example, double appoggiaturi in the
third measure give the effect of bimocdality - ¢ major and

minor mode. Consequently, the resultant sonoxity is highly

pungent,

Example 8-a. The second movement of Sonatine, op. 61.
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A similar case of pseudc-bimodality is found also in the

following passage.

Example 8-b. The first piece from Capriccio Alla

Soldatesca, op. 50/1.
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In the feollowing example, intervals in the upper two

voices progress from sixths to seconds, creating forbidden

parallelisms,




Example 9-a.
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Scherzo-Coro from the fifth Book of

Trente Chants, op. 70/5.
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The next example also shows a similar trait.
Example 9-b. The second movement of Sonatine, cp. 61.

He applies false relation utilizing diminished fifth

and major seventh between the beginning and the end of-

phrase.
Example 10. Le Festin d'Esope, op. 39/12, Var. III, VII.
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Example 10~~ cont'd.

(e) Original cadence - In the works of Chopin and
Liszt, one finds unusual cadential formulae. But
unconventional cadences are featured so frequently in
Alkan's works that they are almost commonplace. Allegretto
Fa, op. 38b/2 (example 6-2) is one of the outstanding

examples of this kind. Here are some more unusual cadences.
-- An ending with inverted root position of tonic.

Example ll-a. Confidence from 48 Esquisses, op. 63/9.
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-- An ending with minor mode with penultimate parallel

major mode.

Example 1l-b.

Aglitatissimo from the first book of

Trent Chants, op. 38a/5.
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Other examples of this kinds are:

Notturnino-Innamorato,

op. 63/43, Capriccio Alla Soldatesca, op. 50/1, Symphony,

op. 39/4., En Rythme Molossique, op. 39/2, etc..

Referring

this type of ending as a reversal of the Picardy cadencels

is questionable due to the absence of the dominant chord in

these examples.

examples are in

Also,

minor mode; thus,

it should be noted that all these

the return to minor mode

in the final cadence may be seen as a final affirmation of

the modality of

the piece.

Unlike many of his

18 Raymond Lewenthal, The Piano Music of Alkan (New

York: G. Schirmer Inc.,

1964},

Introduction.
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contemporaries, Alkan frequently avoids Picardy cadences,
possibly reflecting his pessimistic view of life.
Particularly, the final cadence in G-sharp minor at the last

movement of Grande Scnate, op. 33, is highly Qdismal,

atypical of a work of such gigantic proportions, yet in

keeping with the work's program.
-- An ending with the unresolved flat seventh.

Example ll-c. 1'Offrande, op. 38a/4.
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Other examples of this kind are: Trois Petites Fantasies,

op. 41/1, Fais Dodo, op. 63/33, and so forth., The overall
outlook in these cadences takes a form not different from
that of the half-cadence, all the more so in Fais Dodo and
l'0ffrande (as illustrated in the previous example), where

the flat seventh is found in the very opening too.
-- Mocdal cadence

Example 11-d. Laus Deo, from 48 Esquisses, op. 63.
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Allegro Barbaro, op. 35/5, is ancther example of this kind -

see Example 13.

-- Other unique endings
In the following cadence, the ending is uncertain
since the leading tone sinks down, or rather evaporates,
instead of moving upward to tonic for its resolution. This
uncertainty is intensified by the bass remaining on the
fifth, Significantly, Alkan put the word "Mysterieusement"

at the opening of the piece.




60

Example 1l-e. Cantique des Cantigues from 25 Pxeludes,

op. 31/13.
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The following ending cadence is also equally ambiguous
because of the inclusion of not only the flat seventh (of
major tonic) but also flat sixth - both remain unresoclved.
Pay attention to the subtle sonority as a result of

long-sustained pedaling.

Example 11-f. Barcarolle from the first Book of Trente

Chants, op. 38a/6.
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A similar example of this kind is demonstrated in

Barcarcllette from the first Book of 48 Esquisses, op. 63/12

as well.
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The final cadence in the following example has an empty
soncrity due to the bare texture. Particularly, the open
fifth in a form of a half cadence reminds us of the music of

the remote past.

Example 1l1-g. Petit Air - Genre Ancien from 48 Esquisses,

op. 63/26.
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(e) Modality - Modality characterizes some of Alkan's
works. Particularly, his application of the Lydian mode is
noteworthy. This church mode was rarely used in the
nineteenth century because of the so-called "diabolic"
interval between the tonic and the subdominant raised. For
this reason, Heinrich Schenker even declared that Lydian
mode is no lenger viable.l® However, Alkan disproved his
opinion by employing the Lydian mode in his works Allegro

Barbaro from Twelve Etudes in Major Keys, op. 35/5, and also

in Allegretto Fa from the second book of Trente Chants op.

38b/2 -~ see Example 6-e,

19 Heinrich Schenker, Harmony (Chicago: The
University of Chicage Press, 1954), 114. It is not
understandable why such an eminent musicologist as
Schenker made that statement since the Lydian mode is
also clearly present in Beethoven's String Quartet, op.
132 and in some of Chopin's Marzukas.
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Allegro Barbarc from Twelve Etudes in Major

Example 12.

Keys, op. 35/5.
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In the previous example, F major key signature seens
unnecessary since all the notes are played on the white
keyboard only. In Allegretto Fa, op. 38b/Z2, however,
modality is suggested only from the omnipresent pedal point
F.

