ALEXANDRE TANSMAN Piano Music, Volume Two
Huit novelettes (1936)
1 No. 1
Caprice: Lent
2 No. 2
Étude: Prestissimo
3 No. 3
Exotique (danse javanaise): Largo
4 No. 4
Danse tzigane: Allegro giocoso
5 No. 5
Obertas (danse polonaise): Allegro giocoso
6 No. 6
Blues: Andante cantabile
7 No. 7
Prélude et fugue: Lento cantabile
8 No. 8
Improvisation: Andante comodo
Trois préludes en forme de blues (1937)
9 No. 1
Lento cantabile
10 No. 2
Moderato
11 No. 3
Moderato

24:24
2:29
0:54
6:59
1:51
1:58
2:52
4:13
2:58
8:58
4:24
2:24
2:09

Vingt pièces faciles sur des mélodies populaires polonaises (1917–24)
12 No. 1
Moderato
13 No. 2
Allegro marziale
14 No. 3
Andantino espressivo
15 No. 4
Allegro giusto
16 No. 5
Allegretto
17 No. 6
Moderato
18 No. 7
Allegro giusto
19 No. 8
Allegro ma non troppo
20 No. 9
Andantino grazioso
21 No. 10 Mazurka lento
22 No. 11 Allegretto
23 No. 12 Moderato
24 No. 13 Allegro (polka)
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14:18
0:33
0:34
0:51
0:42
0:33
0:37
0:25
0:39
0:18
1:05
0:31
0:43
0:47

25
26
27
28
29
30
31

No. 14
No. 15
No. 16
No. 17
No. 18
No. 19
No. 20

Allegro ma non troppo (mazurka)
Allegro (polka)
Moderato
Vivace (oberek)
Allegro grazioso
Lento
Largo

0:45
0:40
0:54
0:22
0:16
1:20
1:33

Suite dans le style ancien (1929)
32 I
Entrée: Allegro deciso, ben ritmato
33 II
Sarabande: Lento
34 III
Gavotte: Allegro grazioso
35 IV
Choral fugué: Moderato
36 V
Aria: Largo cantabile
37 VI
Toccata: Molto vivace

14:20
1:14
3:03
2:19
2:56
3:08
1:40

Danny Zelibor, piano

TT 60:00
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ALEXANDRE TANSMAN: PIANO MUSIC, VOLUME TWO
by Danny Zelibor

The various characteristics at work in Tansman’s music – the Stravinskyan influence,
Polish heritage, French personality, jazz and blues flavour, heavy chromaticism,
multicultural approach – collectively inform his legacy as a composer. Like Ravel,
he believed that one should absorb all of one’s surrounding influences – a generous
outlook, which led to Tansman’s rather kaleidoscopic compositional style, and the
variety of works on this album highlights that openness of mind.
Born in Łódź in 1897, Tansman could hardly have asked for a more auspicious
start in life. The son of well-to-do parents in the Jewish upper-middle class, he entered
a world in which his various talents could easily flourish. He began his studies at
the conservatoire in Łódź, eventually continuing to Warsaw, where he was put on
the map by winning first, second and third prizes in a Polish national composition
contest with a violin piece and two works for solo piano. This boost to his selfconfidence prompted him to try his luck in Paris – seconded by the less enthusiastic
response from a number of Polish music-critics, who used the occasion to express,
simultaneously, their anti-Semitism and their distaste for Tansman’s exploration of
chromaticism.
The move, in 1919, almost immediately proved a successful one for the young
composer. With the help of Maurice Ravel, he quickly found himself moving in elite
musical circles, meeting publishers (Max Eschig would bring out the lion’s share of his
output), conductors (Vladimir Golschmann and Serge Koussevitsky would become
major champions of his orchestral music), and fellow composers and musicians,
among them Charlie Chaplin, George Gershwin, Bohuslav Martinů, Darius Milhaud
and, perhaps most importantly, Igor Stravinsky, whose first biographer he became
in 1948.1
1

