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Alkan’s ive books of Chants were written over a iteen-year period from 1857 to 1872 during his 
most artistically mature and productive phase, ater he emerged from a period of self-imposed 
social and artistic seclusion. In spite of their expressive variety, they are uniied both internally 
and over the complete ive-volume cycle, the ith book returning to some of the characteristics 
of the irst book, ending with a relective summary.1 Unlike the Opp. 35 and 39 studies, they are 
not the alpha and omega of his achievement, but rather a more subtle and intricate map of the 
strands and range of his musical thought.
 It is a characteristic of all of Alkan’s best music that – although he works within the harmonic 
and tonal language, the range of genres and the stylistic parameters of the nineteenth century – 
he brings to each of them a singular personality deined by the sense of far-sighted clarity that 
comes with isolation. Such isolation inds beautiful, poignant and varied expression in G minor 
Barcarolles that conclude each of the ive volumes of Chants. His sentimental moods (oten 
found in the E major pieces that open each set) are tinged with yearning and a sense that such 
comfort is for others; instead, as later with Mahler and Shostakovich, he is haunted by visions of 
parody, the banal and the grotesque. As seen sometimes in the third number of each set, most 
of them vigorous pieces in A major, he oten uses these elements to create a keen edge to his 
artistic tone of voice. hese individual traits inform and sometimes challenge the boundaries, 
both formal and expressive, of the genres in which he worked, and yet it is equally symptomatic 
of his personality that he adheres to formal and musical strictness with obstinacy bordering at 
times on obsession, even when his imagination was stretching them to the utmost. 

1 Stephanie McCallum’s recording of Books IV and V will be released on Toccata Classics tocc 0158.
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 His musical ideas, too, were oten pursued with experimental, sometimes obsessive rigour. 
Here it is the second Chant of each volume that is particularly interesting – witness the Allegretto 
of the second book, with its persistent obtrusive dissonance. In his most extended sets of studies, 
Op. 39, in all the minor keys, and Op. 76 for the let hand, right hand and hands reunited, the 
pieces overspill the bounds of the study to become overtures, symphonies and concertos, and yet he 
persevered insistently with the original intent of the parameters of the two cycles. Similarly, though 
not to the same extent, the Chants push the boundaries of the ‘Song without Words’ established by 
Mendelssohn and yet maintain their framework. 
 Alkan’s ive books of Chants are better understood when heard against the emergence of the 
genre of ‘song-like’ pieces for piano that emerged in the nineteenth century as composers discovered 
the potential of the new pianos, with their more sophisticated actions, stronger frames, longer 
strings and pedals, to imitate the expressive qualities of the voice and sustaining instruments. In 
July 1832 the publisher Novello released a set of 6 Original Melodies for the pianoforte by Felix 
Mendelssohn. he set was hugely successful and was republished the following year under the title 
Lieder ohne Worte (‘Songs without Words’), Op. 19b (a term that Mendelssohn and his sister Fanny 
had used in private correspondence since about 1828), together with a set of songs with words, 
Op. 19a. Such was the success of Op. 19b that, at his publisher’s request, Mendelssohn wrote a 
further ive sets of Songs without Words between then and 1845, and in the process established a 
genre. Simply stated, it can be deined as a melodious piece for solo piano imitating a song, duet 
or part-song, in a varied ternary form with coda (abaʹc), oten with a few introductory bars of 
the kind found in the piano introduction of songs for voice. Mendelssohn used titles infrequently, 
thus avoiding the sense that the music was secretly ‘about’ something. An exception is the Venetian 

Gondola Song, the sixth piece in the irst set, and the reference to the Venetian song, or barcarolle, 
is one he returned to several times (in, for example, Op. 30, No. 6, Op. 53, No. 6, and Op. 62,  
No. 3). Most of the other titles applied to these pieces have been the interpolations of publishers and 
editors. In an ot-quoted letter (15 October 1842) to his cousin Marc-André Souchay, who had asked 
about the meaning of some of the Songs without Words, he said that he did not want to insert words 
because, in his experience, words were indeinite and capable of multiple interpretations, whereas, 
for him, musical thought expressed something that was too deinite for words. hese works thus 
occupy an ambiguous space in the nineteenth-century German aesthetic debate about the value of 
‘absolute’ music, which communicates purely according to musical laws, and music which derives its 
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meaning from words, drama, programmes or other such external inspiration. On one hand, the title 
‘song’ points to an extra-musical signiicance; on the other, the qualiier ‘without words’ dismisses 
any attempt to deine it in non-musical terms. his ambiguity also applies to Alkan’s Chants. Some, 
like Horace et Lydie from Book III, have clear programmatic intent. Others, such as the Procession-