In Laus Deo from 48 Esquisses, op. 63, Alkan applies
the Phrygian mode in accordance with the sacred nature of
the subject. Aeolian mode is featured in Morte from Trois
Morceaux, op. 15, where Alkan utilizes the famous medieval
tune, Dies Irae. In the second movement cof Symphony. op.

39/6 and in Odi Profanum Vulgus Et Arceo Favete Linguis, op.

63/34, he also utilizes the Aeclian mode.
(£f) Tone clusters - In most of our music textbooks,
Henry Cowell is identified as the innovator of tone clusters

»

in his The Tides of Manaunnaun dating from 1912. Béla

Bartdok is also frequently cited as one of the first to
exploit this device. However, that is not correct, since
Alkan already made use of this idiom in as early as 1859 as

the following passage convincingly demonstrates,

Example 13-a. Une Fusée, op. 55.

FN A A A A
4 : , N A h » N
1 = o & 8-t Y P -2 —
 F : E- '. Lz L . —— . . —
s i td 4 _4q4_*!3i:!:f::!:i:::!fi#ld;;:!ﬁ#ﬁtp,,
[ i 4 ;.‘.3.‘. a = ' = LA == i ' ! = L |
- Cresc, ¢ {Sturg: .
. U : I 2 A I~ A
L) -4 -
':1!' _E 7 N ey T
|

L 1Y

s
o

+t
A.‘?.A

&

4
S

i




64

Lewenthal points out tone clusters in the next example.2°

Example 13-b. Les Diablotins, op. 63/45.
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(g) Modal harmony -~ In spite of an abundance cof

complex harmony, Alkan often exploited modal harmony

applying mainly common chords plus a few rudimentary

secondary dominants.

Priere, op. 31/25, La Pasque, op.

74/I1I-1, Prelude in B-flat, op. 31/19, etc., are the
outstanding examples of this kind. Particularly, the last
example uses no more than three basic chords.
Example 14. Prelude in B-flat, op. 31/19.
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Example 14-- cont'd.
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Alkan avoids chromaticism in works of a religious nature
(suggestive of Palestrina’'s avoidance of chromaticism in his
sacred music). In other cases, he inserted a section in
medal harmony into a richly chromatic work for contrast.
Here he often inscribes words of religious implication, such

as "Quasi-Santa" in Les Diablotins, op. 63/41, "La Priére"

in Grande Sonate (third movement), "Evangéliquement' in

Scnate for Violin and Piano (second movement)}, op. 21, and

the like.
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Melody and Counterpoint

(a) General feature - In The New Grove Dictionary, it

is suggested that 2lkan is deficient in melodic gifts.21
Defining the characteristics of a melody that make a work
meritorious is an inherently subjective issue. In this
respect, Grove's Jjudgemental statement is rather
unfortunate. The importance of melody should not be overly
enmphasized, since that is not all of music. Therefore, the
overall artistic merit of cne's music should not be
underestimated for the reason of "unattractive" melody. No
serious musicians would consider that Mendelssohn's works
with all their melodic opulence are greater than those of
Beethoven. In the writer's opinion, however, Alkan
certainly possesses his own melodic giffs.

Regularity and straightforwardness of melodic contour
are the most conspicuocus elements in his works, compared
with his contemporaries. The ornamental melody found often
in the works of Chopin is notably absent in his works, not
to mention the rhapsodic cadenza abundant in Liszt's piano
music. His music is often built upon four~ and eight-bar
phrases. Alkan adopted the technique of thematic variation
rather than thematic development as a basic principle in

transfiguring the subiect. Stepwise melcdic progression is

21 "Alkan," The New Grove Dictionary of Music and
Musicians, ed., Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan
Publishers Ltd., 1980), vol. I, 262.
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another general feature of Alkan's music. For instance, the

opening themes from Twelve Etudes in Minor Keys, op. 39, are

mestly stepwise in nature.

(b) Unusual elements - In the following passage, the
melodic contour in the third measure includes the unresolved
flat seventh (as in the opening theme of Shostakovich's

Leningrad Symphony). The melodic shape in the fifth measure

is peculiar in its lowered mediant, rendering its outlook
bitonal or blue.22 However, the note in question (B-£flat)
should be comprehended in its harmonic correlation with G,
C-sharp, and E-flat in the same bar as a melodic

anticipation of an altered chord, German sixth.

Example 15. Barcarcolle from the third Book of Trente

Chants, op. 65/6.
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22 Raymond Lewenthal, record notes in Alkan Revisited
(New York: Columbia Records/CBS, Inc. n.d.)
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The next passage features an ociatanic scale
consisting of the alternation of whole-tone and semi-tone.
This type of scale was not extensively used until at the

beginning of this century (e.g., Messiaen's music).

Example 16. Les Enharmoniques from 48 Esquisses, op. 63/41.

L .
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In the following example, Alkan uses the whole-tone
scale., But he does not employ this type of scale in the
mannexr of Debussy, but rather uses it in the context of

traditional tonality.

