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Chapter 3 

 

An Analysis of the Op. 64 Prières 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

The Op. 64 Prières present a set of compositions that illustrate Alkan’s 

compositional diversity.  This chapter will focus on an in-depth analysis that will 

explore the compositional components that give each individual ‘Prayer’ its 

structural frame while also identifying certain themes and motifs that are 

idiosyncratic to Alkan’s work.  Emerging from this analysis, it will be shown that 

there are a limited number of motives that the composer relies upon: one in 

particular appears over and over again, and as such becomes the unifying gesture 

that justifies the inclusion of all thirteen pieces in this set. 

 

Alkan’s use of harmony, his treatment of internal tonal activity and the way in 

which he presents motivic material will be discussed in relation to each individual 

piece examined in this set.  The relationship that emerges between rhythm and 

harmony in these pieces shows Alkan to be a careful composer, always in control 

of these musical elements.   

 

The primary aim of the analysis is to identify and classify the dominant rhythmic 

motifs present in each individual piece of this set.  It will be shown that this 

classification of rhythm as being static, dynamic, latently static or latently 
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dynamic is reflected in the tonal expression of the motif.  This becomes an 

important feature of all the pieces that form the basis of this analysis.  It will also 

be shown that juxtaposition of the rhythmic motifs in the final stages of a piece 

serves as Alkan’s most notable way of unifying the overall structure of the 

composition. 

 

With regard to the division of a piece into sections, the following should be 

considered.  The term ‘development section’ – for pieces that are clearly not in 

sonata form – is not relating to the form of a given piece: instead it is merely 

referencing the section in which material/motifs that were presented in the 

opening section of a piece are developed.  For clarity, these sections will be 

referred to as ‘developmental sections.’ 

 

3.2 Prière No. 1 

 

The piece is in a quasi-antiphonal style, with a solo statement being answered by a 

chordal reply.  From the opening bars of this piece, Alkan’s penchant for tonal 

ambiguity is exposed.  The tonic key is G major, yet the opening solo statement is 

in the key of the subdominant minor with the chordal answer in the tonic key (this 

will be discussed in more detail further on). The plagal cadence that is therefore 

implied is a suitable opening progression in the first piece of this set considering 

their title: Prières.   
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The piece then modulates to the relative minor (e minor), with a solo statement in 

e minor being answered by the chordal reply in the dominant major (B major).  

The remaining antiphonal motifs are then based on the harmonic progression iv – 

V in e minor.  The return to the tonic key is grounded by repeated perfect fifths in 

the pedal-line starting on the tonic note using the rhythmic pattern of the previous 

answer sections from the antiphonal opening.   

 

This developmental section brings together the two motifs from the antiphonal 

section and it soon becomes apparent that there are only two main rhythmic 

features to this piece: the rhythm from the solo statements and the rhythm from 

the chordal reply.  There are further modulations in the developmental section, 

albeit sometimes very brief, but the main modulation here is to the subdominant 

(signified by the presence of an F    natural in bar 39), which in turn serves as the 

basis for a plagal cadence to start the coda.  

 

This first Prière should not form the basis of any judgement on Alkan’s 

composition style.  It would appear, when putting it in the context of the 

remaining twelve, that it is introductory by nature.  This is also seen in Alkan’s 

other sets of compositions.  Alkan’s compositional style can occasionally appear 

to be transparent and it is sometimes the most fundamental and even obvious of 

harmonic and rhythmic options which he employs that gives his music that 

‘Alkanian’ feel.  He uses simple compositional techniques in extraordinary ways 

to achieve ambiguity in his music and the first Prière is testament to this.   
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The use of the interval of a third, both major and minor, linearly and vertically is a 

main feature of this piece.  The piece opens with the interval of a linear major 

third.  This alone bears little significance, or so it would seem, but in relation to 

the key signature (G major) it has important consequences.  Firstly the key which 

is implied in the opening bars is c minor, the subdominant minor of G major, yet 

we as listeners are fooled somewhat into thinking that the opening three notes of 

the piece (G, E flat�and C) form the notes of the tonic triad.   

 

With the first statement of the tonic key we are again fooled into thinking that a 

modulation has occurred, when in-fact it is merely the introduction of the tonic 

key.  This clever idea of disguising keys is a feature of Alkan’s music and is 

particularly used in Op. 64 Prières and is clearly shown in Example 3.2.1. 

 

Example 3.2.1: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 1 bars 1–6  
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The bracketed sections of Example 3.2.1 outline the two main themes that 

dominate Prière No. 1.  The first is a monophonic statement, which incorporates 

different note values and dotted rhythms; the second is a homophonic answering 

statement that is dominated by quaver and crotchet note values.  From this, it is 

possible to reduce these two themes into their simplest rhythmic expressions as 

follows:  
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The first rhythmic motif, motif X, is dynamic, using various note values and a 

dotted rhythm.  The second motif is static as it has less internal rhythmic activity 

(than the first motif) and its tonal expression is also static (proven by the use of a 

repeated note for its duration, shown in Example 3.2.1 above). These motifs form 

the rhythmic basis of this piece and the way in which they interact with each other 

is a key factor in illustrating Alkan’s compositional technique.  Each of the motifs 

above represents a full statement.  
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From the example above it is immediately possible to see that repetition plays an 

important role in this particular piece.  Both macro and micro repetition are 

displayed, and both will be discussed further on. 

 

The time signature of 3/4 is obvious from the way in which beats are accented in 

the opening twelve bars.  After bar 12 there is a false sense of 4/4, even though 

the time signature has not changed, and bar 16 opens with a dot and not a note in 

the pedal part.  The emphasis is clearly on preserving the melodic line and 

rhythmic contour, with each phrase encased between thin double bar lines.  By 

avoiding the obvious tying of the crotchet to a quaver over the barline, Alkan also 

retains the original and visual identity of the rhythmic motif. It is perhaps this 

over emphasis on preserving the visual element of the melodic phrase that causes 

the rhythmic metre to be off-set; this being a by-product of having each phrase 

enclosed within its own set of double bar lines.  Example 3.2.2 is an exact replica 

of the published score: 

 

Example 3.2.2: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 1 bars 13–17 
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The rhythmic instability that is felt here is partially resolved at bars 20 and 21, but 

the succeeding section negates this resolution and there is a strange sense of poly-

rhythmic activity taking place.  The familiarity of the beat-stresses of motif Y that 

were felt in the opening bars of the piece is now distorted in the pedal line.  The 

apparent diminution of the motif aids in creating this poly-rhythmic effect – the 

repetitions of double-quaver-crotchet in the bass allude to 2/4.  The following 

example illustrates these points: 

 

Example 3.2.3: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 1 bars 22–25 
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From the example above the perceived poly-rhythmic activity can be seen 

between the bass line and the manual parts.  Its perceived occurrence is resulting 

from the emphasis that is placed on the crotchet in the pedal part, which falls in a 

beat-pattern of 2-1-3-2-1-3.  This dichotomy between a positive-metric flow, seen 

in the manual part, versus a negative-metric flow, seen in the pedal line, adds 

impetus to the music.  It also portrays Alkan as a composer who was willing to 

experiment with rhythm by introducing conflict.   
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Both motifs are first introduced in the antiphonal opening, which is twenty-one 

bars in duration and follows the pattern of solo statement with chordal answer.  

The first is part of the solo statement, melodic and unaccompanied (dynamic); the 

second is from the answering phrase which is chordal and melodically simplistic 

(static).  It becomes apparent then that the main rhythmic movement of the piece 

is two-fold and as such the tracing of the two motifs through the first piece is 

made easier. 

 

In the developmental section, starting at bar 23, vertical rhythmic juxtaposition 

occurs with both motifs occurring simultaneously for a brief period (two bars 

duration).  The first motif is used in the contrapuntal section of the development, 

which is reminiscent of the melodic solo statements of the opening.  It is linked to 

the piece via the pedal line of the bar preceding it, which uses the same rhythm.  

The layering effect of this short contrapuntal section (bars 34-39) seems to act as 

an introduction to the climax of the piece.  This is achieved firstly by omitting the 

pedal part, and secondly by the upward direction of the harmonic progressions.  

The contrapuntal section ends on the chord of V7d (in C major) which resolves to 

the chord of I in C major at bar 40, implying a perfect cadence.  However, the 

climax that is implied at bar 40 is false with the chord of C major being repeated, 

while the pedal plays an ascending melody.   
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Example 3.2.4: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 1 bars 33–34 and 39–40  
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Linear juxtaposition of the two rhythmic motifs occurs in the ascending melodic 

line of the pedal part.  This four-bar phrase uses the second motif melodically (in 

a solo-style statement) for the first time throughout the Prière.  The repeated 

chord of C major eventually implies a plagal cadence in the tonic key (G major), 

thus marking the beginning of the final section of the piece, starting at bar 44. 

 

The versatility with which Alkan treats the second rhythmic motif merits further 

discussion.  From the beginning of the piece it is used in terms of chordal 

progression, with both hands playing the same (or almost the same) line an octave 

apart.  This is not to say that these sections, from the beginning and right through 

the piece, are void of melody.  The melody in these sections is simple if at times a 

little ambiguous.  The repeated note D – which is common between the two 

chords – is kept in the same part with the remaining two notes moving, for the 

most part, in thirds.  This creates a duet affect and can be clearly seen in the 

following example. 
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Example 3.2.5: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 1 bars 4–6 
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The bracketed sections show the note common between the two chords kept in the 

same voice, and because the left hand part is playing the same line an octave 

lower, we get a clear sense of what is melody and what is supportive harmony.  

The tonic pedal, over which the harmonic progression I – V(7) – I is being played, 

adds to the static nature of this rhythmic motif and along with the note common 

between the two chords being repeated in the same voice, we get a sense of being 

‘stationary’ perhaps imitating or reflecting the stillness needed for sincere Prayer. 

 

3.3 Prière No. 2 

 

The dominating compositional feature of this piece is its arrangement in a 

melody-reliant homophonic style.   

 

There are two main rhythmic features that dominate this Prière, and they are 

outlined as follows: 
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The first motif displays a dynamic usage because it has rhythmic variety.  This 

motif is used in the melodic line of the piece.  The decision to divide motif X in to 

sub-motifs is important, as Alkan makes use of each (albeit for a short number of 

bars) independently. 

