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My father, the composer Jean Françaix, was one of those lucky people who never had 
to ask themselves what career they should embark upon. He was composing at the 
age of five, and was only twelve when his first work, Pour Jacqueline, for piano, was 
published. Apart from reading, which made him a man of wide culture open to many 
areas of knowledge, music filled his life completely.
 For as far back as I can remember, my existence was cradled by the sound of the 
piano on which he was composing, orchestrating or rehearsing for the concerts he 
gave from time to time, chiefly with the outstanding French cellist Maurice Gendron. 
 Although his name is well known to musicians, it is not familiar to the wider 
public: he never belonged to a school or group of musicians or sought honours or 
official musical positions, and his private life was too desperately normal to interest 
the mass media.
 Nevertheless, at a time when you don’t exist unless people are talking about you, 
my father represents an altogether extraordinary exception: he is one of the most 
widely performed French composers of the twentieth century, even if those whose 
job ought to be to record that fact do not do so – especially, I must sadly add, in his 
own country. That’s why I am often contacted by musicians who complain of the 
near-complete absence of musicological writing on his music. He suffered a good 
deal because of that state of affairs, to the point where he wrote one day (I forget 
where): ‘I live in exile in my own country and am nurtured from abroad’. 
 And this recording – for which I give my deep thanks to Kerry Stratton and the 
Sir Georg Solti Chamber Orchestra of Budapest – bears witness to the fact that most 
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of the initiatives to celebrate the centenary of the birth of the composer in 2012 have 
come from abroad.
 This CD, which collects the most important of his works for string orchestra, has 
two points of interest. The first is that it contains two works that are little known and 
have not been previously recorded, and the second is that one of these works is a ballet. 
What makes that important is that Jean Françaix’s chamber music is so popular that 
it has rather been forgotten that at the outset of his career he was chiefly considered a 
composer of ballets. 
 Indeed, he wasn’t even 21 years old when, in 1933, he was selected by the famous 
Russian choreographer Léonide Massine to write the music for two ballets, Beach and 
Scuola di ballo. Danced by the Ballets Russes in Monte Carlo and then in Paris and 
London, they were so successful that the major German publisher Schott made him 
the kind of proposition every composer dreams about: an option on all his future 
compositions. It was an offer which, as a naïve young man, he took up only later, in the 
face of the lack of interest that French music-publishers were showing in his music.
 Scuola di ballo was recorded soon afterwards by that outstanding conductor Antal 
Doráti and, very recently, in 2009, it was revived at the Sydney Opera House and 
Melbourne Arts Centre with a choreography by Alexei Ratmansky, then artistic director 
of the Bolshoi Ballet.
 Jean Françaix’s catalogue (around 230 works) contains an important group of sixteen 
ballet scores, eight of which were written between 1933 and 1938 and five between 1948 
and 1958. One of them, La dame dans la lune, choereographed by Roland Petit, was even 
given twenty performances on Broadway in the ’60s.
 Thanks to this CD, Die Kamelien (1950) is now one of the small number – five – 
which have now been recorded. 
 The Ode sur ‘La Naissance de Vénus’ de Botticelli (1960) was a commission from 
the Radio Télévision Française, which recorded and broadcast it in 1961 – doubtless 
intended to provide the musical illustration for a programme on the painter Sandro 
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Botticelli. Die Kamelien, by contrast, is in the main an orchestration for strings of a work 
previously written for piano, L’Éloge de la Danse. The Ode sur ‘La Naissance de Vénus’ de 
Botticelli contains two themes which were to be re-used later in the opera La princesse 
de Clèves (1961–65). 
 As for the Symphonie d’Archets, although it was acclaimed by the reviewers, it has 
only been recorded three times before, as far as I am aware, in 1989, 1994 and 1998, and 
this ‘booster jab’ can only be welcome!
 I don’t doubt that these recordings will help Jean Françaix’s orchestral music – which 
accounts for almost half his output – come out of the shade. 