Example 17. The first movement of Concerto for the Solo

Piano, op. 39/8.
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{c) Counterpoint - Comparatively speaking, Alkan is a
polyphonic composer in contrast to his contemporary romantic
composers who favoured basically homophonic textures. This
reflects Bach's influence and his mastery of organ and
pedalier. Therefore, not only in the works with fugue and
canon titles (of which there are abundant) but also in many
other works without such titles, the contrapuntal element is
conspicuous,

The following example is a two-part invention in
structure. Its intense chromaticism and dissonance is
unusual for its time. The establishment of a firm tonal
center at the opening, conventionally understood as the
vital ingredient of the invention, is missing, for the
subject contains eleven out of twelve tones. The melodic
contour of the subject changes so often as to defy any
uniform pattern and does not coincide with the metric pulse.
Therefore, the pantonal presence of all twelve notes in this
piece is more striking than, for example, the case of Bach's

Prelude in B minor from Well-Tempered Clavier, Book I (at

the beginning), Mozart's Symphony in G Minor, K.V. 550 (at
the opening of the development section of the fourth

movement), etc.




Example 18. Gigue Et Air De Ballef Dans Le Style Ancien,

op. 24.
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Example 18-~ cont'd.

—
T ¥ 5

-

e
W
#.

r. n .
]
' o
L 3 »
[N
o [
- — i
| . AR
L 3 T1%
4
[ ] \. ™
L ]
vyl

-J %
L ]
» # .
o
S
. i
. N I
i
. M
- 1
L Yy
[ — )
| | ]
L] THE]
'H .
wl A
4
» i
L 1 h
JRRp— o i
. ol
- LN
ol 4
T
L N
1 a1l
1 Y /
1 )
1Y)
N
)
o7 1
« Jm o v.n,

-
.-

.y ¥ " ]

X

_ s %
il
L ]
" o7
_ 1 " 9 L ] —
o
— ] [ 3
o
[ L ]
]
2 »
L )
sl I
+ (+
b — — )
¢ ’
A A
s bt
b b
X _ .
L e
« ~
I 28L ]
| i1
¥ y
1% Iuﬁw
| ]
¢ N
al! s
s ,
o) 4l
Caly "
Nl
i
n,lﬂxb m.n

i o
»
r{s ~
Ui »
, |
) hd
| 3
It
L L 3
Yy
g
P
‘. *
»
X ]
v !
»
‘ &
1
) 3
i
e
&
X o
il L}
L
. L)
A "
'3
. o
o. :
1 ._
, 2
s “|s
3 o
Y _.. *
. X
NS

Frre

»

-
C hd

L0197




72

While the previous example is extraordinary in its
pantonal aspect of thematic treatment, the next one is
astonishing in its texture. This 8-voice fugue is wvirtually
unparalleled in piano music in complexity and texture.
Alkan admitted its insurmountable difficulty in performance
by providing a simplified version in the score - an
uncharacteristic compromise on his part. As the result of
intense chromaticism, Alkan applied the triple sharp (in
measure 28). Since there is no alternation between
exposition and episode section, this is not a fugue in a
strict sense. Toward the end, he ingeniously combines the
fugue theme with another theme of the movement. The
similarity of the contour of the subject of this fugue to

that of Bach's Fugue in E, from Well-Tempered Clavier, Book

I is noteworthy.

Example 19. The second movement of Grande Scnate, op. 33.
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Example 19-- cont'd.
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Example 19-- cont'd.

FACILITE.

PR

T

o4

s

X

- g

Xx

X,
I 2

ki

Poc.

> Ied-

ey

o

mald

128

¥
e 3
-

"

4

AHE

SR

T
PN A

& e 4 o _iLr
* Yo ety

IR Lt

r J
Y

Y UEX

s 5

r -3
v
s

Lol
g4

o

=

o

AN

4

=1 T

Prreurs
<z
t]

24
T

teputs

& Ted.

Ped,

a4

- |

ram

Inujoul‘s p

A
e

]
L w3
L ¥ =4
R M
b
1 3
44 _ \
s ¥
i R
E & 3
m.“ +I¥N
R R
g il
it .ﬁz
R g
Oy | - i
E H n..u 3
he
HE 3¢
r—‘ f ’
sﬁ_ﬁ... )mu..u
M _C' Ty
! ._.H !
3] b . 1
g e o
o 3 X
1y v e
11|14
o ﬁ T P )
e
4" wd )
Ry &
.S. v
i M
N1

The Lord.




73

Example 19-- cont’'d.
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The following example wonderfully attests to the
genius of Alkan's contrapuntal mastery manifested in the
form of quodlibet. He combines the main theme of the
concerto with the opening theme cof the final movement of

Beethoven's Fifth Symphony.

Example 20. Cadenza for Beethoven's Third Piano Concerto.
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been previously noted.

Rhythm, Meter,

and Tempo

77

Alkan's scrupulous observance of punctual time has

This characteristic trait had an

obvious impact upon his concept of musical time, since his

rhythm is characterized by precision and sguareness.

For
instance, the following passage shows how much he is
obsessed with such rhythmic traits.

Example 21. Le Festin d'Esope, op. 39/12.
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Alkan's strictness of time appears to be more striking since

he lived in an age when the regularity of time in music was

becoming less rigorous.

thought of as being stiff cor lacking in vitality.

contrary, his rhythm is £full of vigor and animation.

However,

the severity of Alkan's rhythm should not be

On the

He was




polyrhythm, the rhythmic displacement of melody, hemiola,

and so forth.
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For instance, in the following example, Alkan

inserts additional bars of irregular meter, thus

intensifying the rhythmic drive.