 

The second motif, which is used in the accompanying part of the composition, 

exhibits a static quality as it displays no rhythmic variation. The pedal line in this 

piece has its own rhythmic independence, and has supremacy in dictating the 

harmonic pacing of the composition.  The following example shows the first four 

bars of Prière No. 2.  The clearly marked phrases in the right hand part, coupled 

with the instruction to play the line dolce et cantabile, clarifies the melodic role 

that it is to serve throughout the piece.  The use of dotted rhythms, along with 

ornaments (more specifically the turn), further clarifies its function as a 

dynamically-rhythmic line.  The repetitive nature of the accompanying quaver line 

qualifies it as being rhythmically static.   
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Example 3.3.1: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 2 bars 1–4 
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To further support the distinction between strict homophony and a melody-reliant 

homophony, a closer examination of Example 3.3.1 is necessary.  Strict 

homophonic writing moves homo-rhythmically, utilising the same note values in 

all parts of the composition — an example of this can be seen in Example 3.3.2 

below.  The main difference between strict homophonic writing and melody-

reliant homophonic writing is the emphasis that is placed on the melodic line.   If 

the melody in the above example were absent, the remaining parts would make 

little harmonic sense.  In the example below however, if the upper notes of the 

chords were absent, a secondary melody would be perceived — this due to the 

homorhythmic movement that is affiliated with strict homophony. 
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Intervallic importance in this composition is centred on the consonant intervals of 

a third and a sixth.  The accompanying part, at times, hints at a secondary melody, 

partly caused by the harmonic palette of this Prière, which will be discussed later.   

 

In Prière No. 2 the dependence or reliance on a clear melody is even more 

exaggerated due to the fact that most of the composition is written in only three 

parts.  Approximately half way through the piece, however, there appears a six-

bar passage or episode that seems to have no connection with the material that has 

gone before it.  It is strictly homophonic (using minim chords) and presents a 

‘liturgical’ quality to the harmony.  The rhythmic outline of this episode is static: 

all parts move at the same time and use the same note values and this is shown in 

Example 3.3.2. 

 

Example 3.3.2: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 2 bars 24–29 
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The difference between the music illustrated in Example 3.3.1 and the music 

shown in Example 3.3.2 is obvious.  They could be from two different pieces: the 

only thing that is common between them is the key signature and even this is 



 106 

uncertain, as it would appear at Example 3.3.2 that the key of F-sharp minor is 

being alluded to. It breaks away from the flowing quaver rhythm and even reduces 

its melodic line to single repetitions of the three notes F-sharp F-sharp G-sharp. 

 

After this brief episode the music reverts back to its original construction but with 

one difference.  Until this point the music has been written in three parts, but 

seven bars after the episode a fourth voice is introduced to the accompanying left-

hand part.  It shadows the melody in consonant intervals without discrediting the 

existing melodic line.  The pedal line too has had an extra note added and, for the 

final seventeen bars of the composition, the interval of the (tonic) perfect fifth 

grounds this final section in the home key.  As a direct result of this, this entire 

section of seventeen bars can be considered to be an elongated cadential pattern.  

In the manual part, the fundamental harmonic outline is various statements of the 

progression V – I. 

 

Repetition is also a key element of this composition.   Micro repetition and 

partial-micro repetition are seen in the way the original motif is repeated (both 

partially and in full) throughout the composition.  Because this piece is through-

composed (considered such because it is monothematic, with the exception of the 

six-bar episode) there is no solid instance of macro repetition.  The developmental 

aspect concerning motif X, by subdividing it into two sub-motifs, demonstrates 

Alkan’s ability to be concise with thematic material.  The following example 

illustrates the sub-motivic divisions of motif X: 

 



 107 

Example 3.3.3: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 2 bars 35–38 
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The boxed notes in the above example clearly illustrate the use of both X sub-

motifs. 

   

Throughout this piece there is a consistent emphasis on the beat-stresses of the 

governing time signature.  This enforcing of the time signature creates a positive-

metric flow, which keeps the rhythmic language of this composition stable. 

 

The second Prière is similar to the first in its structure.  The thematic elements of 

both are concise, with all aspects of development being very tightly contained.  

Alkan himself, through these two pieces, illustrates the two main types of 

homophonic writing.  It is also apparent from the first two Prières that Alkan can 

make small-scale structures work: using small motifs and developing them in 

subtle ways.  There is always a sense of motivic familiarity, irrespective of the 

original motives having been altered and developed.    
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3.4 Prière No. 3 

 

The way in which Prière No. 3 is structured is yet another good example of 

Alkan’s homophonic writing.  The use of oscillating demisemiquavers creates a 

haunting hypnotic tremolo effect which adds a certain tension to the composition, 

particularly when it is echoing parts of the melodic line.  The unrelenting 

rhythmic pattern of the accompaniment is in direct contrast to the slow and steady 

movement of the melodic line. 

 

In this piece, Alkan gives new dominance to the pedals by assigning the melodic 

line to them.   The pedals are no longer playing a supportive role to the harmony, 

nor are they the lowest notes heard, but are instead the focus of the composition.  

The left hand part of the piece is playing two octaves lower than the pedal part, so 

the emphasis is on the technical elements necessary to render a coherent melodic 

line played with the feet. 

 

Written in bass clef in all parts for the duration of the piece, this composition 

illustrates the important role a purposely-restricted range can play in exploiting 

the lower tone and timbre of the instrument, be it organ or pedal-piano.  It is 

clearly mono-thematic with the pedals supplying the melody for the duration of 

the piece.  The use of rests in the accompanying part in the final stage of this 

composition has a twofold effect on the tone and the structure of the piece. The 

relentless oscillations are stopped abruptly and are instead used to punctuate the 

melodic line: an effect where the silences become as strong and as necessary as 
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the musical notes of the melodic line.  When they first appear, the rests add to the 

climax of the composition, by allowing the melody to be heard uninterrupted.  In 

the final bars, where they are combined with oscillations of the tonic chord (E 

major), the rests add a sense of resolution to the piece. 

 

This piece is again composed in a melody-reliant homophonic style.  There are 

two main rhythmic features in this piece, both of which can be expressed in terms 

of a static and dynamic rhythm.  The two are as follows: 
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Although the first motif contains a lot of movement, it is a static rhythm.  It is the 

only rhythm to be used by the accompanying keyboard part — continuous 

oscillations of demisemiquavers.  The second motif is a dynamic rhythm, as it 

contains rhythmic variation. The opening bars of Prière No. 3 illustrate the novel 

use of this tremolo-like accompaniment against the steady movement of melody 

and are illustrated at Example 3.4.1. 
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Example 3.4.1: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 3 bars 1–4 
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The direction to play the melody ‘Molto espressivo’ with a legato touch affirms 

the importance of the melodic line.  Its solid movement, contrasting directly with 

the impatient undulations of the accompaniment, creates a new awareness of the 

melodic idiom that is being employed.  The decision to include a Y sub-motif, 

motif Y-1, is significant as it is the second most used rhythmic configuration in 

this composition.  It has a subtle developmental aspect attached to it also, with 

Alkan introducing a grace note to it as well as expanding the quavers to a triplet in 

another instance.  The following example illustrates this: 
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Example 3.4.2: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 3 bars 3, 5 and 7 
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From the example above the various ways which Alkan treats the sub-motif Y-1 

become very clear.   
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The constant micro repetition that is evident in the manuals dominates the 

composition.  The melodic pedal line also restricts itself to using note values 

found in motif Y (with the exception of the triplet first seen in bar 7).  The 

underlying pattern is always based on the second motif.  Macro and partial macro 

repetition are present, with the rhythm of the first four bars repeated almost 

identically in the succeeding four bars. 

 

Despite the hypnotic tremolo effect employed by the manuals, the overall 

rhythmic pattern of the piece adheres to the governing time signature, securing a 

positive-metric flow throughout the piece.   

 

The ending of the piece in the key of the tonic major is significant in the overall 

context of this set of works entitled Prières; the soft major tonality conjuring a 

sense of “prayer heard” or perhaps “prayer answered”.  The importance of the key 

change to tonic major in the final bar illustrates Alkan’s awareness of baroque 

idioms, and the use of this Tierce de Picardie (of sorts) sees Alkan working old 

compositional (and tonal) idioms in new ways.  The staticism that is associated 

with this piece, both rhythmically and tonally is carried through to the very end.  

The melodic line in the pedals is liquidated into repeated statements of the note B. 

 

Through this piece Alkan demonstrates his ability to deliver a coherent 

composition within a very restricted range.  The most obvious, and most used, 

intervals seen in this piece are the consonant intervals of a third and a sixth.  
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3.5 Prière No. 4 

 

This ‘Prayer’ is in a quasi-antiphonal style, incorporating a number of different 

rhythms and three time signatures.  The classification of the rhythmic themes into 

motifs is a little more complex in this piece. 

 

The first motif to be identified is X, and it also has two derivatives associated with 

it; X1 and X2.  These are outlined below as follows: 
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Motif X is a dynamic rhythm, despite the static nature of the harmony that 

surrounds its usage.  The opening five bars of the piece are all grounded on the 

tonic chord of B-flat major.  The two derivative motifs of X, motif X1 and motif 

X2, are again rhythmically dynamic with the inclusion of various note values and 

tuplets.  The dotted rhythm is made more effective due to the abrupt modulation 

to g minor via the chord of the mediant major (in the tonic key of B-flat major), D 

major.   

 

By way of clarifying the decision to class the two motifs X1 and X2 above as 

derivatives of X the following example should be considered:  
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Example 3.5.1: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No 4 bars 1–9  
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The relationship between the three X motifs is evident in the way in which they 

are used, and the tonal structures that are employed around them.  The common 

denominator between the motifs is the use of a repeated note (the pedal note in 

bars 1–5 and the repeated soprano note in bars 6–9) that adds a sense of unity to 

the overall harmonic organization of these opening nine bars — despite the 

changing of tonality from tonic to relative minor, and the changing of time 

signature from duple to triple.  The notes asterisked in the box above show Alkan 

‘fleshing-out’ the rhythmic values, the dotted crotched being divided into three 

quavers etc., while the tonal expression remains basically the same with the main 
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accents falling in the same places structurally.  This illustrates Alkan’s ability to 

be concise when developing his motivic material. Rhythmically, the four-quaver 

grouping that appears in motif X and motif X2 gives these derivatives another 

unifying dimension. These characteristics, both tonal and rhythmic, combine to 

reinforce the premise that motifs X, X1 and X2 all stem from the same motivic 

gene-pool. 

