MUSIC 1

CHANDOS CHAN 9875 T2 In at 1’44, fade at 2’15  30”

Lortie/Tortelier/BBCPO 2000

César Franck suddenly turned into a great composer in his fifties. Those wasted years as a would-be youthful piano virtuoso, those years sitting doodling at the mighty organ in fashionable Ste. Clotilde – something clicked, and Wagnerian harmony joined Parisian sensibility (with a few elements of his own thrown in) in a late-ish outpouring of splendid stuff – the violin sonata, the piano quintet, the symphony, and these Variations Symphoniques for piano and orchestra. Most noticeable of Franck’s fingerprints is having his themes come back from movement to movement – so-called cyclic themes – and this sort of integration is what makes the Symphonic Variations such a satisfying piece -  when they’re well done.

They were written in 1885 when the composer was 62, and premiered the following year by Louis Diémer. Not  everyone in the audience was convinced, but the opening must have made them sit up and listen. Here’s Yan Pascal Tortelier and the BBC Philharmonic, with Louis Lortie providing the piano interest.






55”  30/55

MUSIC 2

CHANDOS CHAN 9875 T2  In at top, fade at 1’11   1’11


Lortie/Tortelier/BBCPO 2000









1’41/55

Lortie and Tortelier in the year 2000, on Chandos. Quite a grave opening from both of them. Alfred Cortot, who was a pupil of Diémer, the work’s dedicatee, had different ideas. He heard his teacher practising it, demanded to be taught it, and always had a special soft spot for it. He used to tell his own pupils to make the alternation of the two ideas, poles apart, bring drama to the music. ‘Conflict of mood is the vital principle of the work’, he said. Here he is in 1934, with Landon Ronald and the LPO.

MUSIC 3







30  1’41/1’25

NAXOS 9 110613 T1  In at top, fade at 1’30 1’30

Cortot/Ronald/LPO 1934




3’11/1’25

I love the way Cortot teased out that last melody before the orchestra started stamping about. A splendid transfer by engineer Mark Obert-Thorn for Naxos Historical.

Here’s one of the very best orchestral openings. Just listen to the way the strings shape the last notes of each utterance, and the way the conductor shapes the phrase.










20  3’11/1’25

MUSIC 4

EMI CDM 7769008 2    T4  In at top, fade at 45”  45”

3’56/1’25

Weissenberg/Karajan/OdeP 1972 

Herbert von Karajan licking the Orchestre de Paris into shape in 1972. His performance with the nominal soloist Alexis Weissenberg throws up a number of interesting problems with the psychology of the piece. It’s not quite a concerto – there’s a lot of scope for the conductor to control Franck’s complicated shapes. Yet the piano, perhaps through the habits of our ears, always seems a dominant voice within an orchestra. And on yet a third hand, a bit of tension between performers can sometimes be a good thing. Hmmm.

We’ve had two perfectly good contrasted ideas for a set of variations so far. César Franck chooses to complicate the issue by allowing the orchestra to introduce a third, though the piano soon sweeps it away with a development of its own drooping gesture. 

45  3’56/2’10

MUSIC 5

PHILIPS  442 296-2 CD1 T8 In at 1’25, out at 2’16  51”

4’47/2’10

Buquet/Capolongo/MonteCarlo

Marie-Françoise Bucquet on Philips, with the Monte-Carlo Opera Orchestra, conducted by Paul Capolongo. Mme Bucquet is effortlessly French, as she demonstrated on the Jury of the Helsinki Piano Competition last year, and this is a beautifully natural performance, soloist and conductor abetting one another gleefully. Not all pianists find that natural flow. Here’s Philippe Entremont, straining for profundity. Starts well, but the slightly overblown rhetoric leaves the end of the passage feeling clumsy.30  4’47/2’40

MUSIC 6

ERATO 3984242342  CD2 T4  In at 2’, out at 3’05  1’05
5’52/2’10

Entremont/Martinon/ORTF

Compare François-Joel Thiollier’s version.

MUSIC 7

NAXOS 8 553472   T1 In at 1’45, out at 2’45  1’

6’52/2’10

Thiollier/Benzi/Arnhem 1995

Thiollier’s second Naxos recording of the work from 1995, with Benzi and the Arnhem Orchestra – much better than the version two years earlier with the National Symphony Orchestra of Ireland and Almeida. Seems to me that the difference is a chemistry with the conductor.

Franck isn’t quite ready to get on with the actual variations yet. He’s thought of a few more things to do with the opening. Here’s another pupil of the work’s first soloist, Robert Casedesus - François-Joel Thiollier’s teacher, incidentally – live in 1936, with Barbirolli and the New York Phil.