Example 22-a.
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Comme le Vent, op. 35/1.
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Example 22-a-- cont'd.
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In the next example from the same work, Alkan's
propensity for upbeat accents is well illustrated.
Example 22-b. Comme le Vent, op. 39/1.
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His use of rhythmic displacement of meledy is well

demonstrated in the next example.

Example 23,

Cadenza for Beethoven's Third Piano Concerto.
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Setting rhythmic groups of four against three in the
following case is designed for the disturbance of the
rhythnic equilibrium. Such breakage of rhythmic equability
is all the more pronounced since everything else in the same

work is strictly in sgquare rhythm.

Example 24. Le Festin 4'Escpe, op. 39%/12.
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In the next work, Alkan applied the upbeat accent in

the form of syncopation so constantly that the bar-line is

not easily audible.

This type of accent portrays the

deflected echo of a distant bell.

Example 25.

Les Cloches,

op. 63/4.
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Along with Schumann and Brahms, Alkan was one of the

nineteenth century composers fond of hemiola.

Oout of many

examples of hemiola in his works, the following one seems

most distinguished due to its complicated pattern.

Note how

the accents in the low register marked by him emphasize the

downbeat against the hemiola rhythm.
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20 ANS.

Example 26-a.The first movement of Grande Scnate.
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Another interesting example of hemiola is found near the end
of the third movement of the same work where conversion of
rhythmic unit from three to two signals the “ten o’'clock"
for the time of evening prayer the description of which
follows immediately, according to Alkan's inscriptions "10

heures® and "La Priére."

Example 26~b. The third movement of Grande Sonate.
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Polyrhythm and polymeter are commonly thought of as
characteristics of twentieth century music (notwithstanding
the Mannerism of the late fourteenth century French school),
so it might be surprising to find out that Alkan had
employed them previocusly. The following example, composed
as early as in 1837, shows how consciously he applied those

traits.
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Example 27-a. Scherzo No. 3 from Trecis Etudes de Bravore,

op. 16.
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For the following example, Alkan applies 2/4 for the right
hand and 3/4 for the left hand from the beginning to the end
- an example of complete polymeter. The presence of
syncopations and guintuplets on the right hand part

intensifies the rhythmic complexity.
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Example 27-b. Andantinetto from the fifth Book of Trente

Chants, op. 70/2.

- ANDANTINETTO
TRENTE CHANTS CH.V. ALKAN
54 SUITE . OP,70,
P — =t ]
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Agitatissimo, op. 38a/5 is another case of polymeter. Here,

however, two different meters are closely related - 4/4 for
the right hand and 24/16 for the left - so that it does not
present so great a difficulty in performance as the previous
example.

The change of meter in Minuettino, op. 63/32 (3/4 -
2/8 - 4/4 - 3/4 - 2/8 - 3/4) is a peculiar instance of
polyrhythm since this type of dance music is not usually

susceptible to metric variance.
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The following passage illustrates something more than
polyrhythm and polymeter. To even out the metric and
temporal differences between two contrasting themes
(Heraclitus, who expounded the theory that everything
constantly changes, is depicted in a slow-moving theme in
2/4, whereas Democritus, the forerunner of materialism, is
characterized in a fast-moving theme in 4/4) Alkan relies on
the mathematical principle. Thus, from the third measure
on, the rate of absolute speed in the low register is foux
times slower than in the upper one. This kind of
compositional technigque foreshadowed Elliott Carter's metric

modulation of this century.

Example 28. Heraclite et Democrite from 48 Esguisses,

op. 63/39.
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Unusual meters are abundant in Alkan's music. For the

next example, he employs the seldom used five-four meter for
the description of a Basgue dance. Note the complexity of

rhythm due to the irregularly occuring accents.

Example 29. 2Zorcico, without opus number.
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Here are some other works written in

Etude, op. 35/12

Fantasietta Alla

is in a seldom used meter

utilizes

Moresca, 32,

op.

7.23 Even though

2/2 is applied in Prelude

unusual meter:
10/16, and
rhythm of 5 and

in G-flat, op.

31/13, its meter is in effect 5/8 for its constant use of
gquintuplets.
One of the most interesting instance of Alkan's

innovative meter and tempo might be found in the following

example based upon five different pieces selected from the

fifth Book of Trente Chants, 67.

op.

Example 30~a. Duettino.

TRENTE CHANTH CH. V- ALKAN
5. SUITE, OP. 70,
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23 Bloch, op. cit., 14.




Example 30-b. Andantinetto.
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Example 30-c.

Allegro vivace., ?
I 4
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Allegro Vivace.
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Example 30-~4d.

La Voix de 1l°'Instrument.
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Example 30-e. Scherzo-Coro.

Prestissimo .
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Alkan synthesizes all these independent pieces into a single
composition under the common meter in l'istesso tempo as

follows.

Example 30-£. Recapitulation.

RECAPITULATION,

en guise de Transition, ou Introduction,pour le Numéro suivant.
Quasi’ i Tempo del N7 prime.
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Example 30-f-- cont’'d.
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Mozart used to say "Silence is the greatest effect in
music."24 aAlkan's fregquent use of the pause is significant
in its contribution to dramatic effect. For instance, the

intermittent pauses at the opening of Scherzo Diabolico, op.

39/3, is an effective means in portraying its satanic
character. Perhaps the most striking example is found in
the following case where the sense of the exuberance of the
young man is exquisitely pictured by means of irregularly
spaced pauses separated by an irregularly occuring beat.