Nocturne (Book II) or L’Ofrande (Book I) point to a context or setting; others, such as L’Agitatissimo 
which immediately follows L’Ofrande, have an urgent but elusive expressive purpose as though 
driven by a particular but unstated idea.
 Many writers, Franz Liszt among them, have pointed to the Nocturnes of John Field as a 
foundational predecessor for the purely pianistic ‘song’. Even so, Mendelssohn’s Songs without 

Words are of particular signiicance for Alkan’s Chants because each of the ive books is modelled 
on Mendelssohn’s irst, Op. 19b. Not only is Mendelssohn’s key-sequence followed in each of 
Alkan’s volumes, but the particular styles and textures of Op. 19b recur throughout Alkan’s Chants. 
Although this modelling is most apparent in Alkan’s irst and last books, all ive not only continue 
to use exactly the same sequence of keys as Op. 19b (a sequence that Mendelssohn himself varied 
in his later volumes) but also allude to their textures and moods. his manner of reworking the 
same structural framework gives a sense of unity of purpose to the complete cycle of Chants and 
exempliies a recurring feature of Alkan’s creative practice. In following through an idea, he can be 
methodical and consistent to the point of obsession, and will sometimes maintain an idea when the 
details of its realisation grow to a point where they seem to swamp the original conception. In some 
of the Chants Alkan extends the sentimental manner and modest scale of the ‘Song without Words’ 
well beyond the frame of domestic music-making.
 With its popularity, its imitators and its association with middle-class drawing-room music- 
making, the genre that Mendelssohn established acquired a reputation for conventionality that 
contributed to its decline in the twentieth century. Indeed, Mendelssohn himself was aware of the 
problems of over-exposure. Hans and Louise Tischler have pointed out that in 1839 he wrote to his 
publisher that there really were too many pieces of that style being published: ‘One should change 
the tune for once, I think’.2 he charge of conventionality, by contrast, cannot be levelled at Alkan’s 
Chants which, alongside familiar nineteenth-century textures and harmonic usages, feature singular 
juxtapositions, harmonic ideas and Alkan’s instinct for the power of the distinctive solitary artistic 
voice, and, at times, the expressive potential of the bizarre, the banal and the grotesque.

Zwei Eipsoden aus Lenau’s Faust

2 Hans Tischler and Louise H. Tischler, ‘Mendelssohn’s “Songs without Words”’, he Musical Quarterly, No.  33 (1947), p. 5.



 he model provided by Mendelssohn’s Op. 19b provides a useful backdrop against which to 
study the detail of Alkan’s Chants:
No. 1 E major. An arpeggiated accompaniment beneath solo cantabile melody in three-part song-

form with coda in moderate lowing tempo. he irst section modulates to the dominant and 
is repeated, as in a sonata. he central section moves to E minor as a route to G major before 
returning to E via the dominant. he return section is expanded, leading to a small-scale 
climax before a quiet coda.

No. 2 he tonality of A minor joins the second Song to the irst by creating a dominant-tonic 
relationship. An expressive melody over an alternating accompaniment with the central 
section moving to the dominant minor key.

No. 3 A major. Vigorous in quick tempo (called in some editions a Jagdlied – hunting song) with 
introductory lourish before the main melody begins. he irst section modulates to the 
dominant.

No. 4 Again A major, in moderate tempo. Ater an introduction, a simple homophonic melody in 
four-part hymn-style. Simple central section, expanded return and return to the introduction 
by way of coda.

No. 5 An agitated piece in F sharp minor. he irst section ends in A major with development, 
varied reprise and coda. he most extended of the set.

No. 6 A simple Barcarolle in G minor, again with a gently undulating accompaniment.
It takes nothing away from Alkan’s originality to observe that, when viewed against this model, the 
Premier Recueil de Chants, Op. 38, has suicient parallels with Mendelssohn’s irst book as to be 
in part a conscious homage to the slightly older composer. Yet as Alkan returns to the model over 
his ive books of Chants, it is clear that homage, on its own, is inadequate in explaining Alkan’s 
motivation. he cycle of ive books is a repeated exploration of a set of compositional problems, 
extending in new directions the types Mendelssohn established.

Premier Recueil de Chants, Op. 38

he irst two books of Chants were published as a single opus number in 1857, a year that Ronald 
Smith has described as Alkan’s annus mirabilis,3 and were dedicated ‘à son ami Léon Honnoré’, a 
fellow composer. In 1848, the year ater the publication of his landmark Grande Sonate, Op. 33, 

 Quid si prisca redit Venus

 Quamquam sidere pulchrior
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3 Ronald Smith, Alkan – I: he Enigma, Kahn & Averill, London, 1976, p. 51.