30 6’52/2’40

MUSIC 8

APR APR5601 T5  In at 2’50, out at 4’28    1’38

Casedesus/Barbirolli/ NYPO  1936  Live

8’30/2’40

Pity Casedesus didn’t respond to Barbirolli’s urgency – the conductor’s impatience was almost palpable after that killer solo, wasn’t it? Casadesus sounds as if he had heard Louis Diémer say the same things he’d said to Cortot, but hadn’t really understood them.

At last, it’s time for some variations. And which of his ideas will César Franck choose to vary? The orchestral opening, or the drooping piano phrase? Well, d’you remember that third idea? Here’s Artur Rubinstein, with Wallenstein and the Symphony of the Air in 1958.






30   8’30/3’10

MUSIC 9

RCA 74321846062 CD1 T4 In at 3’45, out at 5’19 1’35

Rubinstein/Wallenstein/Softhe Air 1958



10’05/3’10

A pretty swift performance from Rubinstein, but nonetheless the perfect speed for those pearl-drop staccatos. And you begin to long for swift after you’ve heard much of this, from Ivan Moravec. 10  10’05/3’20

MUSIC 10

SUPRAPHON  SU 3508-2 11 T.4 In at 4’48, fade at 6’36  1’48  11’53/3’20

Moravec/Neumann/CzPO  1976

Again, like Entremont, it started not too badly, but there’s something about Franck’s mode of thought that causes the unwary to wallow. And you saw what I mean about Rubinstein’s pearl-drops. Moravec was badly served by his conductor, Neumann, who plunged over the cliff with him at each opportunity to slow down. And although one should feel the quality, and never mind the width, one can’t help noticing that this performance is about 20% longer than most.

Aldo Ciccolini, like François-Joel Thiollier, recorded the piece twice. Unfortunately, his second version was worse than the first – indeed, EMI seem to have such little interest in it that they failed to book a piano tuner, and there’s one absolutely howling edit. And perhaps it’s significant that Ciccolini’s first crack at it, from 1954, appears on a conductor-tribute CD. Ciccolini’s rather wayward tempos in the run of variations certainly gave André Cluytens plenty of scope to show his skill as an accompanist.








1  11’53/4’20

MUSIC 11

TESTAMENT SBT 1237 T1  In at 6’18, out 7’56  1’34

13’27/4’20

Ciccolini/Cluytens/Cons 1954

André Cluytens and the Paris Conservatoire Orchestra, shepherding the youthful Ciccolini through Franck’s Symphonic Variations, on Testament.

Knights Clifford Curzon and Adrian Boult build up well through the same passage, though Curzon’s fingers are unusually heavy, and sound as if they’re not used to it.










15 13’27/4’35

MUSIC 12

DECCA 473 116-2 CD3 T1  In at 6’10, out at 7’48 1’38

Curzon/Boult/LPO 1958





15’05/4’35

Curzon, Boult and the LPO in 1958, on Decca. In the next, more delicate variation, Alfred Cortot chooses to bring out a melody in his right little finger. Few others bother to do this, but Cortot’s reason becomes obvious about half a minute into my next extract, where Franck puts a discordant D in a prominent position. Most pianists justify it harmonically, in a haze of pedal. Cortot more boldly justifies it melodically – which is why he creates a melody in the first place. 

30  15’05/5’05

MUSIC 13

NAXOS 9 110613 T1 In at 7’02, out at 8’20  1’18    16’23/5’05

Cortot/Ronald/LPO 1934 

And a beautiful flow in Cortot’s semiquavers over that cello solo. Franck marks them Molto piu lento – much slower. Cortot does slow down a bit, but perhaps Gieseking captures it better, with Sir Henry Wood and the LPO back in 1932 – the earliest of all these recordings, well-transferred by APR.  20  16’23/5’25

MUSIC 14

APR APR 5513 T.5 In at 8’07, fade at 9’10   1’03  17’26/5’25

Gieseking/Wood/ LPO  1932

***************************

POSSIBLY OMIT THIS SECTION

Pascal Rogé takes Franck a bit too much at his word. And can you tell that Ross Pople’s cellos are playing a tune?           17’26/5’30