Note Alkan's inscription "palpitating.”

Example 31. The first movement of Grande Sonate,

op. 33.
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24 Josef Lhevinne, The Basic¢ Principle of Pianoforte

Playing (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1972), 3.
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Example 31-- cont'd.
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To Alkan, a pause can also be an effective means for
modulation to a distant key without an aia of a pivotal
chord as illustrated in the previous example (change from
B-flat major to C-sharp major at the beginning). Here is

another one of this kind.

Example 32. Heraclite et Democrite from 48 Esguisses,

op. 63/39.
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More often than not, a composer's metronome markings
are questioned by performers when they feel themselves
unable to keep up with the required tempo. As a result, for
instance, Beethoven's metronome markings in the first

movement of the Hammerklavier Sonata and the second movement

of the Ninth Symphony are all but ignored. Brahms even

advised that the performer should not be concexrned with the
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composer's metronome markings.?5 However, in the case of
Alkan, the performer must take his tempo indications
seriously, since he emphasized the precision of the
performance and used a metronome rigorxrously, as mentioned

before. At the opening of Le Festin d'Esope from Twelve

Etudes in Minor Keys, op. 39/12, Alkan even wrote

*Allegrette senza licenza quantungue” meaning that the piece
ought to be performed strictly in time 'at his demanded

metronome marking.

Example 33. Le Festin d'Escpe, op. 39.

Allegretto senze licenza quantunque (126 = N
==sses = S
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In Le chemin de fer, op. 27, Alkan set the metronome

marking at d = 112. Given the incessantly running
sixteenth-notes over twenty pages with conly a few
interruptions, the composer's tempo seems totally
extravagant. However, since this piece depicts a running
locomotive, the representation of its speed as conceived in

Alkan's imagination can be rightly achieved only at the

25 "Tempo," The New Grove Dictionary of Music and
Musicians, ed., Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan
Publishers Ltd., 1980), vol. XVIII, 675.
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designated tempc. Cocmme Le Vent, op. 39/1, is another case
requiring an "inexorably cruel" tempo - sixteen notes per
second! This work portrays the surge of the whirling wind.
In the bridge passage leading into recapitulaticn, Alkan
indicated "senza rall," meaning that the tempec must not be
locsened even by a bit. This bridge passage only describes
the change of the phase of whirlwind and not the change of
.its speed. Even though this makes the task of performance
even more strenucus, the conscientious musician knows that
tempoe must be maintained., As regards this, Lewenthal
remarked that, with Alkan, what "feels” too fast to the

finger is often right to the earszé¢ - golden words

Treatment of the Piano

(a) Absolute pianism - Because of its enormous
potentialities, the piano was the most favored sclo
instrument of most nineteenth-century composers. Some
composers devoted theilr attention almost exclusively to this
instrument, as did Alkan and Chopin. To Alkan, the piano
was a perfect medium for expressing both lyric and grandiose
sentiment.

When Hans von Billow called Alkan "Berlioz on the

Piano, "27 his analogy was based on the orxchestral scope and

26 Lewenthal, The Piano Music of Alkan, Introducticn.

27 Dominic Gill, The Book of the Pianc (Ithaca, New
York: Cornell University Press, 1987), 90.
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effect of Alkan's piano works suggestive of Berlioz's
orchestral compositions. The term "orchestral" is
frequently cited in discussing nineteenth-century piano
works such as those of Liszt, Schumann, and Tchaikovsky,
however, "orchestral" is not to imply "less pianistic."
Likewise, the adjective “orchestral” applied to Alkan's
piano works should not ke construed as being further removed
from pianistic traits, because his piano works represent
"absolute pianism."28 Titles like Symphony, op. 39/4-7,
Overture, op. 39/11l, etc. or the inscription of "tutti and
solo" such as in Concerto, op. 39/8-10, clearly indicate
orchestral thinking, yet these works emanated from his
pianism. The term "orchestral" in Alkan's piano music
refers primarily to his efforts to create orchestral effects
through density of texture and wider range of dynamics and

pitches.

Example 34-a. Quasi-Faust, op. 33.
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Example 34-b. Trois Petites Fantasies, op. 41/1.
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Some examples shown in the section Virtuosic writing also

confirms this idea.

(b} Colorful variety of piano sonority - However,

Alkan also achieved orchestral effects in his exploitation

of multifarious tone colors and nuances, thus coming close

to the realization of Anton Rubinstein's remark that the

piano is not one but a hundred instruments.29 This idea is

obvious from a few performance directions taken from his

pianc works. Some examples are:

movement of the Concerto, op.

36/8,

"Quasi-trombe"

a

Trombata" and

59

the first

29 Heinrich Neuhaus, The Art of Piano Playving {New

York: Praeger Publisher Company,

1973), 55.
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"Quasi-Corni" - Le Festin d'Esope, op. 39/12, "Quasi-Cello”

~ the second movement of the Concerto, op. 39/9,
"Quasi~Ribeche"” - the third movement of the Concerto, op.

39/10, "Quasi-Arpa" - Super Flumina Babylonis, op. 52,

"Quasi-Pizzicato" - Debut de Quator, op. 63/31,

"Quasi-~Tamboura" - the first movement of the Concerto, op.