Alkan had unsuccessfully sought appointment to the Paris Conservatoire: in what was clearly a 
considerable blow, he had been outmanoeuvred by his former pupil Antoine François Marmontel, 
a politically savvy but musically insubstantial igure. A year later his friend, conidant and one-time 
neighbour Chopin had died and Alkan had withdrawn to a reclusive life for over a decade. Stephanie 
McCallum has examined his musical style, letters and other information against modern diagnostic 
criteria and concluded that there is evidence, albeit inconclusive, for a range of mental illnesses.4 

But in 1857, as Smith puts it, ‘the loodgates opened’.5 With the publisher Richault, he produced 
not only the irst two books of Chants, but his landmark work the Douze études dans tous les tons 

mineurs, Op. 39, which includes his four-movement Symphony, three-movement Concerto, and 
Ouverture for piano solo. As if that were not suicient, 1857 also saw publication of Trois Marches 

quasi da cavalleria, Op. 37, the Trois petites fantaisies, Op. 41, a Minuetto alla tedesca, Op. 46, and 
Réconciliation, petit Caprice mi-partie en forme de zorcico ou Air de danse basque à cinq temps, Op. 42. 
 Assez vivement (E major) 1 sets the tone of homage to Mendelssohn with an attractive soaring 
melody, marked avec grand’ passion, over an arpeggiated accompaniment, although in more swirling 
and expansive form than Mendelssohn’s. he irst section closes in the dominant key (relecting the 
sonata principle in miniature behind Mendelssohn’s approach) before a central section in G sharp 
minor (the mediant minor and a variant of Mendelssohn’s lat-mediant minor) and an expanded 
return. he Sérénade in A minor 2 retains the alternating accompaniment of Mendelssohn’s  
Op. 19b, No. 2. As mentioned, in each of the books of Chants Alkan seems to have used the second 
piece to explore an idea with some insistence and in this case it is the rhythmic placement of 
the opening idea that is played with, commencing sometimes on an upbeat and sometimes on a 
downbeat, so that the characteristic repeated-note pattern assumes teasing rhythmic ambiguity. In 
each of the volumes of Chants the third and fourth pieces present two pieces both in A major but 
in contrasting mood, usually presenting a vigorous piece followed by something quieter and more 
relective. Following Mendelssohn, the third piece of Book I is in the style of a hunting song in 6/8 
time 3. With wry humour, Alkan inserts dog barks in the central section – a joke he seemed to like, 
for he also used it in Le Festin d’Ésope, the bizarre set of variations that concludes the Études, Op. 39, 
published in the same year. Where Mendelssohn’s fourth piece evoked a calm, hymn-like texture. 
Alkan’s L’Ofrande (‘he Prayer’) 4 is more literal, framed with a texture marked Quasi-scampanio 
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4 Stephanie McCallum, ‘Alkan, Enigma or schizophrenia?’, Alkan Society Bulletin, No. 75 (2007), pp. 2–10.
5 Op. cit., p. 51.



(‘like the pealing of bells’) over a deep, tolling sonority in the bass, with the inal appearance seeming 
to ring out the hour in a manner also found in the second movement of the Grande Sonate. As Ronald 
Smith relates, Alkan was obsessive about time in his personal life,6 and the appearance of bells in 
his music oten mixes penitential and fateful moods. In each of the ive books of Chants, the ith 
piece, progressing from the A major of the two preceding pieces to its relative, F sharp minor, is the 
most extended, involving swirling activity and turbulence and formal expansion. his pattern again 
follows that of Mendelssohn’s Op. 19b, No. 5, which is the most agitated and extended of his set. In 
Alkan’s Book 1, the piece that ills this place, Agitatissimo, expands the three-part song-form into a 
carefully balanced sonata-form movement 5. he irst idea sets a chromatically inlected descending 
cry of desperation (marked Disperato, indeed) in the right hand over an alarmingly rapid whirling 
accompaniment igure of the let. With characteristic care with metre, Alkan notates these ideas with 
diferent time-signatures – 4 (sic) and 24/16 – whenever they appear. For the second theme in the 
dominant major key of C sharp minor, the mood changes and the roles are reversed, with the theme, 
now in the let hand, marked Dolce e consolante and the swirling arpeggios now placed in the right 
hand to create a more rippling efect. In the development section the conlict between desperation 
and consolation is played out with increasingly extreme leaps, before a recapitulation of both ideas, 
the second one now in F sharp major. he agitation mellows but returns emphatically at fast tempo 
for the coda. he ending is a characteristic turn of Alkan’s in which he reverses the progression of 
the device known as a Tierce de Picardie (a minor-key piece ending optimistically on a major chord) 
by inserting a minor chord ater a major-key close had been prepared. he inal piece 6 sets the 
parameters for one of the treasures of these Chants, the series of haunting, lonely Barcarolles in  
G minor with which each Book closes. Alkan’s ruminatively lapping accompaniment igure initially 
quotes Mendelssohn and he adds an ominous ornamented igure again reminiscent of an echoing bell 
and intensely accented melodic notes. In the central section, in the major key and marked Con anima, 
the mood lits, and the coda decorates the G minor music in delicate arabesques. 