JEAN FRANÇAIX: MUSIC FOR STRING ORCHESTRA 
by Malcolm MacDonald

Jean Françaix was born in Le Mans (where his father was Director of the Conservatoire) on  
23 May 1912, and seems to have been intended for a musical career almost from 
the cradle. He began studying the piano when he was four. Naturally proliic 
throughout his life, Françaix composed his irst work at the age of ten (the piano 
piece Pour Jacqueline, dedicated to a cousin and published two years later); he was 
only ten, too, when he attracted the attention of Nadia Boulanger, who considered 
him one of the very best of her students. He also studied piano in Paris with Isidor 
Philipp. From Boulanger he received a thorough training in composition, ‘with  
results’ – as David Drew once wrote in a celebrated survey of ‘Modern French Music’ – 
‘that might well be envied by certain of his more renowned elders. His precision of aim 
is oten exemplary’.1 In a long life Françaix wrote works in almost every genre, but they 
are all distinguished on the one hand by a sure technical skill and on the other by an 
amiable unpretentiousness. (As he once said, ‘My interest is not primarily attracted by 
1 In Howard Hartog (ed.), European Music in the Twentieth Century, Routledge, London, 1957 (2nd edn., Pelican, London, 1961), p. 288.
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the “motorways of thought”, but more the “paths through the woods”’.2) hat precious git 
of ‘precision of aim’ – the ability to say exactly what needs to be said, no more, no less, 
in just as many notes as it takes to say it – is well illustrated by the three scores presented 
on this disc.
 Françaix carried off the first prize for piano at the Paris Conservatoire in 1930 and 
was himself, at the age of 22, the soloist in the premiere of his Concertino for piano 
and orchestra at the ISCM Festival in Baden-Baden in 1932, an event which established 
his international reputation. He was long active as a performer, notably in a duo with 
the cellist Maurice Gendron, and partnered Francis Poulenc in several performances 
of the latter’s Concerto for Two Pianos. Later he formed a piano duo with his daughter 
Claude. But composition seems to have been his life-blood: a stream of works poured 
from his pen right up to his death in Paris on 25 September 1997. He was awarded the 
Légion d’Honneur in 1991; he received other public honours, including the Prix Arthur 
Honegger in 1992 and Officier de l’Ordre National du Mérite culturel from the royal house 
of Monaco in 1993. He also won the Prix du Portique in 1950, the Grand Prix du Disque 
in chamber music in 1954, the Grand Prix du Disque as performer and composer in 
1965, the Grand Prix de la Société des auteurs dramatiques in 1983, and the Grand Prix 
SACEM de la musique symphonique in 1992. 
 Françaix wrote well over 200 works in almost every genre, from ilm scores to 
ballets and cantatas. He seemed to achieve a mature voice and a settled idiom almost 
immediately, and he quickly came into demand. he Ballets Russes de Monte Carlo 
commissioned a ballet, Scuola di ballo, choreographed by Léonide Massine, based on 
themes of Boccherini. Another ballet, Le Roi nu, was premiered by the Paris Opera in 
1935. hough he generally put a personal, contemporary slant on traditional modes of 
expression, he was a self-proclaimed Neoclassicist, rejecting extreme dissonance and 
preferring neat, pithy forms and a certain emotional reserve: in the tradition of Chabrier 
(and of Ravel, who was an early friend), he had little use for the Romantic aesthetic of 
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.  2 Quoted, without precise source, on www.schott-music.co.uk/shop/artists/1/jean-francaix/.