39/8, "Campanc" - Trois Etudes de Bravore, op. 16/1, etc.

Abundance of such words in his works may reflect anothex
influence from the organ which is eguipped with numerous
stops for different orchestral effects.

Many noted pianists have said that the piano is
inherently monotonous in sonority and that the pianist
should emulate the scnority of other orchestral
instruments. 3¢ This remark truly applies to Alkan's works.
Therefore, the projection of wvarious tone colors in Alkan's
works can be best accomplished by a pianist with a superb
sense of orchestral color.3:

(c¢) Dynamics - No other solo instrument can match the
piano in its capacity for dynamic contrast, with the
exception of the organ. Therefore, dynamic contrast in
piano music has been a favorite device conducive to
orchestral effect since the days of Haydn and Clementi.

Alkan further exploited the dynamic possibilities of the

3¢ Elyse Mach, The Great Pianists Speak for
Themselves (New York: Dodd, Mead and Company, 1980), 27.

31 Bloch, op. cit., 12.
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piano for dramatic effect. The Example 22-a well

illustrates this idea. Here is another example of this

kind:

Example 35. Quasi de Cavalleria from Trois Marches,

op. 37/1.
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(e) Pedaling - Pedaling is another essential factor in
understanding Alkan’s unigue sonority. Contemporary
witnesses described that the effect of Alkan's pedaling was
arresting.32 Schumann pointed out that in the following

example pedaling creates a “"rare effect."33

3z Ibid., 14.

33 Ibid.
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Example 36-a. Serenade, op. 74/II-2.

Such type of pedaling was used by his predecessors and
contemporaries, but only rarely (e.g., Beethoven's piano

sonatas, Tempest, Waldstein, and Schumann's Papillens,

etc.}. However, it is so often featured in Alkan's works
that it seems rather common practice. Sustaining a long
pedal over different chords and nonharmonic tones in Trois

Etudes de Bravore, op. 16 (see Example 6-a) is the key in

creating the bell-like sonority. Les Soupirs, op 63/11 (see

Example 4), is another example of this kind. Changing pedal
or applying half-pedal for the sake of clarity in such cases
will only diminish the effect. The same is true in Prelude

in G-flat, op. 25/13, Barcarolle, op. 38a/6, Barcarollette,

op. 63/12, Horace et Lydie, op. 65/5, Vivante, op. 65/1,
Delire, op. 63/29, etc.. However, the next example presents
the most intriguing gquestion of his pedaling. Because the
passage in question is highly chromatic, the resultant
sonority is bound to be extremely cacophonous beyond
description. Since Alkan is consistent in indicating the

point of applying and releasing the pedal in all other
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pages, this appears precisely the effect he desired.

Example 36-b. Le Festin d'Esope, op. 39/12.
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(£) Transcendental effects - Sometimes, Alkan demands
an effect that is out of the guestion within the capacity of
the piano. For instance, in the next example, he demands
"vibrato" which is utterly impossible on any keybocard

instrument except the eighteenth-century clavichord.

Example 37-a. Promenade Sur l'Eau, op. 74/II-3.

Expression such as "vibrante" in Barcarollette, op. 63/3,

and "quasi-vibrazione" in the second Trois Petites

Fantasies, op. 41, are othexr examples of this kind.
The crescendo on one note as in the next example is
another unpianistic idea, since a note on the piano

gradually diminishes, a fact no human pianist can alter.

Example 37-b. Agitatissimo, op. 38a/5.
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Example 37-b-~ cont’d.
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All in all, these indicate the boundless scope of
Alkan's creative imagination. It should be noted that new
pianism demanded by composers has been the primary cause of
accelerating the improvement of the pianco in history.

(g) Virtuosic writing - The virtuosic idioms such as
bravura octave passages, surging scales and arpeggios, and
acrobatic skips were extensively used by many Romantic
composers. But Alkan surpassed them in complexity and
refinement. Since he was active as a virtuosc nearly at the
same time as Liszt, it is arguable as to who influenced
whom. Paganini has been commonly considered the sole source
of inspiration to Liszt. However, recent scholarship
suggests that in the 1830's Liszt received as much
inspiration from Alkan as from Paganini. Alkan's pianistic
effects were later adopted by both Liszt and Anton

Rubinstein, and were attributed to them for many years.34

34 H. H. Bellamann, The Pianc Works of Alkan (The
Musical Quarterly, x, 19z4), 251.
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76/2.

for the right hand, op.

Grande Etude,

Example 38-a.
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op. 10.

Concerto da Camera,

Example 38-b.
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L and I

op. 39/11.
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Example 38-d. The first movement of Concerto, op. 39/8.
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Example 38-d-- cont’'d,
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Example 38-d-- cont'd.
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Example 38-h. Le Festin d'Esope, op. 39/12.

_EE : Jj:

by b "8R-1
¢ i §

Dim: molto,

s

Example 38-i. Perpetuum Mobile, op. 30.




115

Example 38-j. Tempo Giusto, op. 65/4.

3
1 t

' AN

"'_-.’-—_--\
T
I
¥
g

/_———-"H—-—-..\

There are hundreds of other illustrative examples of his
virtuosic writing to be cited if space would permit.