 

The following table illustrates the appearance of all motifs in this piece while also 

outlining sectional durations and prevailing keys and/or harmony.  This table also 

makes it easier to identify the sub-sections, particularly those from the opening 

section of the piece that have a change of time signature. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 116 

Table 1: Sectional Divisions illustrating Time Signature Changes, Motifs and   

               Prevailing Harmony in Prière No. 4, Op. 64 

 

Sectional 

Title 

Bar 

Numbers 

Time 

Signature 

Motif(s) 

Used 

Prevailing Harmony 
(chord/bass note) 

1-5 

 

2/2 X B-flat Maj 

6-9 

 

3/4 X1 & X2 g min/D bass 

10-14 

 

2/2 X G Maj 

15-22 3/4 X1 & X2 A-flat Maj/E-flat bass � b-flat 

min/F bass ending with a chord of 

F7 with an Aug 5th 

 

 

 

 
A 

23-26 

 

2/2 X B-flat Maj/F bass 

B-flat Maj (bars 27-37) 

 

F Maj (bars 38-40) 

 

b-flat min via F Maj/E-flat (bars 

41-45) 

 

 

 

 

B 

 

 

 

 

27-53 

 

 

 

 

4/4 

 

 

 

 

X3 & Y 

F major with chromatic alterations 

ending on a chord of F7 with an 

 Aug 5th (bars 46-53) 

54-57 X B-flat Maj 

 

Z with two 

anticipatory 

statements of X 

at bars 64 & 65 

G min/D bass (bars 58-60) 

F Maj (bars 62-65) 

 

V7 in E-flat Maj (bars 66-70) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

58-74 

 

V in B-flat Maj 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

C 

75-End (bar 83) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2/2 

Juxtaposition of 

X and Z with 

liquidation of 

motif X 

B-flat Maj 

 

 

Alkan ends section A and section B with a statement of the same chord, F7 with 

an augmented 5
th

.  The following example illustrates the final bars of section A: 
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Example 3.5.2: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 4 bars 18–22 
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The succeeding section contains the remaining rhythmic motifs which are outlined 

as shown: 
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Motif Y is dynamic, appearing as a pedal solo, and dominates the rhythmic plane 

of this new 4/4 section.  The motif’s rhythmic dynamism is mirrored in the tonal 

plane with its tonal expression also dynamic. Motif X3, another derivative of 

motif X from the opening section, supports motif Y in an accompanying role.  

This motif is static, there is no deviation from the quaver movement, nor is there 

any great melodic significance centred around its usage. These two rhythmic 

gestures are used in the developmental section of the piece, which displays a 
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‘melody and accompaniment’ style, or more correctly a melody-reliant 

homophony. 

 

The real development occurs in the pedal line, which up until this point has being 

playing only repeated notes; exhibiting a static quality both rhythmically and 

tonally.  Shifting the melodic line to the pedal part of the composition emphasises 

Alkan’s ability to elevate the pedal line from merely being a harmonic support to 

the existing harmonic progressions to playing an integral part of the melodic 

curve.  It is in the developmental section that a clever display of melody-reliant 

homophonic writing is demonstrated.   

 

The combination of various note values in the different parts, heightened by the 

use of a continuous trill in the right hand keyboard part, contribute to creating a 

blur of both sound and motion.  The trill is the fastest moving component of this 

section and is in the upper register of the instrument (be it organ or pedal piano) 

followed by the slower repeated quaver chords in the mid section with the 

melodic pedal line, playing notes from the lower register, using larger note values 

thus being the slowest moving line of the development.  This dissimilation of 

motion from fastest to slowest, top to bottom becomes a feature of the Op. 64 

Prières.   

 

The example below shows just how motifs Y (in the pedal line, starting with the 

tuplet) and X3 (in the left hand part) are used in the context of the developmental 
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section of the piece and also illustrates this dissimilation of motion from the upper 

voice to the lower voice. 

 

Example 3.5.3: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 4 bars 30–31 
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6  

 

From the example above it can be seen that a departure has been made regarding 

the rhythmic and tonal texture outlined in the opening bars of this Prière.  The 

time signature has changed from 2/2 to 4/4 which is interesting as the division of 

beat-stresses in the bar has now doubled. However, this may be lost in 

performance despite the instruction to ‘C’est-á-dire une mesure double de la 

prècèdente’.1  This behaviour again raises the need to address the notion of ‘visual 

versus aural’.  This will be referred to throughout these analysis chapters, and will 

be expanded on further in the final chapter, chapter 6. 

 

The final motif, motif Z, has characteristics of both static and dynamic rhythm.  

The rhythm itself possess a static quality as defined in chapter 2, however, in this 

case its function is dynamic, as it serves as a link-passage between section B and 

                                                 
1
 Charles V. Alkan: 13 Prières pour Orgue avec pédale oblige ou Piano á Clavier de Pédales ou 

Piano a 3 mains.  Divisées en trios Suites.  A la memoire de Pierre Érard.   Op 64, Richault Paris, 

1866, p. 16 
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the final section, with the final section being in fact a coda.  It can therefore be 

called a latently-dynamic rhythm: a static rhythm whose tonal expression can be 

considered dynamic. 

 

The structural unity that is achieved in this particular piece can be marked out 

using the four rhythmic motifs that have been identified.  The similarities between 

X, X1 and X2 rely on a rhythmic and tonal link; a repeated note (static rhythm 

and static tonality).  Motifs Y and X3 dominate section B and are relying on each 

other for support in their various roles, while the juxtaposition of motif X and 

motif Z, used in the final phrase of the piece, brings the opening of the piece and 

the final coda together to further consolidate all elements of the composition as a 

unit. 

 

Juxtaposition of motifs is a favoured method of Alkan’s to bring unity to a 

composition.  The following example illustrates the juxtaposition of motifs X and 

Z in the final phrases of the piece: 

 

Example 3.5.4: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 4 bars 74–76 
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The boxed notes in the example above help to illustrate Alkan’s compositional 

tool of using tonality and/or rhythm to link two sections: the suggested chord of V 

ending the section using motif Z spanning durationally and tonally into the 

beginning of the coda with the juxtaposition of the motifs X and Z.   

 

Throughout the entire piece, a positive metric flow prevails.  This type of 

rhythmic organization helps to stabilise the music, with its continuously changing 

time signatures.  The positive metric flow also helps to orientate the listener to the 

various sections’ structural downbeats.  

 

In this composition Alkan clearly marks himself as a composer that can weave a 

musical structure from tightly knit motivic structures.  The closeness of the 

modulatory distance, with the presence of a Neapolitan modulation, also feeds in 

to this conciseness. 

  

3.6 Prière No. 5 

 

Alkan does not restrict the notion of antiphonal writing to solo statement versus 

chordal response and this is clearly shown in Prière No. 5.  Here we see the 

emphasis is on exploiting the register of the instrument: pedal solo followed by a 

treble response which is in turn followed by a re-statement of the opening theme 

in the bass clef.  
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The rhythmic structure of this Prière is quite simple, and there are just three main 

rhythmic features that monopolise the metre.  The first is the rhythm of the 

opening solo statements, a dynamic rhythm using dotted notes and notes of 

various time values.  The second is a static rhythm with continuous crotchet 

movement used in an accompanying role to enhance the rhythmic flow of the first 

motif.  The third motif is similar to the second in so far as it is used in an 

accompanying role alluding to an independent melody that imitates the dominant 

melody.  However it never actualises into an independent melodic line, therefore 

the rhythmic movement here is static with latently-dynamic qualities – this is 

exaggerated by the use of a counter rhythm placed on top of motif Z elongating 

some of the notes to form a pseudo melody. 

 

The three motifs can be outlined as follows: 
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Motif X
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

Motif Z

 � � �  � � �    

 

The antiphonal-like opening in section A is constructed of two four-bar phrases.  

The first three bars of each phrase are solo, with a cadential pattern being devised 

in the fourth bar of each individual phrase.  With the statement of the third 

antiphonal reply, harmonic support is introduced allowing the piece to officially 

begin.  It is with the third statement of the opening theme that the tonic key is first 

introduced.  The first two statements suggest the key of the relative minor, with 
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modal cadences ending each phrase.  The first cadence is a perfect cadence in A 

major, the second a perfect cadence in G major.   

 

Example 3.6.1: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 5 bars 1–8  
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The main point of interest in this opening section is seen in the way Alkan passes 

the solo-melodic phrase from one voice to another; the pedals in the first instance, 

the upper manual part in the second and the manual bass part in the third, where it 

remains for twelve bars.  It is during the third (rhythmic) statement of the first 

motif that it is developed.  This, along with the chordal support, gives the 

composition a sense of beginning: or more correctly, there is a perception that the 

piece has ‘finally’ begun.  The following table illustrates the geography of the 

piece: 
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Table 2: Sectional Divisions illustrating Motifs and Register of Dominant 

               Melody in  Prière No. 5, Op. 64 

 

 

Sectional 

Title 

Bar 

 Numbers 

Motif(s)  

Used 

Register of Dominant Melody 

1-4 

 

X Pedal Part 

5-8 

 

X Treble (Right Hand Part) 

 

 

 

A 

9-20 

 

X Bass (Left Hand Part) 

 

B 

 

21-42 

 

 

X & Y 

 

 

Treble (Right Hand Part) 

43-46 X Pedal Part 

 

47-50 

 

X Treble (Right Hand Part) 

 

 

 

A1 

51 X 

(False Start) 

Bass (Left Hand Part) 

 

 

B1 

 

52-66 

 

X & Z 

 

Treble (Right Hand Part) 

 

A2 

 

67-71 

 

X 

 

Unison in all Parts 

 

Coda 

 

72-End 

 

X Fragment 

& Z 

 

Treble and Pedals 

 

 

Musical perception plays an important role in Alkan’s music and will be referred 

to throughout this analysis.   Because of the composer’s predilection for key 

ambiguity and rhythmic displacement, (as will be seen and discussed further in 

chapter four) multiple tonics and time signatures are sometimes perceived. 

 

Section B of this Prière does not introduce new motivic material.  Instead, it 

develops what has already been stated in the opening section by augmenting the 

melodic line, changing the rhythm of the accompanying part (from static 

homorhythmic dotted minim chords, to static repetitions of crotchet chords) and 
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fluctuating between modulations to major and minor keys.  The integrity of the 

opening rhythmic motif is preserved throughout the entire piece (rhythmic motif 

X) with any augmentations that are made to it, added on to the end of the existing 

motif.  