Deuxième Recueil de Chants, Op. 38

Although published in the same year and with the same opus number as the irst book, the second 
book, which was dedicated to another Jewish pianist-composer, Jules Schulhof,7 provides some 



Étude



 



6 In a lecture-recital on the Grande Sonate, Sydney, Australia, 1975.
7 Jules Schulhof (Julius Šulhov) was born in Prague in 1824 and settled in Paris, where Chopin encouraged him to pursue his career as a 
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evidence that the lood of publications in 1857 brought together works written previously during 
Alkan’s decade of seclusion since there is an autograph copy of the irst piece, Hymne 7, dated  
5 May 18558 (it would not be out of character for the alignment of the 5s to have had some 
signiicance for Alkan). Ater an introductory passage which returns at the close, the broad hymnic 
melody is accompanied by intricately notated downward arpeggios in the let hand reminiscent of 
a harp. Ater an introductory idea, the hymn melody is based on a repeated two-bar rhythm that is 
repeated fourteen times before a transitional passage leads the central section back to the opening 
melody, where it returns again with the insertion of a telling duplet signifying closure before a return 
of the introductory idea to create a frame. he evocation of the harp and the unvaried rhythm make 
one wonder if this piece, like Horace et Lydie in the hird Book, is not an evocation of a classical 
hymn from the ancient world, although there is no other evidence for this speculation. 
 he second piece of the volume, Allegretto, is an essay in obstinacy 8. A repeated note on the 
submediant (sixth) degree of the minor scale is inserted insistently in the alto voice and maintained 
through every harmonic change and modulation, no matter what dissonances it creates. he piece 
moves from A minor to C major and then to an attempt at tranquillity in A major marked dolce – 
but the dissonant note remains. here is a passage in the central section where the dissonant note 
seems to have been tamed or, rather, accommodated as the music moves to B lat major, with the 
tonic and dominant chords of which the note is harmonious. hat harmony is destroyed with the 
return of A minor and at the close the F remains over an A major chord giving a strong impression 
of an augmented triad. Remarkably, this piece reverses the usual pattern of tonal pieces which 
establish a harmonious tonic key in the opening section and move to dissonance in the central 
or development section which is resolved on the return. Here the work begins and ends in with 
unresolved dissonance, which is relieved only during the central section, like a sharp emotional pain 
that one manages to forget for a moment. 
 A Chant de Guerre 9 ills the space of the vigorous A major song of action, occupied by 
Mendelssohn’s so-called Jagdlied and its energy and swagger are exaggerated to the point of irony. 
he ideas of the introduction return climactically in the coda, and the phrases of main theme 
are interrupted by elaborated epauletted lourishes as though on trumpets and pipes. here is a 









concert pianist; his tours took him through France and to London, Spain and Russia. He moved to Dresden in 1870 and to Berlin in 1897, 
dying a year later. He was the great-uncle of the composer Erwin Schulhof (1894–1942).
8 François Luguenot, ‘Catalogue de l’œuvre d’Alkan’ in Charles Valentin Alkan, ed. Brigitte François-Sappey, Fayard, Paris, 1991, p. 288.
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secondary idea which increases in spirit until a theme that is even more pufed up bursts on the scene 
in C major for the middle section. In place of a return there is a small fugato and a bombastically 
rhetorical return of the middle section theme merging into the coda. Alkan’s excursions into the 
military genre oten brought out his most manic and grotesque moods. Two years later he published 
two military caprices, Op. 50, the second of which, Le tambour bat aux champs, resists swagger in 
favour of a more disturbing sinister tone, and is held by several writers, notably the comparably 
reclusive composer Kaikhosru Sorabji,9 to be a masterpiece. 
 Since a hymn had been used for the irst piece, the space occupied by a hymn-like piece in 
Mendelssohn’s template is, in this book, given over to an evocative Procession-Nocturne . Without 
wanting to be at all prescriptive, I ind it easy to imagine monks, candles and a midnight vigil thanks 
to the continuously slow-paced walking bass and subdued dynamic range set primarily in the lower 
treble range. 
 he F sharp minor piece of the set is a light Andantino, this time over a rapidly tripping let 
hand . hough built on subtle contrasts and delicate textures, the form lows gently and unfolds 
into a surprisingly extended structure. Alkan calls the barcarolle of the set a Barcarolle en chœur 