(h) Piano technique - The nature of piano technique in
Alkan's music has been a controversial subject, often
eliciting cynical expressions such as ‘“virtually
unplayable, 35 and "on the very verge of impossibility."3é
Naturally, such enormous techﬁical difficulty is one major
reason his music is seldom performed. Ever-generocus Franz
Liszt was known to promote many piano composers through his

performances of their works. But Liszt did not perform

35 Harold Schoenberg, The Great Pianists (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1963), 197.

36 James Friskin and Irwin Freundlich, Music for the
Piano: A Handbook of Concert and Teaching Materials (New
York: Rinehart, 1954), 81.
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Alkan's works even if he held ther .n high esteem. And
Anton Rubinstein, who also admired Alkan's music and

dedicated his Fifth Piano Concerto to him, still did not

play his music. If Liszt and Rubinstein did not perform his
piano music,37 it is highly probable that no one else could,
since these two were regarded as two of the greatest
pianists of the nineteenth century. Why did they not? Hans
von Blilow ranked Alkan's Etudes at the top of the most
difficult piano music.3#8 Blilow, himself one of the most
renowned virtuosi of his day, studied piano with Liszt and
must have been thoroughly familiar with Liszt's piaho music.
So Blilow indirectly confirms that the scope of the Alkan's
piano technigue "transcends" that of Liszt's
"transcendental" technigue, thus answering the guestion why
Liszt and Rubinstein were reluctant to perform his works.
Scheibe complained that it is "extremely difficult" to

perform Bach's works.39 Schubert's Great Symphony was

initially rejected on the grounds that it was too difficult

to perform.4° The story of the negative reception of

37 Sacheverell Sitwell, record notes in John Ogdon
Plays Alkan (New York: RCA S5/LSC 3192, 1972).

38 Jean Baptiste Cramer, Fifty Selected Piano Studies
(New York: G. Schirmer Company, 1904), ii.

33 "Johann Sebastian Bach," The New Grove Dictionary
of Music and Musicians ed., Stanley Sadie (London:
Macmillan Publishers Ltd., 1980), vol. I, 840.

40 Edward Downes, The New York Philharmonic Guide to
the Symphony (New York: Walker and Company, 1976), B81l6.
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Tchaikovsky's First Piano Concerto is also well-known.+<! But

all these works survived initial rejection and were later
enshrined in the history of music literature because of
their inherent artistic merit. On the other hand, there are
also works which had the notoriety of unplayability and are
now obsolete due to deficiency in their artistic quality.
Thus, the artistic guality of a work should be emphasized as
a primary criterion in the evaluation of Alkan's piano
technigue. Technique is technigue only when comprehended
from an artistic point of view. The ancient Greek axiom
that "technique is art® is still valid today.42

The question whether or not Alkan's piano works
possess genuine artistic merit is a subjective one. But
Busoni's claim that they were the most significant since
Chopin's and Liszt's43 is worth noting, since by "the most
significant" he surely meant something other than sheer
technigue. Also, the fact that Chopin bequeathed his
unfinished piano studies to Alkan before his death for
further development may intimate some idea of Alkan's
artistic stature. Yet the fact that derogatory remarks

still persist in the evaluation of Alkan's pianoc technique

41 Wilson Strutte, Tchaikovsky (New York: Midas
Books, 1979), 44-6.

42 Neuhaus, op. cit., 2.

43 Anthony Beaumcnt, Ferruccio Busoni - Selected
Letters (New York: Columbia University Press, 1987), 408.
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may indicate that not enough recognition has been given to
the artistic nature of his pianoc music.

Let us probe into the mechanical side of Alkan's piano
technique. History has witnessesed the continuous advance
of piano technique since the creation of the pianoforte.
Lisztian and Brahmsian technigque in the mid-nineteenth
century demonstrate marked progress over the achievements of
the preceding century. In the early twentieth century,
Busoni and Godowsky further expanded the boundaries of
technique once set up by Liszt, thus proving again that
piano technique still allows further refinement. Such
progress of piano technique could not be achieved without a
parallel expansion of pianists' technical capacities in each
generation. Busoni often said that a man may consider
himself a pianist only if he could give a good performance
of Liszt's Sconata in B minor by the age of seventeen or
eighteen. Several decades later, Heinrich Neuhaus, in
reference to Busoni's remark, said that we were moving
forward.++ Therefore, it is only a matter of time before
Alkan's piano works, however unplayably difficult as they
might seem, can someday be accepted as something quite
playable among most pianists. Joseph Bloch stated that the
difficulty of Alkan's piano technique is rather a difficulty

of gquantity - that is, a matter of endurance.+<5 Already some

44 Neuhaus, op. cit., 172.

48 Bloch, op. ¢it., 7.
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pianists like Busoni, Petri, Ganz, Ogdon, Lewenthal, and
Ponti successfully performed the most difficult works of
Alkan, and Ronald Smith recently recoxded for the first time

the complete cycle of Twelve Etudes in Minor Keys, op. 39,

considered the most complex work of Alkan. All these
artists have demonstrated that Alkan's technique is within
human capacity. So words like "impossible” and "unplayable”
are nothing more than a favorite refuge for those pianists
who are only timid for greater challenge.

From the historical perspective, we can conclude that
Alkan was a prophet in the sense that his-piano technique
anticipated that of future generations. It is hoped that
the day will come when Alkan's pian¢ technique is discussed

in the same manner as Lisztian and Brahmsian technique,




CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSION

Alkan's "creative deviation" from nineteenth-century
nusical language was not understcod by his contemporaries.
After his death, however, music continued to develcp and
ultimately vindicated his forward-locking ideas. In this
regard, we can assert that Alkan's lack of acceptance by his
contempecraries was unjustified and he must now be regarded
as a prophet of modern music. Music history must
acknowledge his innovative contributions.