 

The presence of a counter-rhythm placed on top of the accompanying motif Z 

presents another dimension to Alkan’s use of tonality.  Consider the following 

example: 

 

Example 3.6.2: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 5 bars 63 and 64 
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In the lower treble part the counter-rhythm can be seen — notes with stems up — 

and it mirrors to some extent the rhythmic pattern of the upper treble part.  This 

type of activity in Alkan’s Prières alludes to the emergence of sub-melodic 

material but never gains any proper independence from the dominant melodic 

line. 
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The various parts of this composition engage in a melodic dialogue that sees the 

melody being passed from one part and register to another.  This reaches its 

maximum effect toward the end of the piece when all parts are playing in 

rhythmic and harmonic unison, as if all the parts have finally caught up on one 

another.  These homorhythmic unison bars make a very prominent statement, 

leading out of a section that has been using an arpeggiated accompanying pattern. 

 

The following example helps to put in context the points raised above:  

 

Example 3.6.3: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 5 bars 66–68 
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For the duration of this particular composition, the opening statement is the only 

major theme to dominate the music with it being repeated in succession either in 

full (macro repetition) or in part (partial-macro repetition).  

 

The instrumental ambiguity that is associated with this particular set of works 

presents its own set of complications.  Directional instructions in relation to 
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technique seem to be at odds with the actual music itself.  The following example 

illustrates how the instruction to depress the pedal must refer to the sustaining 

pedal of the piano (or, indeed, the pedal-piano): 

 

Example 3.6.4: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 5 bars 74–76  
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From the example above it can also be clearly seen that the lowest note is the C 

three octaves below middle C.  This is not physically present on an organ.  This 

too strengthens the argument that, despite the suggested instrumentation for these 

pieces, piano three-hands or pedal-piano are the only way to recreate the 

composer’s true compositional intentions. 

 

The final point worthy of mention regarding the styling of these compositions is 

that they all end with fermata over and under the final barline.  Perhaps this may 

indicate that they were to be played as part of a set — each in succession?  This is 

not seen in the other works presented in chapters 4 and 5. 
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 3.7 Prière No. 6 

 

The sixth piece from this set has a three-fold aspect to its construction, containing 

three contrasting sections.  It combines compositional and structural elements 

from all the previous Prières, from repeated notes, to strict homorhythmic 

homophony and melismatic runs.   

 

The rhythmic pattern of the composition can be broken-down as follows: motif X 

is the dominating dynamic rhythmic motif in the right hand part of the opening A 

section with a homorhythmic accompaniment labelled H.  Motifs Y and Z are the 

dominant rhythmic movement in section B.  The remaining rhythmic gestures 

found in this piece come from altered versions of these three motifs. 
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To clarify the overall structure of the piece, and the range of motifs and their 

appearance, the following table should first be considered: 
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Table 3: Sectional Divisions illustrating Motifs and Register of Dominant 

               Melody in Prière No. 6, Op. 64   

Sectional 

Title 

Bar 

 Numbers 

Dominant 

Motif(s) Used 

Register of Dominant Melody 

1-8 

 

X & H  

 

A 9-16 

 

X 

 

Treble (Right Hand Part) 

17-24 Y 

(Anticipatory) 

Chordal - Rhythmic Unison 

 
 

 

B 25-34 

 

Y & Z Treble (Right Hand Part) 

 

 

 

EPISODE 

 

 

35-44 

 

Liquidation of X 

Fragment 

(Rhythmically & 

Tonally) 

 

 

Treble (Right Hand Part) & 

Bass (Left Hand Part) UNISON 

 

45-48 

X with 

H (in the Right Hand 

Part) 

 

Treble/Bass (Left Hand Part) 

49-50 X Treble (Right Hand Part) 

51-52 X Fragment Monophonic Statements 

 

53-58 

X with H (sustained 

in the pedal) 

 

Treble (Right Hand Part) 

 

 

 

 

 

A1 

59-78 X Pedal 

 

 

Coda 

 

 

79-End 

 

Descending 

Chromatic scale 

(partial) 

 

Bass (Left Hand Part) 

Ending with Tonic Chord in all parts 

 

 

From the opening bars of this Prière it becomes obvious that the prevailing 

structure is that of a melody-reliant homophony.  Motif X is a dynamic rhythm, 

despite having very little rhythmic variation.  However, when considered within 

the context of the surrounding rhythmic and tonal movement it is the only motif 

that has any dynamism attached to it.  

 

The following example helps to clarify this: 
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Example 3.7.1: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 6 bars 1–2 and 8 

 

34

34

34

Mains.

Pieds.

&
##
Moderato

Dolce e legato
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Ï
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L'8va bassa

solamente

ÏÏ
ÏÏ
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ÏÏ

ÏÏ
ÏÏ

Dolce

ÏÏ
ÏÏ

ÏÏ
ÏÏ

ÏÏ
ÏÏ ?## ÏÏÏ

Ï
ÏÏ
Ï

ÏÏ
Ï

?##
p, e sostenuto

Ï ·Ï Ï Ï
Ï

Ï
Ï

Ï
Ï

?## Ï
Ï

Ï
ú

Ï

 

 

In the example above it can be seen that the accompanying homorhythmic feature 

H is static rhythmically and tonally – with the repeated Ds in the pedal line and 

the octave Fs in the manual bass part.  The dynamic movement of motif X can 

also be seen in its tonal expression in the treble part of the example above. 

 

Section B uses a pseudo-dotted rhythm (motif Y), making the rest ‘sound’ as a 

dot.  The melodic line and the pedal are moving in rhythmic unison, with the inner 

part indulging in melismatic scale-like passages (motif Z).  Motif Z contrasts 

directly with the opening section and its gentle rhythmic flow, and it is also at 

odds with the melody of section B.  In effect, these melismatic ‘flurries’ make it 

hard to distinguish the exact number of beats that are occurring in each bar.  This 

is so because the arrival point of these runs occurs on the second half of the 

second beat – as it begins its descent (see bar 25 in Example 3.7.2 below).  

 

The contrast between the melodic idiom from section A and the one used in 

section B can be experienced on three different levels; melody, rhythm and 
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dynamics.  The rhythmic contrast between rhythmic motifs X and Y can be 

clearly identified in the example shown above.  The melodic difference is 

illustrated by the use of chords melodically in the developmental section – as 

opposed to the contrasting static chordal repetitions in the opening section.  These 

‘melodic chords’ are also the direct opposite of the flowing quaver melody of the 

opening section.  The rhythmic differences between the two sections are obvious, 

with the pace quickening on all aspects in section B.  The shift in dynamics from 

the p in the opening part to f in the development also adds to the forward motion 

of the piece; starting softly and building up to a louder dynamic.  Example 3.7.2 

below illustrates the three main contrasting elements of section B. 

 

Example 3.7.2: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No 6 bars 25–28  
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There also appears as part of this Prière a ten-bar episode which engages in a 

rhythmic process of distortion that does not introduce any new material; instead 

the rhythm is related to motif X.  The function of the episode would appear to be 

that of a link passage that leads the music back to the tonic key.  Harmonically 

this episode hints at B-flat melodic minor using notes from the upper tetrachord, 

descending from the tonic to the dominant degree of the scale.  The time signature 

of 3/4 does not change throughout the piece, yet there are many instances where 

the rhythmic metre seems to be distorted or disguised.  It is more prevalent here in 

the episode and the following example shows exactly how Alkan achieved this 

effect: 
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Example 3.7.3: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 6 bars 36–41 
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The four dotted quavers in the second bar of Example 3.7.3 give the illusion of 

four beats, thus distorting the rhythmic metre, promoting a negative metric flow.   

Negative metric flow is perceived to prevail even after the restoration of a positive 

metric flow, as the bars succeeding the pseudo-four beats now sound incomplete. 

 

The melody is liquidated to the occurrence of just B-flat and A-flat, while the 

rhythm is liquidated to a minim in the final bar of the episode. This gives the 

impression that the composition is slowing down, despite there being no written 

instruction to do so.  Interestingly, Alkan respells the A-flat to its enharmonic 

equivalent on the final minim beat of the last bar of the episode – this produces a 

diminished third (spelled G-sharp to B-flat) that goes unnoticed by the listener – 
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yet another example of the dichotomous relationship between the visual element 

of Alkan’s music and the aural. 

 

Alkan’s modulating patterns in this composition deserve a further mention, 

particularly the one leading back to the final section.  Here, Alkan makes use of a 

single bar’s rest to clear the harmonic pallet in order to execute a chromatic 

modulation from g minor to E major (which is the chord of V of the dominant A 

major).  This he does by way of repeating the upper manual part of the preceding 

bar up a half step.  The repeated Ds in the lower manual bass part ground the 

modulation and add tonal continuity to the section.  This modulation is illustrated 

in the example below. 

 

Example 3.7.4: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 6 bars 63–66 
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The chromatic shift gives the music a sense of anticipation, which is heightened 

by the bar’s rest.  There is also a perceived air of expectancy resulting from the 

rhythmic silence, with the abrupt change in tonality destabilising the preceding 

tonal frame. 
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This is one instance whereby Alkan does not think it necessary to juxtapose the 

motivic elements in order to unify the compositional structure.  As will be shown 

further on in this chapter and in Chapter 4, motivic juxtaposition is one of Alkan’s 

favoured compositional tools.  This piece ends using a fragment of rhythmic motif 

X in its original “cadential” format – ending the motif, now ending the piece. 

 

3.8 Prière No. 7 

 

‘Prayer’ No. 7 displays a clever use of melody-reliant homophony.  The 

composition is divided in to two opposing sections A and B, each being repeated.  

In the case of the second section, there are three different rhythmic gestures 

occurring at the same time: quaver movement in the pedals, demisemiquaver 

movement in the right-hand part and a mixture of larger note values in the 

melodic left-hand part.  This adds a particular depth to the music, like a musical 

rhythmic prism.  The main rhythmic motifs identified can be outlined as follows: 
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The occurrence of these motifs throughout the Prière is easy to map out.  The first 

two motifs, X and Y, are used in section A of the piece.  The triplet movement, 

especially when used to repeat the same chord, has the same effect as a slow 

tremolo and contrasts directly with the quaver movement of section B.  The 

remaining motifs, Y1 and Z, are found in section B of the piece.  Another version 

of motif X from section A is used in section B, and it is this that helps to unify the 

piece.  The music moves from section A to section B with section A undergoing a 

series of modulations finally ending on the chord of V7 in A major with section B 

beginning on the chord of I in A major.  This movement from section A to section 

B facilitates the notated key change from C major to A major.   