the composer pouring his inner soul into music. Nevertheless, at need, he was capable of 
deeper expression, in works such as his wartime cantata L’Apocalypse de Saint Jean.
 he Symphonie d’archets (Symphony for Strings) which Françaix composed in 
1948 may not be among his most profound utterances, but neither is it as carefree 
as it may appear at various spots on its musical surface. hemes of apparent diatonic 
plainness are curiously spiced by restless chromatic harmony and vagrant counterpoints; 
straightforward rhythms are subtly skewed; above all the string orchestra is handled with 
remarkable reinement and resource to provide a kaleidoscopic range of textures that 
lend the music a sense of richness but also ambiguity. he tonality is restless, too, none 
of the movements really committing fully to a principal key, though at several points a 
modal D almost achieves that status. he apparent models may be Classical, as if Françaix 
intends to produce a contemporary essay in the vein of Mendelssohn’s string symphonies 
or Rossini’s string sonatas; there are hints too at times of a Baroque concerto grosso; yet 
the efect is oten anything but retrospective.
 he symphony opens with a rather plaintive introduction, Andantino misterioso 1, 
a lullaby-like tune over a recurrent pedal D, then launches into a raish Allegro assai 
that immediately juxtaposes a vivacious, downward-jetting violin theme in anapaestic 
rhythm against smoother, more chant-like, espressivo material heard in close harmony. A 
longer, elegantly arched violin theme serves as ‘second subject’, but though the lineaments 
of a kind of sonata form can be discerned in this movement, Françaix gives much more 
the efect of a continuous process of development. he anapaestic theme throws out new 
melodic ofshoots; it becomes a running texture, an ostinato, a wayward stream of two-
semiquavers-plus-quaver. Textures thicken and coil against it in other parts (the string 
orchestra is sometimes divided up to nine parts); Françaix plays it of against pizzicati 
and harmonics. Towards the end of the movement there is a brief, climactic f recall of 
the lullaby theme of the introduction, but then the music fragments and disperses into 
an insouciant coda.
 he Andante molto slow movement 2 has a smoky, sinuous feel, its main theme 
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winding restlessly through some very fully textured writing and coming quite early to a 
passionate ff appeal in a post-war urban nocturne, the intensity of which is increased by 
elegiac solos for viola and violin. he music subsides to the cellos, and eventually gutters 
out on divided double-basses. 
 Françaix calls his bittersweet third movement 3 a Scherzo, which of course it is, 
but it’s more particularly a supple and capricious waltz, with teasing cross-rhythms and 
decorations that break up the three-in-a-bar impression. he central Trio is a particularly 
resourceful rhythmic essay in 5/8 time, merging back into a da capo of the waltz.
 he inale 4, though never very formally structured, is a sort of rondo, the main 
theme of which is a precise yet cheerfully rustic idea – with something of the character 
of a folksong or even a nursery rhyme. As in the irst movement, much is spun out of a 
nagging rhythm, and Françaix again puts the orchestra through its textural paces, side-
slipping into areas of chromatic intensiication, adding expressive solo counterpoints or 
passages of wintry tremolandi with an impression of complete casualness. And rather 
than any kind of apotheosis or big statement, at the end the work simply stops, in the 
most matter-of-fact way imaginable, as if it has simply run out of steam. 
 During his long career Françaix composed no fewer than sixteen ballets, mainly of 
course for the French stage. Die Kamelien (‘he Camellias’), described as a ‘pantomime 
for actors in six scenes’, was composed in 1950 and premiered in New York City Center 
on 15 October 1951 with choreography by George Balanchine. (Balanchine had recently 
scored success in New York with a ballet entitled À la Françaix, using the composer’s 
1934 Serenade for small orchestra.) It is based on a scenario by Sonia Korty (1894–1955), 
a Russian émigrée dancer and actress who spent a couple of seasons in Diaghilev’s Ballets 
Russes and had led a ballet troupe in Antwerp in the 1930s; she had settled in Austria 
ater World War II. One of the countless spin-ofs from Alexandre Dumas’ famous 
1848 novel and play La Dame aux camélias, the ballet is not precisely a transposition 
of it for the dance, more a kind of fantasia on some of its themes, with the tubercular 
courtesan Marguerite and her lover Armand treated as symbolic igures; in the manner 
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of ancient Greek theatre, the actors are masked to conceal their individual identities, and 
they indicate their emotions in mime. he scenario is arranged on two parallel time-
lines, with three scenes at Marguerite’s grave (Am Grab) supposed to be happening at 
‘the present time’, where Armand’s ghost still pays her court with a bouquet of camellias 
clutched in his had, while the other scenes tell her story in lashback to a period a century 
before. Only ‘the dead spirit, who in life was called Marguerite’ is given a speaking role, 
as narrator (it is omitted in concert performance, as on the present disc). he passage of 
time between the two areas of the action is meant to indicate that all the protagonists, not 
only the tragic Marguerite, have eventually found an identical quietus in death.
 Perhaps under the inluence of this austere scenario, Françaix composed his score for 
string orchestra, making Die Kamelien an intriguing follow-up to the Symphonie d’archets, 
and fully comparable in the range and variety of textures and musical characters he is able 
to draw from the limited instrumental palette. he music is in fact partly drawn from 
L’Éloge de la Danse, a work he had previously composed for piano. he ballet begins with 
a hypnotically melancholy prologue at Marguerite’s grave, characterised by drooping, 
lamenting chromatic scales 6. Her spirit accepts the camellias from Armand’s ghost 
and relects that her legend has become immortal: she invites the audience to see how it 
came about. Scene 2 7 is a masked ball staged by Marguerite’s friend Flora, at which – 
already ill with tuberculosis – Marguerite meets Armand for the irst time and they fall 
in love. his is another essay by Françaix in a brilliant waltz style, but also featuring a 
minuet and a lively coda. Back at the grave in Scene 3 8, Marguerite and Armand dance 
a melancholy siciliano while she relects that the reality of their afair was much more 
mundane than the legend.
 Scene 4 9 takes place in the country house of Armand’s father, the Baron, who forbids 
the ‘unsuitable’ Marguerite to pursue her afair with his son. he arching chromatic scales 
of the opening ‘Am Grab’ are transformed in various ways in this lively yet dolorous 
scene. here are two distinct dances in the sequence, rounded of by an emotional solo 
for Armand. Sacriicing herself for Armand, Marguerite breaks of the relationship.  
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In Scene 5  she is seen with the Baron at the Gaming Hall, in a series of vivacious 
dances, but these move eventually into her long, lingering death from tuberculosis. Finally  
Scene 6  returns to the graveside in music almost identical to Scene 1, as Marguerite 
narrates the circumstances of her funeral, with ‘six white horses, camellias and tears!’
 Ten years ater Die Kamelien, Françaix again employed a string orchestra in his Ode 