In the previous chapter, the analysis of Alkan's works
focused upon the originality of his writing. Such
innovations as pantonalism, tone clusters, polymeters,
unique notations, expansion of pianistic writing, and the
like would suffice to arc.use endless curiosity among
scholars. However, the significance in all these
innovations by themselves is primarily historical and
scholastic, not necessarily artistic. They alone are not
the means of measurement of the greatness of his art. 1In
the world of art, it is not the outward manifestation but
the innate ideas and content that take precedence. Let us

take Stravinsky's Le Sacre du Printemps as an example. Ever

since it was premiered, this work drew much attention from

120
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the musical public for its radical features in the matters
of harmony, rhythm, orchestration, and the like. Maurice
Ravel, however, said that its novelty consisted, not in the

b

"writing, " not in the orchestration, not in the technical
apparatus of the work, but in the musical entity.l Ravel's
statement clearly teaches that the essence of music lies
behind the notes.

The determination of the course of causation, that is,
how the composer's volition, in Stravinsky's word, initially
causes ideas to realize themselves in a form, and of the
relationship of each idea from the wholeness standpoint of
view, and finally of its communicaticn with the soul of the
listeners - this is the proper and the only way to estimate
the merit of the music of the master. Therefore, the novel
devices Alkan initiated, however manifold and distinguished
they may appear, ultimately have to be summed up with a view
to their téleological correlation to the whole organic
unity. Bear in mind the nineteentn-century German
Idealists' slogan "the truth is the whole."2 Even if a work
has its own resonance, it is not complete until its echo is
caught by our soul. Otherwise, music does not reveal itself

as a form of communion with us.3

1 Igor Stravinsky, Poetics of Music (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976), 10.

2 william Sahakian, A History of Philosophy (New
York: Barnes and Noble Books, 1968), 252.

3 Stravinsky, cp. cit., 141-2.
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A Plea for Alkan

The year 1988 marks the one hundredth anniversary of
Alkan's death. In sharp contrast to the centennial
anniversary of other masters filled with a series of
recitals and seminars, only the hiatus of silence which was
the prevailing mood in 1888 still hangs on the air of the
centennial anniversary of Alkan's death. Locating his
scores in the music stores and music libraries is as
difficult as ever. The vast majority of the musical public
still asks “Who on earth is Alkan?" Should we consider this
a final verdict on his status as a musician?

Probably, no other composer's music has been subjected
to so sharply divided reaction. Busconi's highest tribute to
Alkan was thoroughly ignored by the public. Whereas César
Franck remarked "probably Alkan was the greatest poetic
composer in history,"4 others like Frederick Niecks,
biographer of Chopin, concluded that his music is artificial
and inventive with little musical substance.s Thus it
appears that there is no nmiddle-cof-the-road stance to his
music. Should not such hectic controversy be enough to
stimulate further research?é If Alkan is proven to be a

major figure as some his devotees have earnestly claimed and

4 Joseph Bloch, Charles-Valentin Alkan (Indianapolis:
n.p., 1941), 3.

5 Thid.

& Ibid.
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yet his name remains obscured, do we not commit a grievous
error by depriving him of his due position in music history?

In some respect, musicians, in a collective sense, are
allied with historians in that they constantly evaluate the
culture of the past and the present from new perspectives,
in order to present a more dynamic and okjective picture of
history, at the same time enriching our heritage for future
generations. Otherwise, music history is doomed to be
limited in its scope to an ever-shrinking canon of works.
Just recollect how J. S. Bach's music, the appreciation of
which we now almost take for granted, was discovered and
brought inte light.

The right environment for a new awareness of Alkan
could not be more favourable than now for several reasons.
First, the technical capacity of the pianists of our
generation has been enlarged sufficiently to accommodate his
music. Secondly, an evolution has occured in the music of
the last hundred years. So our generation is obviously in a
better position to assimilate the novelties in his writing
than the Berlin public who condemned Busoni's Alkan recitals
at the turn of this century. Therefore, technical
difficulty of performance or the unique feétures of his
writing can no longer be the cause for the rejection of his
music. Thirdly, thanks to the development of modern

technology, the unprecedented availability of sound
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recordings has made the evaluation of his music possible on
a wider scale than ever before.

Let Alkan's works be given a chance to be heard. We
do not know yet what his future will be. But how can his
music be heard if the scores are not readily available to
the performers? Establishment of research crganizations for
his life and music seems a possibility too remote for now,
but the publication and performance of his music is
something we ought to and can accomplish.

It is the writer's personal hope that the following
plea for the re-evaluation of Alkan's position in history
will have echoes from the musical public in the nearest
future, if not in our immediate generation.

Alkan's music has been seriously neglected.
Pianists have been slow to explore the great range
and variety of his music, not all of which is
extravagantly difficult to play. But he was
greatly valued by Liszt, Busoni, and many others,

and should eventually take his due place among the
most important figures of his time.?

7 "Alkan," The New Grove Dictionary of Music and
Musicians ed., Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan Publishers
Ltd., 1980), vol. I, 262.
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