MUSIC 15

ASV CDDCA 769  1990/1  In at 8’14, fade at 9’14  1  18’26/5’30

Roge/Pople/LFO

***************************************

César Franck has been cunningly introducing elements of his first two ideas during the past few variations – the dotted rhythm from the orchestra has been creeping in for several minutes now, though applied to the 3rd idea that forms the subject of the variations. Now, while the piano keeps on with its semiquavers, the cellos return to the drooping idea. In an aside, it’s perhaps worth saying that Franck’s use of the orchestra is a bit stolid. The orchestra has three goes at a big tune, for instance, and each time it’s given to the cellos – this is their third one.  30   18’26/6

MUSIC 16

CALA CACD 6 T.2  In at 9’, fade at 10’03   19’26/6

Shelley/Simon/LSO 1987

Howard Shelley with the London Symphony Orchestra conducted by Geoffrey Simon on Cala. This is one of a series of CDs that present a concert programme, which is an admirably whole-earth sort of idea. But I don’t know how many people will want to add César Franck’s Symphonic Variations to their collection if it means yet another Holst’s Planets and Bernstein Candide Overture. Does anyone listen to a CD in the same way they listen to a concert? No use pretending, I would have said.

Franck uses his shimmering strings to take the music to a strange corner there. And having turned it, he does the same trick again, not once but twice. A potential pitfall for those tempted to a false profundity. But it’s not the only pitfall. Marie-Françoise Bucquet somehow forgets that a sharp at the beginning of the bar lasts right to the end, just at that very corner. Such is the force of her personality, though, that the string players holding the correct note, B sharp, are cowed into silence. So it doesn’t sound so odd as it might have done.  1


19’26/7

MUSIC 17

PHILIPS  442 296-2 CD1 T8  In at 9’04, out at 10’02

Buquet/Capolongo/MonteCarlo

20’24/7

Pity about that misreading, because there’s a lovely flow to the music. You’d have thought someone from Philips might have noticed that Franck’s mysterious harmony was being ruined.

I think I’d rather have Bucquet’s wrong notes than this, however. Every point of the harmonic anatomy laid bare and lifted up so that the audience can see it. Again, one is quite taken with it at first – Philippe Entremont only becomes tiresome after the umpteenth careful slowing down into a chord. And you have to bear in mind that this comes after 10 minutes of similar harmonic demonstration. 30 20’24/7’30

MUSIC 18

ERATO 3984242342  CD2 T4  In at 9’26 out at 11’43  2’17
22’41/7’30

Entremont/Martinon/ORTF



I like performers to be aware of harmony, of course – I used to be a harmony professor at the Royal Academy of Music, one of those aged sages up on the top floor, except not so aged. That was before I discovered I could play the piano. And someone once said that listening to Debussy play was like having a harmony lesson. But there are harmony lessons and harmony lessons, and the cumulative effect of Entremont’s performance is rather like reading CH Kitson, and if you’re not familiar with him, offer up thanks.

Cortot and Landon Ronald between them strike just the right balance between routine, and disingenuous surprise, at these unusual but by now familiar chords . You can hear Cortot’s little finger just keeping Ronald on the right track from time to time.







40  22’41/8’10

MUSIC 19

NAXOS 9 110613 T1 In at 8’45, Fade at 10’40  1’55  24’36/8’10

Cortot/Ronald/LPO 1934 

Notice how Cortot scampers off at the end there. Most pianists keep the same speed, and indeed, Franck says nothing to make them get faster. I’m getting to like this Cortot recording a lot, but I ought to declare an interest – he was my teacher’s teacher.

These two cello variations are often played quite a bit slower than the performances we’ve heard, fusing together to form a sort of slow movement. This can be quite effective, provided the performers haven’t been slow all the way so far. Lortie and Tortelier take quite a moderate speed, but then the change to the sparkling finale is all the more effective. Listen hard to Lortie’s trill, after the bit where Cortot did his scampering. Lortie is one of the few to get the trill right. It’s a one-handed trill at first, on C sharp and D. Then it changes to C sharp and D sharp, and only then does the left-hand join in. Most pianists – even Cortot – bring in the left-hand at the same time as the D sharp. What César Franck actually wrote gives the conductor an extra clue as to the speed the soloist wants to take, since it defines a length of one bar, rather than two. 1   24’36/9’10

