
Franck Symphony in D minor  

By contrast, César Franck (1822-1890) – born Belgian, but by training and style essentially French – 
exhibits a fitting style of elevated charm and elegance. Like his other best-known works, his only 
Symphony (1888-89) also originated within the last ten years of his life. As guiding stars one can 
imagine Beethoven and Wagner/Liszt, but with an exceptional personal profile. Franck’s harmonic 
adventures are not as enterprising as Prokofiev’s, but can still be classed within late 19th century 
principles. Neither has he passed through any comparable major and significant “style changes”. As 
an obscure teacher (but excellent organist) for most of his life his world was much smaller and a vastly 
different one. The late 19th century concert life in Paris was a very fixed one, into which fixed musical 
entities such as the opera were almost impenetrable. Composers produced mainly what the public 
wanted, and there was little call for much novelty (Bizet’s Carmen was found inappropriate for the 
“pious” taste of 1875 audiences). Ironically it was his organ music – a medium that had almost 
vanished in France – that supported both Franck’s survival as composer and French organ culture.  

As an essentially 19th century German genre the symphony was not supported by the two superheroes, 
Wagner and Liszt. Its essentially “abstract” sense of logic fitted neither Liszt’s music philosophy of 
“incarnation of feelings”, nor Wagner’s concept of musical drama. In this light, Franck’s furthering 
the symphony was out of touch with the French reality of the time. At the same time, the composer 
felt drawn to Liszt’s new creation of the symphonic tone poem, and completed six works in the genre. 
Small wonder then, that the German symphonic ideal clothed in a Lisztian  coat had a cool reception 
initially. At the beginning of the new century this unique work was even hailed as the beginning of a 
new age. 

Franck’s unique style made provision for change as well. His symphonic writing is clearly the work 
of an organist. Like Bruckner the “colour” change of the keyboard’s manuals cannot be missed, and 
the all too often upward and downward “creeping” chromatics associated with organists’ 
improvisatory skills, as well as “German” counterpoint (Bach) were neither the same as Beethoven’s 
well-ordered fantasies nor full-blooded tone poems.  

The changes he managed to make with his only symphony have more to do with his unique harmonic 
style, which, coupled with a melodic gift, came to be experienced as a French version of late 
“romanticism”, and therefore enabled the work to stand alongside those by contemporaries such as 
Brahms, Bruckner, Dvořák and Tchaikovsky. But also the overall structure of the work contains a clear 
attempt to marry the symphonic idea with those of descriptive programme music such as the hushing 
string tremolo’s in the first and second movements. The return of earlier themes in later movements is 
another technique popular in Liszt’s works (cf. the so-called cyclical principle in works such as the b 
minor sonata, the first piano concerto, and in Franck’s own violin sonata), and the inclusion of the harp 
and cor anglais (“English horn”) is typically French.   

Thus the first movement’s slow introduction (Lento) falls nothing short of being ominous and 
mysterious (with shades of Liszt’s introduction to his Les Preludes perhaps?). The main theme (Allegro 
non troppo) is an accelerated version of the introduction, and this process is repeated as a whole, before 

the arrival of the second theme. (The 
example shows only the beginning of 
the introduction, and that of the main 
theme.).   

The most noticeable change of 
German symphonic practice is the curious combination of the slow movement and scherzo into one 



movement. Accordingly the (somewhat simplified) form scheme of A-B-A / C-D-C / A-B-A results. 
(Sibelius tried something similar, in his insertion of the scherzo into the first movement in his fifth 
symphony.) The rousing finale boasts its own two themes, but the recapitulation omits the second 
theme, and replaces it with material from movement two. The final bars present a festive mood 
featuring several older themes.  

John Simon (born 1944) is a respected British composer who has spent many years in South Africa. 
He has an impressive oeuvre to his credit, of which several works have been performed by local and 
British orchestras. Originally trained as an economist his heart was elsewhere, and in the late sixties 
he turned to music, with teachers such as John Patton and John Lambert. The former being a devout 
serialist, i.e. composing according to the principles of Schoenberg’s twelve-tone “system” Simon’s 
Violin Concerto of 1990 also followed that lead. Although he doesn’t dismiss the ideal of 
"emancipation” of the dissonant, later works would gradually adopt changes that would ensure tonality 
in much the same way as many other composers of the last century.  

His latest work Seeing Stars, written for the CPO may be seen as an illustration of his current ideals 
for sound. The work is subtitled Nocturne for Orchestra – with Nightride and Hard Landing, and the 
composer has a title of a poem Byron by on the first page of the score: Sun of the Sleepless. However, 
Byron’s somewhat melancholy poem is not at the centre of the work. The composer stresses the 
“entertainment” value of the piece, and apparently not without some sense of humour either. The piece 
was written as a kind of reaction or remembrance of a similar work by Steve Martland (1954-2013), 
and was set against the background of a wintry Prague night, where Simon spent some time.  

In his own notes for the work the composer relates the story of “an insomniac who was suddenly 
whisked away by some mysterious force, and taken for a roller coaster ride over the brilliantly lit city, 
before being dumped unceremoniously in a deserted side street, having (literally) seen stars because 
of the landing”... The composer revealed that there are at least two themes that will be recognised, 
beginning with the trombone right at the start. 

Humour in music cannot be reserved for Donald Duck and a solitary bumbling bassoon. Apart from 
musical pranks from the Middle Ages we have Mozart’s Musical Joke, Beethoven’s peasant dance 
from the “pastoral” symphony and the whole of the eighth symphony, Wagner’s depiction of an idiot 
in Die Meistersinger, and, naturally Prokofiev (elsewhere on this page). In Simon’s piece there is the 
mock lament (violins and trumpets), and even the suggestion of peaceful sleep and snoring. The 
programmatic trend of the work therefore allows for allusions to the night atmosphere, light, the (fast) 
ride through the sky, and, of course the very audible landing. So, don’t expect Chopin, it is not that 
kind of nocturne.    