 and its sombre main idea is marked quasi da lontano, as though heard over dark murky waters. 
Enhancing the notion of distance is the framing introduction and coda which is built on more 
intensely coloured sounds from the upper range reminiscent of spindly light over water.

Troisième Recueil de Chants, Op. 65

Alkan’s hird Book of Chants was written around 1866. he light expressive mood and uniied 
arpeggiated texture of its opening number, marked Vivante , appears at irst to qualify it as a 
charming addition to the ‘Song without Words’ genre as established and typiied by Mendelssohn. 
Ater a brief introduction, the irst section presents a regularly phrased melody of Romantic spirit 
and Classical shape ending in the dominant key. It is only as the music moves into the second 
section that the restless and far-lung modulations suggest the individuality of expressive purpose 
and lonely yearning that is such a distinctive refrain in Alkan’s music. He repeats this move from 
innocent cheer to something darker by following a conventional return with a coda that moves 
unexpectedly to a minor key, like an awakening from carefree thoughts.
 As a leet scherzo in triple time with whispering rapid arpeggios and dry alternating 

9

9 Kaikhosru Sorabji, Mi contra Fa: he Immoralisings of a Machiavellian Musician, Da Capo Press, Paris , 1947, p. 204.
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accompaniment, Esprits Follets  evokes something of the spirit of the fairy-like scherzos of 
Mendelssohn though with a touch of Alkan obstinacy in its dynamic range. he piece is marked 
pianissimo throughout except for the opening arpeggio and a passage later on marked pianississimo, 
and its unremitting semiquavers require alarming agility. Such pieces in perpetuum mobile style 
occur several times in Alkan’s output – Comme le vent, the irst of the Op. 39 studies, for example, 
and the Étude, Op. 76, No. 3 – but here the virtuosity is hushed, ethereal and evanescent. 
 he two pieces in A major which follow reverse the Mendelssohnian template, with the mood of 
moderate relective gentleness found in Mendelssohn’s fourth number occurring third in this book, 
while the vigorous energetic number is delayed to the fourth place. Framed by an introductory 
texture that recurs at the close, the Canon  is a pianistic realisation of a vocal duet with the tenor 
following the soprano an octave lower and one bar behind. he canon is exact throughout and 
Alkan avoids the harmonic constraints that such writing imposes through subtle reharmonisations 
and an unexpected shit to the submediant in the return. (Similar duets are to be found in Book 
Five of the Chants.) he  boisterous energy, rhythmic variety and swagger of Tempo Giusto  
abandons Mendelssohn to evoke Schumann in his spirited Davidsbündler mood. he irst section 
presents this mood unproblematically, ending in the tonic key of A major and leading directly to a 
smoother central section (Dolce, e Legato) which reinterprets the rhythm and staccato passages of 
the irst section in lowing style. he return is also expressively uncomplicated but leads to a coda of 
uncompromising technical demands and dry brilliance. 
 Horace et Lydie  is a syllabic setting of Horace’s ode, ‘Donec gratus eram tibi’, cast as a vocal 
duet. Lydia is referred to in several of Horace’s odes. Poem 9 of Book 3 is a dialogue in six verses 
between two former lovers, Horace and Lydia, relecting on their past devotion to each other and its 
matchless bliss, their current lovers (Chloe for Horace and Calais for Lydia) for whom each swears 
he or she would die, and ending in a question from Horace to Lydia as to what would happen if their 
love returned and he spurned Chloe, to which Lydia replies that although Calais is fair and mild 
and Horace is dark and stormy, it would be bliss for her to live and die with Horace. At that point 
Horace discreetly draws the veil but Alkan cannot resist an ecstatic coda, uniting the let hand and 
right hand in unison for a reprise of the irst verse in F sharp major and an evocative inal page in 
which Lydia’s descending phrases are answered in stretto by Horace’s rising replies. Alkan’s rhythmic 
treatment of Horace’s ode is of considerable interest. he ode is in six verses with the irst verse 
spoken by Horace, the second by Lydia, alternating in this way to the end. Each verse has four lines 
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with alternating lengths of eight and twelve syllables, making twenty syllables over a two-line unit. 
Alkan’s irst melodic phrase contains twenty notes, but the division is diferent, with the irst phrase 
extending to fourteen syllables, circling round the note C sharp, followed by a six-note response in 
a rising phrase and a crescendo. Alkan repeats this rhythmic unit exactly throughout the setting in 
Horace’s phrases (which are set in the tenor register) and Lydia’s in the treble. Each verse is given a 
diferent tonality and modal lavour. For the irst and third verses, Horace’s melody is based around 
C sharp, which would imply the Phrygian mode, though the harmonies imply F sharp minor and 
C sharp minor respectively. Lydia’s music moves around F sharp minor which would imply the 
Ionian mode though the harmony of the irst setting in B minor would give this a Dorian lavour. 
Alkan underlines the important moments of the ode by placing portentous low notes at the start and 
bringing them back just before the questioning inal two verses when they wonder what it would be 
like if love were rekindled, and before the coda, in which one may surmise it has been.