 

This piece could also be viewed as being antiphonal but on a larger scale. Due to 

the harmonic relation between the two sections, due to the presence of an elided 

cadence, they appear to be answering each other, thus allowing for the idea of 

antiphonal writing to be considered.  The following outline of the movement of 

sections allows for a greater look at the overall thematic structure:  
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Table 4: Sectional Divisions illustrating Dominant Motifs and Sectional 

               Tonics in Prière No. 7, Op. 64 

 

Sectional 

Title 

Bar 

 Numbers 

Dominant Motif(s) 

Used 

Sectional Tonic 
(Notated Key Sig.) 

 

A 

 

1-12 

 

 

X (X+1) & Y 

 

C Maj 

 

B 

 

13-30 

 

Z, X fragment and Y1 

 

 

A Maj 

 

A1 

 

31-42 

 

X (X+1) & Y 

 

C Maj –  

beginning on V 

 

B1 

 

43-65 

 

Z, X fragment and Y1 

 

A Maj –  

beginning on V 

 

A2 

 

66-79 

 

X (X+1) & Y 

 

A Maj –  

beginning on Ic 

 

 

 

LINK 

 

 

 

80-93 

 

 

Y 

(liquidating to minims) 

 

A Maj – unison repetitions of the  

note E.  

 Actual ‘key’ is 

ambiguous 

 

 

B2 

Plus Coda 

 

 

94-end 

 

 

Z, X fragment and Y1 

 

A Min 

(Plagal Cadence) 

Piece ends in a different key. 

 

 

 

The occurrence of repetition in this composition is largely macro (partial macro 

repetition enduring as the rhythm is not identical per sectional repeat, with subtle 

rhythmic alterations appearing) by nature as the repeats are sectional. Despite the 

harmonic links that relate the two sections they are dichotomous in terms of their 

rhythmic language and thematic material. 

 

Metric flow is principally positive for the duration of the piece, even though 

triplets are used in the opening section A and subsequent occurrences of repeated 
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section A.  There are some rhythmic deviations from positive metric flow, and 

these will be looked at further on. 

 

Illustrated below are the first two bars of Prière No. 7, outlining the usage of 

motifs X and Y. 

 

Example 3.8.1: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 7 bars 1–2  
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This example best represents the rhythmic content of section A and the melodic 

curve that is associated with its appearance throughout the composition.  

Interestingly, before the beginning of section B there is one bar’s rest; this in spite 

of the obvious tonal link that exists between the last ‘tonal bar’ (that is, a bar that 

has music contained within it) of section A and the first bar of Section B.  Alkan’s 

use of the elided cadence is particularly evident in this composition.  It is a tool 

that he uses to link sections together tonally that differ rhythmically – this will be 

discussed in subsequent chapters. 
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From the above example then, it can be seen that motif X is dynamic.  The 

inclusion of a dotted rhythm coupled with the use of varying note values combine 

to make this motif rhythmically dynamic.  Its tonal expression is also dynamic as 

it is used as part of the melodic line in both sections A and B.   

 

Motif Y is static.  The tonal motion represented in Example 3.8.1 is only seen in 

the first two bars of the A section (and this is also true for each repeat of section 

A).  After this, it resorts to static repetitions of chords thus heightening the level 

of staticity and it is chiefly because of this that this motif is considered static. 

 

Section B of this piece introduces a counter theme along with a different sense of 

rhythm and harmony.  With the exception of the introductory two-bar pedal solo, 

there is an internal instance of macro repetition — the basic rhythmic and tonal 

(and harmonic) idea of section B is repeated.  The ratio of repetition in this piece 

is 1A: 2B.  

 

The main tonal difference between the two sections is the treatment of each 

sectional tonic.  The first section introduces chromatic notes early on, suggesting 

modulations, while section B roots itself in its sectional tonic (A major) before 

very obviously facilitating a modulation to the relative minor (f-sharp minor) over 

a few short bars.  The sense or perception of tonal ambiguity is dissolved in 

section B. 
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The following example is of the introduction of the second theme (the first bar of 

it) as outlined in section B of Prière No. 7: 

 

Example 3.8.2: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 7 bar 15  
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The contrast between the two sections is obvious both from a rhythmic and tonal 

perspective.  The disparity between the two is also apparent texturally: the chordal 

writing of section A, encouraging a closeness between the parts harmonically and 

also in the physical proximity of the hands, versus a more linear approach to the 

harmony in section B with the parts being more exposed and placed further apart 

in the context of the register. 

 

From Example 3.8.2 it can be seen that both motifs Y1 and Z are static.  Motif Y1 

is directly related rhythmically to the triplet motion of motif Y and, as such, is 

considered to be a derivative of Y.  They are also linked tonally as their tonal 

expression in both cases is static.  The staticity associated with motif Z is again 

linked to the repetitious way in which the motif is used.   
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The simple but clever use of tonality in this composition cannot be ignored.  The 

modulating pattern that Alkan uses to move between the alternate repetitions of 

sections A and B merits further discussion.   

 

The harmonic link between the first statements of sections A and B is not 

particularly ambiguous, with section A ending with a chord of E major (minor) 

seven, resolving to the A major tonic of section B.  Subsequent transitional 

modulations (that is, the modulation that helps one section end and the other 

begin) are more adventurous in both their harmonic language and their 

compositional execution.   

 

With respect to the prevailing sectional key signatures (that of C major in section 

A and A major in section B) the second transitional modulation, that leads from 

the first statement of section B to the second statement of section A, sees section 

B end on a chord of D major — the chord of IV in A major.  The resolution, 

however, is to the chord of G major thus implying a modulation to G major.  

Although Alkan goes to the trouble of negating the previous key signature of A 

major to that of C major, he implies the G major modulation by keeping the F-

sharp for the first two bars of the section.  The actual sectional tonic is now 

ambiguous: G major is the dominant harmony, but the actualising of the C major 

tonality is not done until the fourth bar of this section.  Despite the written key 

signature of C major, the harmony never grounds itself in this key.  The following 

example illustrates this: 
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Example 3.8.3: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 7 bars 31–34  
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The next transitional modulation sees a chromatic modulation in the last bar of 

this section (first repeat of section A) from C major seven to e minor, to B major.  

The cadential resolution is an implied chord of E major; the chord of V in A 

major.  The sectional tonic (A major) is not stated explicitly until the last beat of 

the section.  Instead, this first repeat of section B is an elaborate elongation of the 

chord of V in A major.   

 

This leads into an unstable episodic section which consists of fourteen bars of 

singular repetitions of the note E.  This tonally-static episodic section, with the 

repeated note E, anticipates the major tonality of A major.  This however does not 

actualise and instead of the now familiar motivic juxtaposition there is tonal 
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reversal: the tonality that was familiar to section A has now been imposed on 

section B.  The negation of the key signature only serves to dispel the major 

tonality, as the sectional tonic is now A minor — with the composition ending in 

this key also.  This is the first piece from this set that does not end in the key that 

it started in.  The lengths to which Alkan goes to ensure that each section has a 

specific notated key signature, which at times appears to be at odds with the 

general harmonic palette of the section, merits further discussion.  The ancillary 

observation of ‘Visual vs. Aural’ - that is, listening with knowledge of the score 

versus listening with no prior knowledge of the score, raises the following 

question: Are the changes in key signature perceptible to the listener who has no 

prior knowledge of the score?  With the use of elided cadences Alkan secures the 

strong tonal link between sections, guiding the listener down a particular 

harmonic-road, making the notated key signatures seem tonally redundant. 

 

When considering the question ‘Organ or Pedal-piano?’ this piece would sit 

firmly on the side of pedal-piano.  The main reason for this lies in the expression 

marks and directions that underline this composition’s performance.  If the first 

two examples above are viewed again, it can be seen that the crescendo and 

decrescendo marks would almost be impossible for an organist to execute with a 

swell-pedal considering the double pedalling that is evident in both examples.  

The touch-sensitive keyboard (and pedal-board) of a pedal-piano, however, would 

easily implement such directions.  The frequency of these expressive directions, 

particularly in this piece, put forward a strong case for pedal-piano as the main 

intended performance instrument.  However, the fact cannot be ignored that all 
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these effects can be achieved on the organ with a registrant assisting the organist.  

This instrumental ambiguity adds to the allure of these works and ties in with the 

composer’s compositional ambiguities too. 

 

3.9 Prière No. 8 

 

In Prayer No. 8, each part has some input regarding the structure of the melodic 

line.  The melody is thus intricately woven between the three parts (right hand, 

left hand and pedals) with the delayed imitative entries suggesting a fugato style 

of writing.  Therefore there emerges a structural interdependency between the 

treble, bass and pedal parts of this composition due to the internal dialogue 

between the parts.  This structural interdependency, however, does not jeopardise 

the level of melodic independence that is achieved by each individual part at one 

time or another during the piece. 

 

It is also worth noting that this is the only piece from the thirteen that make up 

this set of works that carries a title, Dieu Des Armées (Lord of Hosts or Armies) 

which is written in three languages: Latin, Hebrew and French. 

 

The fugato style employed in this composition makes the identification of 

rhythmic motivic material less difficult.  In essence there are only two main 

rhythmic ideas that dominate the piece, each outlined as follows: 
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Motif X has a derivative attached to it that also plays a dominant role in the 

overall rhythmic (and tonal) structure of the composition.  This rhythmic motif, 

with its triple quaver motion, is reminiscent of the strong leading rhythmic figure 

in the first movement of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.  Alkan admired the music 

of Beethoven, particularly the piano sonatas, and one could not rule out the 

possible ‘ambiguous homage’ that he is perhaps paying him in Prière No. 8.
2
   

 

This particular rhythm is dynamic as it is part of a melodic line that is dependent 

on all the constituent parts.  The second rhythmic motif is anticipatory in nature.  

It appears only twice, at bar 18 in the pedal part and bar 22 in the treble part, in 

the opening section of the piece but then goes on to become a dominant feature 

from bar 58.  This motif takes on the role of being both dynamic and static at 

different stages.  It is used in the treble part as part of a short melodic motif and 

used in the pedal part as both a melodic idiom and as a support to the harmonic 

progression.   

 

Example 3.9.1 illustrates the fugato style of writing that is the main feature of this 

Prière, emphasising the delayed imitative entries of each part and also the first 

                                                 
2
 Alkan played some of the Beethoven Piano Sonatas in the Petit Concerts given between 1874 

and 1880 in the Erard Studio (see William Eddie: Charles Valentin Alkan, His Life and His Music, 

Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007 pp. 22–23).  Jacqueline Waeber also draws attention to Alkan’s 

admiration of Beethoven (see Jacqueline Waeber, ‘Searching for the Plot: Charles-Valentin 

Alkan’s Souvenirs: Trois morceaux dans le genre pathétique, Op. 15’, Journal of the Royal 
Musical Association, 132:1 (2007), pp. 60–114.  Tad Szulc, in his book, Chopin in Paris (Oxford: 

Da Capo Press 2000) mentions that Alkan and Chopin were part of a group that played an eight-

hand transcription (by Alkan) of various parts of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony at a concert on 

March 3
rd

 1838 (p. 188). 
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rhythmic motif with the opening, using the three quavers followed by crotchets, 

and at bar 4 the three quavers followed by a minim. 