Igor Stravinsky, Amiot–Dumand, Paris, 1948.
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When the threat of the Second World War began to loom over Europe, it became
clear that Tansman and his family would have to flee Paris to avoid persecution by the
Nazis. Tansman and his wife, Colette Cras, herself an accomplished pianist (and the
daughter of the composer Jean Cras), and their two daughters, Mireille and Marianne,
escaped first to Nice. They remained there until 1941, after which a committee including
Charlie Chaplin, Eugene Ormandy and Arturo Toscanini helped the family transfer to
the United States. For the next five years, they resided in Hollywood, a sort of ‘modern
Weimar’, as Tansman would call it.2 Apart from this brief exile, he spent his entire career
in Paris (it was there that he died, on 15 November 1986) – and yet the cultures that
shaped his music were hardly so singular. As mentioned, his palette included French and
Polish inflections, jazz and blues (much like Milhaud) and a host of eastern influences.
Further, he incorporated chromaticism into his language but never wholly abandoned
tonality, remaining more or less a Neo-Classicist. His catalogue is vast – it includes
concertos, ballets, operas, a wide array of chamber music, oratorios, symphonic works
and film music – but like many composers, he used the piano as one of his primary
vehicles for expression.
It is common in Tansman’s canon to find collections of pieces grouped together
that do not necessarily have a connection, both in his children’s music (of which there
is a lot3) and his advanced repertoire. The Huit novelettes, written in 1936, are a prime
example of this compositional habit. These eight mini-works, though thematically
unthreaded, represent the exoticism of Tansman’s musical approach. It should hardly
be surprising that a man who spoke seven languages and travelled so extensively would
combine such varied music.
The opening ‘Caprice’ 1 is a testament to Tansman’s ability to achieve atmosphere.
The more thematic middle section is bookended by hazy statements of the main motif,
and although the tranquillity of the piece defies the typical conception of a ‘caprice’, its
In an interview with M. H. Pinel, quoted in ‘Alexandre Tansman: Diary of a 20th-Century Composer’, compiled and translated by
Jill Timmons and Sylvain Frémaux, online at www.usc.edu/dept/polish_music/PMJ/issue/1.1.98/tansman_part1.html.
3
Since Tansman’s children’s music is being recorded on the Polish label Acte Préalable, this Toccata Classics cycle is focused on his
‘adult’ piano music.
2
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simplicity and jazziness make it a delight. The ‘Étude’ 2 hearkens back to the ÉtudeScherzo of 1922:4 one hand on the black keys and the other on the white, relying on
motivic workings rather than melodic. The ‘Exotique (danse javanaise)’ 3 is a wonderful
product of Tansman’s travels abroad. On a 1932–33 world tour, he became one of the
first composer-performers to travel to the Far East, visiting Bombay, Singapore, Hong
Kong and Shanghai, among many other places, and was even received by the Emperor
of Japan in Tokyo. This particular work is a homage to the Indonesian island of Java and
is a highly sectional piece that highlights many of the characteristics of the gamelan
orchestra. The left-hand drone in the opening and closing sections hints at gamelan
drums or gongs, the fluidity and ornamentations of the right hand in the central panel
perhaps suggests the suling (a bamboo flute), and a pervading use of fourths and open
fifths helps evoke the Javanese tuning systems. The ‘Danse tzigane’ 4 is built upon
driving undulations in the left hand with a top line that could well be played by a solo
violin. In the same vein as Manuel de Falla’s ‘Ritual Fire Dance’, it builds to a fury, and
one can almost imagine a gypsy troupe dancing wildly around a fire.
The fifth piece is an ‘Obertas’ 5 – another name for the oberek, one of the five national
dances of Poland (the others being the mazurek, polonaise, kujawiak and krakowiak).
It is the most spirited of the five, in a quick triple metre, and in the most traditional
sense would be the accompaniment to a lively, spinning folk-dance. This example relies
on motivic repetition and rhythmic impulses. The ‘Blues’ 6 is a typical Tansman piece
in this style, a lilting work that alternates between sections of dotted rhythms with
those more reliant on straight quavers (eighth notes) and crotchets (quarter notes). The
following ‘Prélude et fugue’ 7 begins in E minor, a key Tansman frequently employs for
his saddest music. It sounds almost tearful, the left hand steadily trudging along beneath
the right hand until it takes over the melody in a pianissimo echo, even more hopeless
than the first statement. A mini-coda introduces the fugue, attacca, which starts with
an upbeat of three semiquavers (sixteenth notes) that slingshot the theme into nonstop
and compounding motion. The final movement, an ‘Improvisation’ 8 , is most definitely
4

