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The composer in his organ loft at the church of Ste Clotilde in Paris, as painted by
Jeanne Rongier in 1885




César Franck’s life was one of constant hard work (a standard working day during term was from 6am
to 10pm, of which only a couple of hours was for his own composition). His first and biggest battle was to
live up to his father’s expectations. Nicolas-Joseph was a bank clerk in Liége, whose ambitions were ex-
pressed through his children right from birth: he saddled his eldest son with the name César-Auguste-Jean-
Guillaume-Hubert. A name more inappropriate for this meek child is hard to imagine: Liszt, who made
strenuous efforts on Franck's behalf, later wrote in a letter of introduction “he has the problem of being called
César-Auguste, and besides, seems not to me to possess that fortunate social sense that opens all doors”. 1
hazard a guess that, if born today, César would have been diagnosed with Asperger's syndrome.

Once father found that sons did have musical talent, exploiting it for financial reward became his life-
long focus (think Leopold Mozart, only far worse). In 1834, aged 11, César played before the first King of the
new Belgian nation (also Leopold). The family moved to Paris and took French nationality so that César
could enter the Conservatoire, then moved back again in 1842 before he completed the course, possibly be-
cause study was reducing the time he could devote to concerts and teaching. Two years later this was not
producing the desired results and they were back in Paris, where his father attempted to prevent him spend-
ing time with a pupil, his future wife, by emotional blackmail ("his mother would be the one to suffer’ from
loss of income). As soon as he was 25 and able to marry without parental consent, César left home with a
note vowing to pay off every penny of his father’s 11,000-franc debt.

Three successive church organist posts helped César both pay his way and avoid the limelight. Organ-
playing was in an astonishing Dark Age in France. Baroque music was rarely heard, instruments and playing
technique so poor that pedals were mostly unused or not available, their use even forgotten (re-demonstrated
by a German organist at a Paris concert in 1844). Despite never fully mastering pedal skills himself (he
bought a Pleyel pedal-board for home practice), Franck gradually became, with his friend the great organ-
builder Aristide Cavaillé-Coll, founder of a new school of French organ-playing — including the art of improv-
isation, long dormant in France, where his powers astonished his contemporaries and drew many listeners.

1872 was a turning point in his life. Thanks to whom, nobody was sure either then or now, Franck was
appointed organ professor at the Conservatoire. Here, despite his unsystematic teaching, his virtuosity, pas-
sion for his subject and his sincerity attracted a growing number of pupil fans, who became known as ‘la
bande a Franck’: d'Indy (their leader), Chausson, Duparc, Vierne and others. This, and Franck's habit of
teaching composition in his organ classes, aroused other professors’ jealousy.

Franck heard Wagner’s "Tristan” Prelude for the first time in 1874; chromaticism and constant modula-
tion became hallmarks of his own style. Franck also now seems for the first time to have found something
personal to compose about: a real passion, apparently quite at odds with his serene and almost childlike char-
acter, suddenly emerges in his Piano Quintet. After its premiere in 1879, pianist and dedicatee Saint-Saéns
walked out in protest at the music's naked emotion: Franck probably had his Irish pupil Augusta Holmes
(who was apparently lusted after by ‘everybody” at the Conservatoire) in mind. Franck’s wife was also out-
raged. There is no evidence of any transgressions of his firm Catholic faith, but “much of Franck’s behaviour,
his lengthy work day, his working holidays, his unconscious use of sensual harmonies and consciously ama-
tory creations like Psyché, speak of a man whose marriage was not fulfilling.” (Chris Dench, reviewing the
excellent recent biography by R J Stove). If Franck was on the autistic spectrum, perhaps he simply didn’t
really grow up emotionally until his fifties. That may also help explain his failure to understand the politics
at the Conservatoire, and his ability to ignore the general critical and public hostility to his music.

César Franck died on 8th November 1890 (from a viral infection which turned to pleurisy) following an
accident in July when he suffered a head injury in a collision of horse-drawn vehicles on a Paris street. Much
of his final decade was taken up with the composition of two operas which have not stood the test of time.
Yet all the few masterpieces for which he is still remembered today were produced in that short period:
Prélude, Choral et Fugue (1884) and Prélude, Aria et Final (1886-7) for piano, the Violin Sonata (1886), the D mi-
nor Symphony (1887-8), the String Quartet (1889) and the 3 Chorals for organ, to which he was putting the
final touches at his death. To these we can add symphonic poems Le Chasseur Maudit, Psyché (with chorus)
and Les Djinns (with piano) - and these Variations Symphoniques, which arose from the success of Les Djinns, as
a ‘thank you’ to the pianist Louis Diémer. The symphony is a powerful piece, but even the composer
acknowledged later that he would now have orchestrated it differently. No such criticism can be made of the
Variations Symphoniques, which feature chamber-like dialogue between soloist and accompaniment through-
out: beginning as a ‘dispute’, as in the 2nd movement of Beethoven'’s 4th piano concerto (a model which can
also be sensed in the opening of the Piano Quintet and last movement of the String Quartet). The piece has an
unusual but very effective structure: an overall song (ABA”) form, in which a despairing first theme (A) de-
scending the harmonic minor scale is transformed at the end into a major-scale celebration (A”). These frame
a second theme (B) with several variations, of which the last is a dreamy rhapsody, like a ‘slow movement’.
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