 

Example 3.9.1: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 8 bars /1–6 
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The piece is through-composed, structured as a continuous musical unit.  The 

musical ideas are developed, but not as part of a totally separate section, with the 

opening theme being heard either explicitly or partially throughout the 

composition.  There are, however, occasional deviations from the opening 

material with the section from bars 50 to 57 acting as some sort of rhythmic 

climax, slowing the opening theme.  The presence of quavers in the upper pedal 
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part keeps the opening rhythmic motif ‘simmering’ in the background.    The 

following example helps to clarify this: 

 

Example 3.9.2: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 8 bars 50–53 
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Motivic juxtaposition plays an important role in this Prière and occurs with the 

first entry of motif Y.  In this instance motif Y plays a supporting role that 

contrasts directly with the rhythmic structure of motif X1, with which it is 

juxtaposed.  The staticism that is, at times, associated with motif Y can be seen in 

its use here.  The following example helps to put these points into context: 
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Example 3.9.3: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 8 bars 18 and 19 
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The notes boxed in the example above highlight motif Y’s tonal staticism.  Its 

appearance here, at bars 18 and 19, is anticipatory, as it does not actually become 

a dominant motif until bar 58.  A closer look at Example 3.9.3 also reveals that 

there are elements of tonal staticism linked to motif X1 too, as it is playing the 

same chord only in different inversions.   

 

The structural blueprint of this composition does not change even with the shift in 

motivic preference, with motifs X and X1 being overshadowed by motif Y+1.  

The fugato structure is still prevalent and the level of tonal dynamism in motif Y 

can be seen to rise with the addition of the extra minim and crotchet.  The 

following example shows motif Y+1 being expressed dynamically and the 

imitative fugato style still present: 
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Example 3.9.4: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 8 bars 58–60  
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The harmonic rhythm moves at a much quicker pace in this piece than perhaps 

any other piece in the set.  That, combined with the fugato style of writing, makes 

this piece stand out from the rest with the melodic curve swinging between all the 

parts.  The rhythmic pattern of the piece is altered in the coda with the 

introduction of triplets.  The final five bars, and the three-quaver-upbeat that 

begins it, are all statements of the chord of I, with the preceding four-and-a-half 

bars repeating a V – I cadence.  Alkan makes great use of elongating his cadential 

patterns and instances of this are to be witnessed throughout the composer’s 

works.  This practice adds to the idea of musical perception, particularly when 

gauging the expectation and anticipation that is felt resulting from the tonal-

strength of repeated statements of the chord of V.   

 

A positive metric flow endures for the duration of the piece.  The fugato style, 

with the delayed imitative entries, facilitates the perception of a negative metric 

flow but it never acquires any significant dominance throughout the piece.   
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3.10 Prière No. 9 

 

The opening 16 bars of Prayer No. 9 serve as an ‘introduction’ to the remainder of 

the piece, hinting at a poly-thematic dialogue and outlining the main rhythmic 

motifs of the piece.  The actual melodic themes are not explicitly stated until bar 

17, and it is here that we can hear two clear melodic lines moving independently 

of each other.  The first sixteen bars indulge in a sequence of modulations, starting 

in the tonic key of E major and modulating to B major, G major, e minor, C major 

and at bar 17 the music returns to B major which serves as the basis for a perfect 

cadence into the tonic.  However, the dialogue between the melodic lines that 

really develops from bar 17 to the end, hints at an eighteenth-century contrapuntal 

style (similar to a three-part invention) while still incorporating small 

homorhythmic sections and supporting a melody-dominated homophony.  These 

sections are brief, but must be considered in the interpretation of an overall style. 

 

The composition is governed by three main rhythmic gestures that are all used in 

both a static and dynamic way.  The primary rhythm, however, is that of 

continuous quaver movement.  This, and the other motifs, can be outlined in the 

following way: 

 

�
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Motif X
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Motif Y



�������
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The first motif of running quavers is present throughout the whole composition 

and takes on the role of both melody and accompaniment.  There is no rhythmic 

diversity attached to this motif and as a result it is a static rhythm.  However up 

until this point all of the rhythmic motifs associated with the melodic line in the 

Prières have been dynamic — they all made use of either dotted rhythms or 

varying note values.  Motif X can therefore be considered a static rhythm that is 

latently-dynamic.  That is to say that while the rhythmic organisation of motif X is 

static, its tonal expression in this instance is dynamic.  However, this is only a 

perceived dynamism as a closer look at Example 3.10.1 will demonstrate.  The 

only line to exhibit the most rhythmic movement is the treble line and by virtue of 

this, its tonal activity is perceived as being melodic, or tonally dynamic.   

 

The following example illustrates the first four bars of the opening section.  Here 

the use of rhythmic motif X can be clearly seen and also visible is the 

dissimilation of rhythmic activity between the parts: from largest note values in 

the pedals (minims), smaller note values in the left hand part (crotchets) with the 

smallest note values in the right hand part (quavers).  This ‘fanning-out’ of the 

rhythmic movement is something that Alkan does frequently in these Prières and, 

indeed, in other pieces that will be examined in succeeding chapters. 
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Example 3.10.1: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 9 bars 1–4 

 

34

34

34

Mains

Pieds

&
####

Doucement

Dolce e Legato

Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï
Ï#

Ï Ï Ï
Ïn Ï Ï Ï

?####
p
p

Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï Ï

& Ï Ï ÏÜ Ï Ï# Ï
?

?####

L'8va bassa solamente

   sin' al fine.

ú. ú. ú. ú.

 

 

After the opening section there is a shift in the seniority of the rhythmic functions 

and motif X truly assumes the role of a static rhythm.  It is used in the pedal line 

in an accompanying role and supports the dialogue that starts at bar 17 between 

the left and right hand parts.   

 

There are three distinct parts or lines that support the contrapuntal structure, while 

each has its own individual character.  The right hand part uses rhythmic motif Y 

while the left hand part uses a similar rhythmic pattern that eventually uses all 

elements of motif Y but not in the same manner.  It is this difference between the 

two parts that gives each line its independence.  These contrapuntal sections, with 

each line achieving rhythmic (and tonal) independence, contrast directly with the 

homorhythmic sections that punctuate them.  The punctuating sections are 

constructed using rhythmic motif X in all parts.  The example below illustrates the 

use of motif Y in the right hand part and also the rhythmic independence that is 

associated with its use. 
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Example 3.10.2: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 9 bars 17–20 
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Motif Y (and Y+1) is dynamic and its tonal expression is also dynamic and this 

can be seen in Example 3.10.2 above. 

 

The use of suspensions in this composition strengthens the link between it and 

eighteenth-century contrapuntal style.  They appear frequently between bars 17 

and 34 and in the above example they occur starting on the last beat of bar 18 and 

again on the last beat of bar 19.  Alkan obeys the rules that govern the use of 

suspensions by preparing them, suspending them and resolving them.  This 

explicit use and treatment of baroque techniques shows in Alkan an appreciation 

of early music. 

 

The third rhythmic motif presents itself towards the end of the composition and 

dominates the rhythmic metre while also being used with the other two motifs.  It 

is a dynamic rhythm, and is used by both the left and right hand parts in rhythmic 

unison.  Its first statement is, however, used with motif X as an accompanying 

feature.  When it is used to accompany itself (i.e., played in the left hand part too) 
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a layering effect begins to take shape eventually building up to both left and right 

hands playing the same melodic idiom.  The following example illustrates these 

three effects. 

 

Example 3.10.3: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 9 bars 57, 60 and 68 
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         





 

 

The main harmonic consideration in this Prière is Alkan’s continuous use of 

consonant intervals.  This is more apparent in the opening introductory section 

and from the first use of the third rhythmic motif.  This can also be seen in the 

first and third musical examples from Prière No. 9.  Both these examples are fair 

representations of the harmonic framework of the piece.  In the first example there 

is almost always a consonant interval on the beat, in the third example that is 

taken further with a consonant interval being used on every note (from bar 59). 

 

The rhythmic metre of this piece is grounded in a positive metric flow.  The pedal 

always generates a clear three beats despite the presence of rests.  In these 

instances (where there are rests in the pedal line), the positive metric flow is 

supported by the manual parts (seen in bars 67 and 68).  There is, perhaps, just 
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one clear instance where Alkan tries to destabilise the metric flow by means of 

introducing a hemiola.  The can be seen in the example below: 

 

Example 3.10.4: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 9 bars 41 and 42  
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Both macro and micro repetition are to be found within the structure of this piece.  

The opening sixteen bars present an instance of partial-macro repetition, the 

rhythm remains unchanged but the tonality is different.  These bars can be divided 

rhythmically into four four-bar phrases — tonally, however, if we base the 

phrases on the prevailing harmonic rhythm, the same sixteen bars can be divided 

in to the following tonal phrases: two four-bar phrases followed by two two-bar 

phrases which in turn are followed by another four-bar phrase. 

 

In spite of there being a heavy emphasis on the quaver motif, the way it in which 

it is treated within the context of the composition prevents it from becoming 

insipid.  There is a certain familiarity surrounding its appearance particularly 

when used in conjunction with strong dynamic rhythms (seen in motif Z above).  
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It is a unifying motif, and this is predominantly evident when used alongside new 

rhythmic material.    

 

3.11 Prière No. 10 

 

The first most notable feature of this composition is the use of a mock-Alberti 

Bass motif in the opening bars of the pedal line.  The slow tempo coupled with the 

staccato markings gives the impression of a ‘walking’ pedal line and the pleasant 

major tonality seems to suggest a jovial mood.  Whether it was the intention, or 

not, of the composer to actually convey this idea of a ‘walking motion’ at the start 

of the piece is practically impossible to tell, but there does appear in the music a 

rhythmic motif that is truly reminiscent of the rhythm used by Chopin in the 

Marche Funèbre movement of the B-flat minor piano sonata (Op. 35).  The 

similarity between the two will be discussed further on. 