MUSIC 20

CHANDOS CHAN 9875 T2  In at 11’15, fade at 12’22   1’07   25’43/9’10

Lortie/Tortelier/BBCPO 2000

Before we get stuck into what I’m calling the Finale (though Franck doesn’t distinguish it with anything other than the words Allegro non troppo), let’s look over what we’ve heard. I’m going to jettison a sluggish Ivan Moravec, an unexpectedly clumsy Curzon, both Ciccolinis, Thiollier’s first recording, Entremont’s straining for significance, Bucquet and her wrong notes (somewhat reluctantly) ; Casadesus, [Rogé], Shelley ; and Weissenberg, who is simply overwhelmed or over-ruled by Karajan at every turn, with very odd results in terms of the psychology of the piece. There’s a few recordings I haven’t found time to play for you, not finding anything especially beguiling, nor yet anything bad enough to be either instructive or amusing. Jorge Federico Osorio plays so fast as to verge on the trivial, and Eileen Joyce plays so slow that the piece is dead on its feet by the second page. Danielle Laval’s phrasing is not very elegant, and the bootleg recording of a broadcast of Ignac Tiegermann with the Cairo Symphony Orchestra sounds too much like a scratchy 78 of a Palm Court Trio.

POSSIBLY OMIT THIS SECTION

I must mention an unhappy recording from Paul Crossley with Carlo Maria Giulini and the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra. It’s one of the longest of all, despite a remarkably swift finale. The problem seems to be that both soloist and conductor think that the other ought to speed up in his bits. There’s a telling picture from a rehearsal – a grim Giulini frowns down from his podium, brandishing merely a miniature score of the Variations – perhaps a full-size version isn’t a priority in Vienna – while the pianist gazes up at him, hands together in a classic attitude of supplication. Meanwhile the leader gossips with his desk-mate. My heart goes out to any pianist stuck with an unsympathetic conductor. And perhaps, if I were a conductor, I might make a similar, but opposite remark!

So we’re left with Lortie and Tortelier, Cortot and Ronald, Gieseking and Wood, Rubinstein and Wallenstein, and Thiollier and Benzi. Let’s hear Thiollier get the trill wrong. 




2    25’43/11’10

MUSIC 21

NAXOS 8 553472   T1  In at 10’23, out at 11’54    1’31    27’14/11’10

Thiollier/Benzi/Arnhem 1995

Carefully observing Franck’s instruction Not Too Fast, Thiollier can make that new melody at the end there, after the orchestral interlude, truly dolce – sweet – just as César Franck marked it. Which gives us a chance to work out why the orchestral basses are at this point told to Mark the Theme – why, the bass line to this brand-new melody is our old friend the third idea, subject of all those variations.  And of course, this main, bright, perky tune, is that droopy piano idea from the very beginning of the piece. How things change!

Henry Wood makes that orchestral interlude sound like something from Merrie England, while Gieseking shows us that he can dance.     35
27’14/11’45

MUSIC 22

APR APR 5513 T.5 In at 11’50, fade at 12’56   1’06  28’20/11’45

Gieseking/Wood/ LPO  1932

Sir Henry redeems himself a bit with that second interlude, I feel.

Now, you recall that Marie-Françoise Bucquet read some notes wrong. Well – so does Rubinstein. Near the beginning of this bit, when he should play (SING) with an E sharp, he plays (SING) with an E natural. But, hey, when it’s Rubinstein, somehow I don’t care.






20  28’20/12’05

MUSIC 23

RCA 74321846062 CD1 T4  In at 10’, fade out at 11’05   1’05   29’25/12’05

Rubinstein/Wallenstein/Softhe Air 1958

Rubinstein slows down for the dolce new melody, but has control enough to get back to his fast speed when he wants to. He’s so excited by now, though, that the final piano solo section, which we didn’t quite get to, though dazzling, is breathless.

Cortot is not breathless. He holds up the action dramatically before demonstrating just what rubato can mean.  20  29’25/12’25

MUSIC 24

NAXOS 9 110613 T1 In at 11’59, out at 13   1   30’25/12’25

Cortot/Ronald/LPO 1934

Getting just a little bit splashy there, perhaps.

So who shall I pick as my winner? Gieseking is good, and Henry Wood is always interesting. Thiollier is excellent in sound, and always careful. But. 

Rubinstein is thrilling, and in the end a bit too thrilling – he gets through the whole thing in just over 13 minutes. I love this Cortot recording on Naxos Historical, and Landon Ronald is much more brilliant than I ever realized. But my top pick will be Louis Lortie, Yan Pascal Tortelier, and the BBC Phil, on Chandos. They began gravely, you recall, and they dared to take quite slow speeds for those treacherous cello variations, and made them work triumphantly. And now – well, see what you think!






40  30’25/13’05

MUSIC 25

CHANDOS CHAN 9875 T2  In at 13’56, to end (15’47)  1’50  32’15/13’05

Lortie/Tortelier/BBCPO 2000