sur ‘La Naissance de Vénus’ de Botticelli of 1960. Broadcast the following year by Radio 
Télévision Française, which had commissioned the work, it was designed as a musical 
illustration for a programme on the painter Sandro Botticelli. As the title suggests, this 
radiant, hymn-like piece 5 is a rendering of praise in music – a tender and highly 
coloured evocation of Botticelli’s world-famous tempera painting of 1486 showing Venus 
being born from the waves of the Mediterranean as a fully-grown woman: already a 
major theme of the art of classical antiquity. Although quite short, the music is marked by 
a sense of rapt ecstasy, and its form – two contrasting sections, plus coda – corresponds 
approximately to the strophe, antistrophe and epode of the Greek classical ode.   
 

Malcolm MacDonald © 2012

Malcolm MacDonald is the author of the volume on Brahms in the ‘Master Musicians’ series (Oxford 
University Press, Oxford and New York, 2002). He has also written he Symphonies of Havergal 
Brian (three vols., Kahn & Averill, London, 1974, 1978 and 1983) and edited the irst two volumes of 
Havergal Brian on Music (Toccata Press, London, 1985 and 2009); further volumes are in preparation. 

His other writings include books on John Foulds, Schoenberg, Ronald Stevenson and Edgard Varèse.
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Kerry Stratton is conductor of the Toronto Concert Orchestra and 
Wish Opera. Having earned a degree in conducting from McGill 
University, he later completed graduate studies at the Vienna 
Conservatory under Sir Charles Mackerras, Academia Chigiana 
in Sienna, Italy, and L’École Pierre Monteux with Charles Bruck. 
 In the course of his international career, he has conducted 
orchestras in Europe, North America and Asia. His engagements 
have included the Jerusalem Symphony Orchestra, Czech 
Philharmonic, Budapest Concert Orchestra, Hungarian 
Chamber Soloists, Prague Chamber Philharmonic, Bohemian 
Chamber Philharmonic, Slovak Radio Orchestra, Slovak State 
Philharmonic Orchestra, State of Mexico Symphony Orchestra, 
Lithuanian Chamber Orchestra, Seoul Philharmonic, Prague 
Radio Orchestra, Zagreb Philharmonic and Janáček Philharmonic. In January 2001 he became 
the irst Canadian to conduct the St Petersburg Camerata in the Hermitage heatre at the 
Winter Palace. In December 2004 he made his debut with the Beijing Symphony in a concert at 
the Forbidden City. He has conducted concert tours for such orchestras as the Sir Georg Solti 
Orchestra, Budapest, the Vienna Concert-Verein, Czech Philharmonic Chamber Orchestra, 
Orchestra Internazionale d’Italia and, most recently, the Slovak Sinfonietta. 
 Kerry Stratton was the 2000 winner of the Masaryk Award for his services to Czech and 
Slovak culture and was decorated by the Czech Government in 2007 at the Černin Palace in 
Prague with the Gratis Agit Award. 
 In 2005 he founded Grand Salon, a palm-court orchestra, devoted to music of the early 
twentieth century, which plays original orchestrations to enthusiastic audiences throughout Canada. 
 Kerry Stratton is also committed to broadening the repertoire of both concert and recorded 
orchestral music. His discography includes the irst recording of Liszt’s De Profundis with the 
Hungarian State Symphony Orchestra on Hungaroton, and a recording on Dorian Records 
entitled Celestial Fantasy features this and other works of Alan Hovhaness. A long-time devotee 
of east European composers, Kerry Stratton recorded a collection of Slavonic Serenades, with 
the Moscow Symphony Orchestra, also on Dorian Records, which he Washington Post called 
‘a delight’. 