 

This is the only Prière that specifically makes reference to having religious 

sentiments by marking one of its sections Religioso: a chorale-like tune that is 

played Dolce e legatiss. on the manuals in four parts.  This is answered, with 

some changes to the harmonic progressions, ff e Sostenutissimo adding a pedal 

line and augmenting the number of parts from four to nine and ten respectively.  

Describing this music as ‘religious’, is of course subjective.  However, there is a 

majestic, triumphant tone to the progressions of harmony that could indeed be 

associated with liturgical ritual.  This is partly due to the use of root position 

chords and the abrupt modulations to major keys that occur.   
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Reducing the rhythmic activity of this piece into motifs results in the following: 
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Motif X is static, as it does not have any rhythmic variation within the motif.  This 

is evident in the opening bars of the piece, where the pedal line is supplying the 

‘mock’ Alberti Bass.  However it does appear later in the composition in a 

dynamic capacity, but is strengthened by the presence of motif Y as part of the 

melodic line.  The second and third motifs are dynamic, containing rhythmic 

variations while also being part of the prevailing melodic line.  However, the third 

motif has some static elements because its melodic usage is quite restricted, that 

is, its tonal expression is more static than dynamic.  It falls better under the 

category of latently-static.  The following example shows the mock Alberti Bass 

with a variation of motif Y being played by the left hand. 

 

Example 3.11.1: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 10 bars 1–4 
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
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






















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One of the main effects that Alkan successfully achieves in this piece is the 

gradual introduction of the various parts.  This layering effect gives a greater 

depth to the music and, combined with imitation and answering figurations, 

conveys a sense of dialogue that runs through the piece up until the chorale 

section.  The opening four bars have three parts, the staccato contrasting with the 

legato, and the addition of a fourth and then a fifth part, with an answering gesture 

in the right hand part, adds another dimension to the music.  Example 3.11.2 

demonstrates this layering effect. 

 

Example 3.11.2: Alkan 13 Prières Op. 64 No. 10 bars 10–beat 1 of bar 12 

and 14–15                                                                                    
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Rhythmic motif Z is first used in its entirety at bar 17, and dominates the rhythmic 

plane by being used in almost all of the next seventeen bars; achieving the most 

prominence when played as block chords in rhythmic unison.  The double dotted 

rhythm is thus intended to make an impact on the listener.   

 

Being a latently-static rhythm its melodic significance is of particular importance 

partly due to the size of the rhythmic motif.  Motif Z is a one-bar motif, which 
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makes the attainment of melodic independence quite difficult, but not impossible.  

There are instances where its tonal expression is dynamic, especially when used in 

a chordal context.  By using a chain of Z motifs, outside of a chordal context, a 

melodic line is put together, but in order to consolidate its melodic dominance 

there is a contrasting counter-melody working in counterpoint with it.  This 

counter melody, however, holds most of the main melodic interest and soon 

surpasses the original melodic line of the string of motifs. 

 

The notion that the use of rhythmic motif Z in this Prière is a tribute to Chopin is 

one that cannot be overlooked.  The Prières were written circa 1870, just over 

twenty years after the death of Chopin (who died in 1849).  Chopin’s death 

influenced Alkan deeply resulting in a period of reclusion for the composer.  A 

pictorial or programmatic interpretation of this Prière can thus be undertaken 

resulting in the following: 

 

The opening section of the piece, which appears to suggest a walking idiom, could 

represent the two friends walking.  The appearance of rhythmic motif Z at bar 17 

represents Chopin, the section marked Religioso represents Alkan (a fitting 

portrayal, given that Alkan was a staunch Jew).  The final appearances of motif Z, 

beginning seven bars from the end of the piece, in B-flat minor signify the death 

of Chopin, with the piece ending in the tonic minor (B-flat minor) representing 

Alkan’s sadness.  Although this kind of interpretation is, of course, circumstantial 
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with little evidence to substantiate it, it cannot be entirely ruled out.
3
   In the 

example below, the two themes are placed side-by-side.   

 

Example 3.11.3: Chopin Sonata in B flat Minor Op. 35 bars 1–2, Alkan 13 

Prières Op. 64 No. 10 bars 80–81            
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It could be said that Alkan’s version of the Chopin motif is an augmented idiom, 

and by using it in the same key, the same register for the melody and within the 

same harmonic context, lends credence to the this claim. 

 

The section marked Religioso in the middle of the piece marks a change in the 

mood of the music.  There is a solemn tone to the progression of chords and the 

homophonic writing is indicative of liturgical song.  The rhythmic structure of the 

melody is a combination of rhythmic motifs X and Y, and as such is a dynamic 

rhythm.  The section is made up of four four-bar phrases alternating between a 

soft and loud dynamic in an antiphonal way.  The two progressions that stand out 

from the rest in this music are the progressions I – VII Major and I (major and 

                                                 
3
 Elsewhere in Alkan’s œvrue he adds a programmatic title to his compositions.  His Marcia 

Funebre, sulla morte d’un Papagallo (Funeral march for a Dead Parrott) from 1858 is an example 

of such.   Other instrumental examples include the three pieces for piano from the Op.15 Trois 
morceaux dans le genre pathetique No. 1 Aime moi, No. 2 Le Vent and No. 3 Morte for piano. 
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minor) – VI Major.  Both of these progressions facilitate abrupt modulation and 

allow the music to be carried far from the tonic key and back again with little 

difficulty.  Alkan’s use of the elided cadence is typified in this Prière and this, 

along with the previously mentioned progressions, can be seen in the example 

below.   

 

Example 3.11.4: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No 10 bars 53 to beat 1 of bar 56 

 

���� Dolce.

�ff�

�
�

�
3

���

�
�

� ��

     B���������������

�����������������������������������

�

�

���������������

� �

���
� ���

 ���
��

� � �� � �� �� �
�

��


�
��


 �

����
� ���

 ���
��� � � �� �� �� �� �

�
�
�  � � �

�  �
�

                 

Alkan permits almost any chord to be used as a pivot chord allowing for abrupt 

modulation.  This keeps the tonality unpredictable and even unstable by not 

allowing one key structure to become definitely established.   

 

However, the rhythmic activity is stable and a positive metric flow is enforced in 

this Religioso section.  The inclusion of the dotted rhythm from motif Y helps to 

add a sense of unity to the overall structure of the piece.  The section is concluded 

with a cadence in C major.  The succeeding bar is a link that serves to shift the 

rhythmic and tonal movements away from those present in the Religioso section 
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back to that rhythmic and tonal activity which is presented in the opening section.  

It is a bar of a written trill and triple-pedalling.  

 

The following illustrates these points and also presents another instance whereby 

Alkan uses a series of unconventional cadential patterns to move from section to 

section: 

 

Example 3.11.4: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No 10 bars 68–71  
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The presence of triple pedal notes in the third bar of the example above 

emphasises the technical difficulty that can, at times, be associated with these 

Prières.  The implication to play the upper pedal notes legato (under the slur) 

adds to this technical difficulty. 

 

The piece ends with a return to the opening idea and also includes two tonally-

static statements of motif Z.  The tone or mood of the piece changes at this point 

and the perception of jollity that began the composition is quickly worn away and 

replaced with a bleak and sparse minor tonality which leads to the composition  

finally cadencing in the tonic minor (B-flat minor). 

 

3.12 Prière No. 11 

 

The use of a quaver compound time signature in Prière No. 11 marks a departure 

from the previous prayers (Prière No. 5 used a crotchet compound time).  At a 

glance, there appears to be many different and diverse rhythmic motifs but in 

essence they all stem from the basic metric component of the governing time 

signature: a dotted crotchet.  The following outlines the main motivic movement 

that is associated with this Prière:  
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There are other rhythmic interests in this composition that are worthy of mention, 

and will be discussed later.  Their exclusion from being classified as motivic is 

due to the fact that their appearance is not consistent throughout the piece or a 

main section of it. 

 

The underlying fundamental rhythmic movement of this composition is the 

quaver-crotchet action that is found in motif X-1.  This pulsing rhythm is present 

in the left hand part and the pedal line of the piece, or moving between both of 

them, in the first section.  It is used in the second section also and is combined 

with motif X1 in the left hand part which has melodic dominance.  Motif X and 

motif X1 are dynamic.  They have significant rhythmic variation attached to their 

construction.  Their tonal expression is also dynamic with both X and X1 used in 

the context of the prevailing melodic idiom.  Motif X-1 is static and plays a more 

supportive role to the other motifs. The following example shows the significance 

Alkan places on motifs X and X-1: 

 

Example 3.12.1: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 11 bars 1–beat 1 of bar 3 
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Alkan preserves the integrity, and asserts the prominence, of motif X-1 by 

allowing three of the four voices in the above example to use it solely.  In fact the 

first seventeen bars of the piece are controlled by the rhythmic regularity of motif 

X-1 as the accompaniment pattern, with motif X (and slight variants of it) 

dominating the melodic line up to and including bar 16. 

 

Rhythmic motif X1 is similar in construction to motif X.  The presence of the 

dotted rhythm in motif X1 breaks the repetitive cycle of motif X-1’s usage in the 

left hand part and the rhythmic metre is slightly jilted by the use of syncopated 

staccato quaver chords in the right-hand part moving in rhythmic unison with the 

pedal line.  The contrast here between staccato and legato emphasises the dotted 

rhythm further with the prolonged use of the syncopation (ten bars) destabilising 

the rhythmic metre and promoting a negative metric flow — as it is emphasising 

the second quaver in each group of three.  This counter-rhythmic affect becomes 

more obvious when the two outer parts repeat the same chord/note over a two (or 

more) bar period.  The following example illustrates this: 

 

Example 3.12.2: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 11 bars 24 and 25 
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The opening material returns by way of two four-bar phrases, with motifs X and 

X-1 being used in the same manner as they were in the opening.  The structure 

here is of two four-bar phrases, the second of which ends on the chord of V (B 

major) with this forming the basis for a perfect cadence back into the tonic (E 

major) for the introduction of motif Y. 

 

This motif is used to structure a melodic line that Alkan refers to as Nobilmente in 

the score.  The style has changed from a chordal-based homophony to a melody-

reliant homophony.  The supporting accompaniment part moves in dotted 

crotchets in the pedal line, establishing a steady 12/8 pulse, with static quaver 

chords in the left hand part.  As with some of the other Prières, Alkan presents the 

rhythmic lines in an organised manner from larger note values to smaller note 

values.  This dissimilation of motion, from the pedal line upwards from largest to 

smallest note value, adds a rhythmic depth to the composition.   

 

Motif Y, in the context surrounding its use and development, is a stabilising motif.  