 Donec gratus eram tibi

 nec quisquam potior bracchia candidae

 ceruici iuuenis dabat,

 Persarum uigui rege beatior.

 Donec non alia magis 

 arsisti neque erat Lydia post Chloen,

 multi Lydia nominis,

 Romana uigui clarior Ilia.

 Me nunc hressa Chloe regit,

 dulcis docta modos et citharae sciens, 

 pro qua non metuam mori,

 si parcent animae fata superstiti.

1
avec grand’ passion

2

3
Le Festin d’Ésope Études

L’Ofrande 4
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10 Translation by John Conington, he Odes and Carmen Saeculare of Horace, Bell and Daldy, London, 1865, p. 78.

Horace10

While I had power to bless you,

Nor any round that neck his arms did fling

More privileged to caress you,

Happier was Horace than the Persian king.

Lydia

While you for none were pining

Sorer, nor Lydia after Chloe came,

Lydia, her peers outshining,

Might match her own with Ilia’s Roman fame.

Horace

Now Chloe is my treasure,

Whose voice, whose touch, can make sweet music flow:

For her I’d die with pleasure,

Would Fate but spare the dear survivor so.



 Me torret face mutua

 hurini Calais ilius Ornyti,

 pro quo bis patiar mori,

 si parcent puero fata superstiti.

 Quid si prisca redit Venus
 diductosque iugo cogit aeneo,

 si laua excutitur Chloe

 reiectaeque patet ianua Lydiae?

 Quamquam sidere pulchrior
 ille est, tu leuior cortice et inprobo

 iracundior Hadria,

 tecum uiuere amem, tecum obeam lubens.

he inal Barcarolle in G minor  is the most lowing of all ive barcarolles in the Chants and 
among the most charming of all Alkan’s miniatures. he opening bar of the melody is immediately 
taken up by the let hand in imitation and this pattern pervades the accompaniment of the entire 
piece while the melody develops the idea with sweet vocal lyricism. he central section is in  
G major and the return burnishes the repeated notes in the theme with gently arpeggiated chords. 

Une fusée, Op. 55: Introduction et Impromptu 

Une fusée was written in 1859 and dedicated ‘à son amigo Alej. Esain’ (he, too, a composer); it 
is receiving its irst recording on this CD. he word fusée was used in a number of contexts in 
the early nineteenth century and the exact reference of Alkan’s title is not clear. he term refers 
variously to spinning and weaving, to skyrockets and to an element of watch-making. Just how 
familiar Alkan was with the techniques of spinning and weaving is not documented but, if this is 
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Lydia

I love my own fond lover,

Young Calais, son of Thurian Ornytus:

For him I’d die twice over,

Would Fate but spare the sweet survivor thus.

Horace

What now, if Love returning

Should pair us ’neath his brazen yoke once more,

And, bright-hair’d Chloe spurning,

Horace to off-cast Lydia ope his door?