ad 
e 
s 
y 

e 
e 

n. 
ider 

r 
t 

, 
t 
e 
s 
e 
d 
et 

e 
t 

Cellos

Zsolt Puskás 
Eszter Reményi 
Ildikó Válóczi 
 
Double-bass

Vilmos Buza 
Soma Lajcsik 

Second violins

Gábor Bodor 
Ágnes Simon 
Ildikó Kovács 
Miklós Balog 
 
Violas

István Polónyi 
György Fazekas 
László Bogáti 
László Kolozsváry 
 

Music Director

Tibor Alpár

Artistic Director

Franciska Puskásné Ispán

First violins

Spartakus Juniki 
Ferenc Bangó
Zoltán Horváth 
Gábor Csonka
Pál Jász 
Péter Kovács 

The Sir Georg Solti Chamber Orchestra was founded in 1998. Shortly after the death of Sir 
Georg Solti a group of young musicians – former students of the Liszt Academy in Budapest – 
decided to form an orchestra to honour his name and applied for the privilege of doing so, also 
asking Géza Németh, the violist of the Bartók Quartet, to act as artistic director. They gave their 
debut concert – under the name of Capella dell’Academia – at the Liszt Academy on 29 October 
1998, under the baton of Tamás Vásáry, a friend of Sir Georg. A number of Hungarian critics 
held the group to be one of the most promising instrumental ensembles of recent times, and 
after a year of hard work they were pleased to receive a letter from Lady Solti giving permission 
to use her husband’s name: ‘My husband was always very grateful for his Hungarian musical 
heritage and for the education he received from the great teachers at the Liszt Academy. I know 
he would be so very delighted and honoured to have a young orchestra named after him. […] 
I know it will always continue to believe in the motto my husband always had: that musicians 
are there to serve music; they are the servants of the composers’.
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Recorded in Studio 22, Hungarian Radio, Budapest, on 6–8 July 2011
Recording engineer: Miklós Lukács

Booklet essays: Jacques Françaix and Malcolm MacDonald
Design and layout: Paul Brooks, Design and Print, Oxford

Executive producer: Martin Anderson

TOCC 0162                        

© 2012, Toccata Classics, London                       P 2012, Toccata Classics, London 

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, early ordering 

on all Toccata releases and a host of other beneits, 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.

Toccata Classics CDs are also available in the shops and can be ordered from our distributors around 

the world, a list of whom can be found at www.toccataclassics.com. If we have no representation in your 

country, please contact: Toccata Classics, 16 Dalkeith Court, Vincent Street, London SW1P 4HH, UK Tel: 

+44/0 207 821 5020  Fax: +44/0 207 834 5020   E-mail: info@toccataclassics.com



F
R

A
N

Ç
A

IX
  M

u
sic fo

r S
trin

g
 O

rch
e
stra

 ~
 S

G
S
C
O

/S
tra

tto
n

TO
C

C
 0

1
6

2
F
R

A
N

Ç
A

IX
  
M

u
si

c 
fo

r 
S
tr

in
g
 O

rc
h

e
st

ra
 ~

 S
G

S
C
O

/S
tr

a
tt

o
n

TO
C

C
 0

1
6

2

DDD

© Toccata Classics, London, 2012

P Toccata Classics, London, 2012 

TOCCATA CLASSICS 

16 Dalkeith Court, 

Vincent Street, 

London SW1P 4HH, UK

Tel: +44/0 207 821 5020 

E-mail: info@toccataclassics.com
Made in GerMany

JEAN FRANÇAIX Music for String Orchestra 

*first recordinGs

TT 52:06

TOCC 0162

Symphonie d’Archets (1948)  21:10

 I Andantino misterioso – Allegro assai 5:32

 II Andante molto  4:27

 III Scherzo and Trio 6:12

 IV Allegretto assai 4:57

 Ode sur ‘La Naissance de Vénus’ 
 de Botticelli* (1960) 5:17

2

1

3 

Die Kamelien: Pantomime für Schauspieler*     
 (1950)  25:12

 No. 1 Am Grab: Andantino 4:09

 No. 2 Ball bei Flora: Allegro  5:54

 No. 3 Am Grab: Andantino 1:48

 No. 4 Das Landhaus: Vivo 6:25

 No. 5 Im Spielsaal: Allegro commodo 4:53

 No. 6 Am Grab: Andantino 2:33

Sir Georg Solti Chamber Orchestra, Budapest
Kerry Stratton, conductor

Jean Françaix (1912–97) has long enjoyed a reputation as one of the happier 

composers, his Gallic charm and breezy good humour obscuring the superb 

craftsmanship of his writing. Françaix once observed that ‘I live in exile in 

my own country and am nourished from abroad’. Plus ça change, he might 

then have thought, with this CD presenting a Hungarian ensemble led by a 

Canadian conductor on a British label, with two first recordings and a rare 

hearing for one of his more substantial scores.

4 

5

6

7

8

9

10

11