Recorded on Volume One of this series, Toccata Classics tocc 0170.
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the strangest. It opens with something of a main motive, but its return is made distant
by variation and transitory material. It is jazzy in nature and heavily chromatic, perhaps
one of the prime examples of Tansman’s chromaticism because the piece relies so heavily
upon it as a central characteristic.
The Trois préludes en forme de blues, composed in 1937 and premiered by Tansman
in the same year, although certainly not the only time that jazz and blues appear in his
repertoire, is the only set of piano music exclusively dedicated to the style. The first,
in a three-part da capo al fine setting 9 , adheres to the same treatment as the ‘Blues’
from the Huit novelettes: dotted rhythm versus straighter note-values. The second 10 is
the most chromatic of the three and exudes an overall sarcastic air, and the third 11 is
motivated by chordal structure and dynamic contrast.
No Tansman album is complete without a set of Polish pieces. The Vingt pièces faciles
sur des mélodies populaires polonaises, written in 1917–24 and dedicated ‘à Ignace
Paderewski’, are not to be confused with his many children’s pieces. They are easy, yes,
but their counterpoint and chromaticism set them apart. Most important to remember
when listening to Tansman’s Polish music is that he approached his native folk-music
as Bartók approached his: never directly copying a tune, but relying on a particular
flavour to inform his composition. This is no expansive set: the longest (No. 13 24 )
is barely over a page in length, and the shortest (No. 9 20 ) a mere six bars. They range
enormously in character: simple or dense, slow or lively, and contemplative or jovial.
There are two polkas (Nos. 13 24 and 15 26 ), two mazurkas (Nos. 10 21 and 14 25 ), and an
oberek (No. 17 28 ). The closing piece, with its undeniable sense of nostalgia, makes one
wonder whether Tansman had recently played Schumann’s Kinderszenen: both its final
‘Der Dichter spricht’ and Tansman’s twentieth Pièce facile 31 seem to look back at their
respective works in much the same way, reflecting on what has transpired, then simply
melting away with the simplest, most nondescript of endings.
Many Romantic and twentieth-century composers were fascinated by the Baroque
era. Some obvious favourites come to mind, among them Busoni’s many transcriptions
of Bach’s works (and the influence of Bach on his own music was strong, too), Franck’s
Prélude, Choral et Fugue and Shostakovich’s 24 Preludes and Fugues, Op. 87. Baroque
7

style abounds in Tansman’s music as well, and the Suite dans le style ancien5 is one
of his grandest Baroque experiments for the piano in scale, scope and beauty. But its
title notwithstanding, it is no direct facsimile of a Baroque suite: it is merely ‘in the
style of ’ and so its movements do not follow the exact blueprint of a traditional suite.
Like a French dance suite, though, it begins with an ‘Entrée’ 32 that is often march-like
in character, set in an ambiguously treated 34. metre and propelled from start to finish
by a relentless dotted rhythm. The tonality is unstable and constantly morphing, but
by the time the final four bars are reached, the chord progression proudly reinforces
E major, a tonal centre to which the ensuing three movements remain tethered. The
second-movement ‘Sarabande’ 33 beautifully demonstrates Tansman’s ability to write
emotionally stirring music. Slow and stately, it starts in E minor and winds its way
through various melancholic iterations of the opening theme. A false climax primes
the listener for the true one, a fortissimo that stirs the emotion to a fever pitch before a
chromatic unwinding brings the movement to a closing Picardy third, giving an almost
ironic sense of false hope. The following ‘Gavotte’ 34 is the court jester of these pieces,
offering the listener the only comedic respite from the serious nature of the rest of the
work; indeed, if the entire suite were a ballet, this would be the ‘Dance of the Toys’. It is
in aba form, the outer sections being staccato and pianistically vertical, contrasted by
the middle section, which tends toward more horizontal motion and a touch of lyricism.
The fourth movement, a ‘Choral fugué’ 35 , opens with a four-bar theme that is tossed
around in an increasingly dramatic manner, and by the last page, it would be easy to
confuse the work for one of Busoni’s athletic Bach transcriptions. The triumphant,
final E major chord is dashed by a brief silence and left turn to B major in the ensuing
‘Aria’ 36 . This penultimate movement, with its steady left-hand quavers, brings a new
sense of calm, all but lulling the listener to sleep. The solo line is lyrical, wandering
and chromatic, eventually building to the sort of climax heard in the earlier ‘Sarabande’.
The final movement is a Tansman hallmark: a virtuosic toccata 37 that is an exercise in
The dedicatee of the Suite dans le style ancien was Karol Szreter (1898 or 1899–1934), a prodigy pianist also born in Łódź, who
became a member of the Busoni circle in Berlin. Based there, he became a prolific recording artist but lost his life to leukaemia.
5
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perpetual motion. The right hand is unapologetically frenetic, and the syncopation of
the left hand energises the entire piece.
The American pianist Danny Zelibor’s
performances and recordings are making
him a pianist to watch on the international
music scene. His debut CD for Toccata
Classics, the first in a multi-volume set of
the piano music of Alexandre Tansman,
has received widespread commendation
from top music publications, including
critic for Fanfare, who praised it as
‘splendid’ and ‘spot-on’, and a writer for
MusicWeb International, who called it “a
compelling performance that will surely
win over new fans’; other reviewers have
likewise lauded both his playing and booklet notes.
A prize-winner in the 2014 Los Angeles International Liszt Competition, he was recently
a pianist for ‘Frontiers’, the Fort Worth Opera festival of new works. He has played recitals
with Robert DeMaine, the principal cellist of the Los Angeles Philharmonic, and with Chicago
Symphony cellist Brant Taylor, and has spent two summers as a staff pianist and vocal coach at
the Seagle Music Colony in upstate New York.
A native of Texas, Danny Zelibor received his undergraduate degree in piano performance
at Texas Christian University under Tamás Ungár and his Masters degree with Joseph Banowetz
at the University of North Texas. Currently, he is finishing his graduate work in collaborative
piano at the Manhattan School of Music with Warren Jones.
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