Lydia

Though he is fairer, milder,

Than starlight, you lighter than bark of tree,

Than stormy Hadria wilder,

With you to live, to die, were bliss for me.
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L’Ofrande L’Agitatissimo 
L’Ofrande

the allusion, Une fusée would make an interesting addition to the repertoire of spinning pieces, 
almost all written by men who presumably observed the process rather than took part. Taking 
their lead from Goethe’s representation of Gretchen at the spinning wheel and Schubert’s setting 
of the text, composers’ interest tended to revolve around the spinner rather than the spun, with the 
action of the spinning wheel becoming a metaphor for rumination, for obsessive thinking about a 
loved one, and, at times, for racing thoughts. In this interpretation, Alkan’s piece moves between the 
sweet relections of the spinner as heard in the slow introduction (marked Dolcemente), apparently 
engaged in winding thread on or of the spindle and in other preparatory activities, and the furious 
action of the spinning or weaving device itself. he latter is suggested by manic music in perpetuum 

mobile style, with the let hand possibly suggesting action on the treadle while the right depicts the 
whirling action of the bobbin. Indeed, such is the demonic energy of the spinning that one cannot 
be sure that Alkan was not prompted by one of the newer mechanical devices, making the piece, like 
Le chemin de fer, Op. 27 (1844), another of his comments on the industrial revolution. 
 he introduction, in B lat, contains carefully notated downwardly arpeggiated chords which 
grow in intensity, possibly representing an aspect of spinning technique and, by extension, a 
metaphor for caressing tenderness. he impromptu is an unstoppable presto in D minor with a 
signature idea of turning arpeggios as though mimicking circular movements. he music moves to 
A minor for a new theme marked Cantabile but still possessed of unstoppable momentum. A return 
of the D minor theme provides a transition to A major and a smoother expressive second theme. 
he momentary attainment of tranquillity is quickly disturbed in a frenetic development section of 
increasingly demanding virtuosity. he music moves to F major and a passage marked Con furia 

halts suddenly for a brief return of the introductory material. Did Alkan want to suggest that the 
spinning had got out of hand and the thread broken – or is this moment a more general indictment 
of the Industrial Revolution and the triumph of the mechanical over the personal? Whatever the 
cause, the pause is suicient to repair the momentum for a return of the smooth expressive second 
idea in the tonic key, completing a sonata-style plan, before a furious coda. 

Peter McCallum is Associate Professor of Musicology at the University of Sydney and the classical-music critic of he 
Sydney Morning Herald. 

Zwei Eipsoden aus Lenau’s Faust
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Described by Anthony Clarke in he Bulletin as ‘one of Australia’s 
foremost pianists’, Stephanie McCallum has enjoyed an international 
career of over thirty years, appearing on over forty CDs (including 
iteen solo  discs) and in hundreds of live solo and concerto 
performances. Playing a repertoire from the eighteenth to the 21st 
century, she is especially noted for her performances of virtuosic 
music of the nineteenth century, particularly the music of Liszt and 
Alkan, and also for her advocacy of demanding contemporary solo 
and ensemble scores. 
 Stephanie McCallum is Associate Professor in piano at the 
Sydney Conservatorium of Music of the University of Sydney, 
where she herself studied with Alexander Sverjensky and with 
the noted Liszt player, Gordon Watson. Ater advanced studies in 
England with the Alkan expert Ronald Smith, she made her critically acclaimed Wigmore Hall debut 
in 1982 where she gave what is believed to be the irst performance of Alkan’s Chants, Op. 70. She is 
also credited with the irst complete performance of Alkan’s Trois Grandes Études, Op. 76, in London. 
Her live performances of the Concerto, the Symphony, and other works from the Douze études dans 

les tons mineurs have been described by critics as ‘titanic’, ‘awe-inspiring’, ‘stupendous’, ‘virtuosic 
pianism of the highest calibre’ and ‘one of the glories of Australian pianism’. 
 Stephanie McCallum has appeared extensively as a soloist in the United Kingdom, France and 
Australia, and has toured Europe with he Alpha Centauri Ensemble. She has made many appearances 
as soloist in the Sydney Festival, and performed in the Brighton, Cheltenham, Huddersield, and 
Sydney Spring festivals. A noted exponent of contemporary music, Stephanie was a founding member 
of the contemporary ensembles AustraLYSIS and Sydney Alpha Ensemble and has been joint artistic 
director of the latter since its inception. She has performed with such groups as the Australian 
Chamber Orchestra, Elision and he Australia Ensemble. She appears in ensemble on many CDs as 
well  as soloist on two CDs by the Sydney Alpha Ensemble, Strange Attractions, and Clocks, featuring 
works of Elena Kats-Chernin. In 2000 she gave the world premiere of Kats-Chernin’s Displaced Dances 
with the Queensland Symphony Orchestra, a piano concerto written especially for her.
 Her solo recordings include a two-disc set of the complete piano sonatas of Weber; Illegal 

Harmonies: The 20th-Century Piano; Perfume, a best-selling disc of rare French piano music; two CDs 
of music by Liszt, The Liszt Album and From the Years of Pilgrimage; and an album of piano works by 
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Erik Satie, entitled Gymnopédies. With the release in 2006 of a two-CD set of Alkan’s Douze études 

dans les tons mineurs, she was the first pianist ever to have recorded both of Alkan’s sets of studies in 
the major and the minor keys, Opp. 35 and 39. More recent discs include A Romantic Christmas; a CD 
of Schumann’s piano music, Scenes from Childhood, including the Fantasie in C major, Op. 17; and 
a Beethoven premiere recording – Für Elise: Bagatelles for piano by Ludwig van Beethoven. This disc 
contains a Bagatelle in F minor, probably the last piano piece that Beethoven wrote, never previously 
published, performed or recorded. For a complete list of recordings please visit Stephanie’s website at 
www.stephaniemccallum.com. 

Other Alkan recordings by Stephanie McCallum

• Douze études dans les tons mineurs, Op. 39, ABC Classics 476 5335 (2006)
• Cavatina from Beethoven’s String Quartet in B lat major Op.130, arr. Alkan (in he Timeless 

Music of Beethoven), ABC Classics 476 9420 (2006)
• Le Festin d’Ésope, Op. 39, No. 12 (in Perfume: he Exquisite Piano Music of France, with 
Chabrier, Debussy, Fauré, Poulenc, Ravel, Ropartz and Satie), ABC Classics 461 798-2 (2001)
• Symphonie for solo piano, Op. 39, Nos. 4–7 (with Magnard, Promenades), Tall Poppies tp081 
(1996)
• Twelve Studies in All the Major Keys, Op. 35 (irst complete recording), Tall Poppies tp055 
(1994)
• Concerto for solo piano, Op. 39, Nos. 8–10; Chants, Op. 70 (irst recording), MBS Records 
24 cd (1992) 

Come and explore unknown music with us by joining the Toccata Discovery Club. Membership brings 

you two free CDs, big discounts on all Toccata Classics recordings and Toccata Press books and early 

ordering on all Toccata releases, for a modest annual fee of £20. You start saving as soon as you join. You 

can sign up online at the Toccata Classics website at www.toccataclassics.com.
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Recorded on 26 February, 27 May and 22 July 2012 in Recital Hall West, 
 Sydney Conservatorium of Music
Recording Producer and Editor: Ralph Lane OAM
Recording Engineer: Bob Scott
Assistant Recording Engineer: Sam Ada
Piano Technician: Curtis Wilkinson 

Booklet essay: Peter McCallum
Design and lay-out: Paul Brooks, Design & Print, Oxford

his recording and its successor volume were made possible with generous support from he 
Alkan Society and a research grant from the Sydney Conservatorium of Music, University of 
Sydney. Stephanie McCallum and Toccata Classics would like to acknowledge this support with 
thanks for the opportunity it has provided to present a synoptic view of this important aspect 
of Alkan’s output.

Executive Producer: Martin Anderson
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The wild originality of Charles-Valentin Alkan was little appreciated during his lifetime 

(1813–88), nor during the century which followed, when he was largely lost from sight. 

But now Alkan is increasingly recognised as one of the most individual personalities in 

all music. The ive albums he called Recueils de Chants – miniature tone-poems which 

marry Classical constraint to virtuoso Romantic excess – provide an attractive gateway 

to his freewheeling imagination.

Made in GerMany

ALKAN Complete Recueils de Chants, Volume One

*first recordinG TT 71:14
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Premier recueil de chants, Op. 38 (1857) 19:28
 1.  Assez vivement 4:28
 2. Sérénade: Quasi-allegretto 2:44
 3. Chœur: Allegro 2:49
 4.  L’Offrande: Andantino  2:41 
 5.  Agitatissimo (disperato) 3:44
 6.  Barcarolle: Andante 3:02

Deuxième recueil de chants, Op. 38 (1857) 25:14
 1.  Hymne: Adagio 5:00
 2.  Allegretto (‘Fa’) 3:12
 3. Chant de guerre: Allegro              3:41
 4. Procession-Nocturne: Andantino 3:40
 5. Andantino 5:46
 6.  Barcarolle en chœur: Andante 3:55
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Troisième recueil de chants, Op. 65 (c. 1859) 19:01
 1.  Vivante  3:04
 2. Esprits follets: Prestissimo 2:00
 3. Canon: Assez vivement – 
  Assez doucement 2:27
 4. Tempo giusto 4:20
 5. Horace et Lydie: Vivacissimo 3:48
 6. Barcarolle: Assez lentement 3:22

 Une fusée: Introduction et Impromptu, 
 Op. 55 (1859)*  7:318

7

13

14

15

16

18

17

9

10

11

19

12