The sustained structure helps to ground the rhythm and there is a general sense 

that the music has slowed down at this point.  There is no direction to play any 

slower, however, the harmonic rhythm has changed and this helps in the 

perception of a change of speed.   Example 3.12.3 outlines the use of motif Y, 

while also illustrating the singular occurrence of semiquavers in the pedal part. 
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Example 3.12.3: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No 11 bars 36–37 and 44  
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The semiquaver movement seen in the above example, that is a part of motif Y, is 

anticipatory in essence.  The actuality, or the rhythmic and tonal potential, of 

these semiquavers is seen with the introduction of motif Z.  The final motif, Z, 

appears at bar 46 as part of a small four-bar section.  At this point the familiar 

melodic idiom that has become associated with the use of motif X is now heard in 

the pedal line. 

 

Motif Z adds a certain momentum to the rhythm of this particular Priére and, 

combined with its appearance in the upper register, shifts the focus away from 

motif X and also the staticism that was linked to motif Y of the previous section.  

The motif itself is rhythmically static as it does not diversify with regard to its 

structure (six semiquavers).  The inclusion of a starting grace note does nothing to 
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decrease the motif’s fundamental staticism.  However, the motif’s tonal 

expression is perceived to be dynamic as it utilises the entire upper register of the 

instrument in flurried step-wise runs and arpeggiated leaps while also being the 

only motif from which a sense of ‘melody’ can be gleaned at that particular time 

in the composition.  This apparent paradoxical behaviour is something that Alkan 

promotes in this set of works and indeed in the other sets examined in chapters 4 

and 5.  This type of motivic behaviour can, therefore, be labelled as being 

latently-dynamic. The following illustrates this: 

 

Example 3.12.3: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 11 bar 46 
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The tonal dynamism of the otherwise rhythmically-static motif Z can clearly be 

witnessed in the example above.   

 

By way of total contrast the succeeding four-bar section halts all the flowing 

movement of motifs X and Z by reducing the rhythmic activity to continuous 

chordal repetitions of motif X-1.  From bars 36 to 58 Alkan alternates contrasting 

sections but keeps at least one ‘familiar’ element of tonality or rhythm as part of 
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each in order to maintain structural unity.  At bar 54 Alkan unifies all these 

compositional elements by way of introducing a section that utilises motivic 

juxtaposition. The following example illustrates this: 

 

Example 3.12.4: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 11 bars 54–55   
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In the final ten bars of the piece Alkan uses motif X-1 in the pedals, playing 

octaves, repeating the tonic note, E.  This is eventually stated seventy-one times in 

succession.  This type of intense repetition is common in Alkan’s works and is a 

feature of his harmonic style. 

 

3.13 Prière No. 12 

 

Prière No. 12 presents a composition that has three dominant rhythmic motifs at 

its core.  The first rhythmic motif, motif X, is dynamic and forms the rhythmic 

structure of the dominant thematic material of this piece.  Motif Y is a variation of 

motif X and as a result of this, and being part of a melodic line, it is dynamic.  
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Motif Z is a static rhythm, and is used to distort the rhythmic metre.  It is a single 

triplet implying a shift in the rhythmic metre from a strong 2 beats, to a weaker 

pseudo-three beat pattern.  Essentially, it is a counter rhythmic motif that is 

fighting the rhythmic supremacy of motif X in the final stages of the piece.  The 

three motifs can be outlined as follows: 
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Motif X, as can be seen above, is part of a rhythmic palindrome that appears 

throughout this piece.  The following example is of the opening four bars of this 

Prière and illustrates motif X and its tonal expression: 

 

Example 3.13.1: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 12 bars 1–4  
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The boxed notes highlight the rhythmic palindrome as outlined in the rhythmic 

presentation of motif X above.  It can clearly be seen that it is also a partial tonal 

palindrome as the harmony is the same (when played/read forwards or backwards) 

but the notes are different in bar 3 — with the F major chord changing from root 

position to second inversion (in the manual part).  The reason why the entire 

palindrome is not considered as a self-contained rhythmic (and tonal) unit is due 

to the rhythmic material that follows it.  It can be seen that bar 3 and the first beat 

of bar 4 (the four semiquavers) are rhythmically identical to the palindrome’s 

foundation rhythm which is bar 1 and the first beat of bar 2 (the four 

semiquavers).  It is for this reason, and the repetition of this idea throughout the 

composition, that the rhythmic organisation of four quavers followed by four 

semiquavers is considered to be the fundamental structure of motif X. 

 

Motif X’s tonal expression is dynamic and the level of dynamism surrounding this 

motif is increased as a result of it being played in unison an octave apart (the right 

hand treble part and the left hand bass part in the example above).  This type of 

tonal behaviour becomes a feature of motif X.   From the second phrase of this 

composition Alkan introduces a chromatic element that attaches itself to Motif X 

tonally.  It almost always appears ‘under’ this motif as a descending three-note (or 

sometimes four-note) figure.  The following example outlines the use of motif X 

and the underlying chromaticism (bracketed) that is associated with it: 
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Example 3.13.2: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 12 bars 9–10  
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In the example above the low-level chromaticism has no real affect on the 

prevailing harmony and the B-natural in the first bar can be explained as an 

accented passing note.  However, with the introduction of chromatic notes Alkan 

allows the music a greater tonal freedom and the ability to modulate abruptly. 

 

The bars in Example 3.13.2 above begin a statement of the opening idea in the 

dominant (C major).  The fundamental rhythmic structure of this tonal answer to 

the initial tonic statement is the same and in the bars that follow on from the 

example above a more abrupt form of modulation occurs to the mediant major (E 

major).  This type of modulation is more prevalent in this piece than perhaps all of 

the others in this set and again there is another mediant modulation, to G major.   

 

Motif Y is introduced at bar 19 and has a similar construction to that of motif X.  

The initial modulation here at the beginning of this section is ambiguous as the 

cadential pattern is chromatic resulting in a mediant major modulation from E 

major to G major.  From bar 19 Alkan also eliminates the rests in the pedal part 
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and this has the perceived affect of destabilising the metric flow.  The following 

example helps to contextualise these points: 

 

Example 3.13.3: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 12 bars 18–21  
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The perfect cadence in bar 18 (the first bar of Example 3.13.3 above) in E major is 

almost immediately negated with the mediant-major modulation across the 

barline, seen in the boxed notes.  The modulation is executed via the shortest 

distance — chromatically.  With the B natural remaining at the same pitch the G-

sharp and E-natural just slide upwards to create an entirely new, unrelated key. 

The G major (dominant) seven chord however, suggests that the cadence is 

incomplete.  Alkan adds an air of expectancy to the music by delaying any 

perceived resolution until bar 28 — with the statement of a root position C major 

chord.  Until then, he facilitates tonal ambiguity by repeating the Gs in the pedal 

line, as they appear in the above example, over which the manuals supply 

countrapuntal patterns that sequentially ascend the instruments’ register.  Example 

3.13.4 below shows the rising tonal sequential pattern. 
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The note C then becomes the focus of this sub-section, being used in unison in all 

the parts doubled at the octave.  This section is again similar to the one that 

preceded it by being used as an elongated chord of V facilitating a modulation 

back to the tonic (F major).  This repeated use of a single-chord harmonic 

structure is a tool that Alkan uses extensively in his music, be it solo piano or 

pedal piano/organ. 

 

The upward motion of the inner motif adds a ‘creeping’ effect to the music.  Each 

of the three groups of double semiquaver–quaver starts higher than the preceding 

one, even though the actual motion of the three notes is stepwise downward.  The 

example below illustrates the emphasis on the splitting of motif Y, and the other 

features that have been outlined. 

 

Example 3.13.4: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 12 bars 29 and 30  
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The last motif to be used in this piece is the crotchet triplet gesture and it appears 

towards the end of the piece, in the coda.  It has no great melodic significance 

with constant repetitions of the notes C D E over an F in the pedals and F G A in 
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the left hand part.  The upper pedal notes are a perfect fifth higher than the lower 

left-hand part and the strong parallel motion is contrasted by the use of the 

opening motif in the right hand part. 

 

The conflicting rhythms create a fresh tension in the music and the conflict 

between ‘new and old’ is very much apparent.  The irregularity of the triplet motif 

automatically draws the listener’s attention to it, while also throwing the 

familiarity of motif X both rhythmically and tonally, in to flux.  The triplet motif 

and its tonal expression create a sense of both poly-rhythmic and poly-tonal 

activity.  This is mostly due to the constant repetitions of it in the pedal part.  

Alkan uses repetition to distort and sometimes confuse both the rhythmic and 

tonal planes of a composition.   The following example shows the juxtaposition of 

the two motifs (X and Z). 

 

Example 3.13.5: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No 12 bars 89–90 
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Starting at bar 91 there begins a process of textural diminution.  These final bars 

of the composition are dominated by the use of rests.  Allowing the music to fade 

away, as opposed to ending abruptly, and coupling this with a very soft dynamic 

is one way in which Alkan instils a level of gentleness to the music.  This 

strengthens the bond between title and piece.   

 

3.14 Prière No. 13 

 

The final piece from the set of prayers opens with a majestic fanfare that in-turn 

forms the basis for an opposing antiphonal section.  The compound time signature 

of 12/8 is used in a dichotomous manner when faced with the counter rhythmic 

structure of the simple time signature of 4/4.  Alkan structures the opening fanfare 

in compound time, and uses dotted notes and rests to construct a trumpet-like call 

with the semiquaver anacrusis that begins the fanfare motif adding credence to 

this idea. 

 

The rhythmic structure, motivically, is centred around two basic ideas with each 

having secondary motifs to be considered also.  The two main motifs, one from 

each section, are outlined as follows:  

 


��

�������

�   � � �


� � �

� ��   �

                         


�

�������

� �   � � �


�� �


�

� �  � � � 

 

 



 177 

These two motifs represent the main rhythmic interest that commands this piece.  

There are other motifs that are used in conjunction with the two motifs outlined 

above and these will be discussed later. 

 

Motif X is dynamic.  It is used in the opening fanfare, and subsequent repeats of 

this section, in rhythmic unison.   Alkan adds textural interest to the opening 

section by expanding the ‘voices’ from four to five.  The various voices in this 

section are considered as those notes/chords with ‘stems up’ or ‘stems down’.  

The inclusion of the fifth voice, in the pedal part, adds another dimension to the 

composition.   Example 3.14.1 below illustrates the opening four bars of the piece.  

In the fourth bar of the example the introduction of the fifth voice can clearly be 

seen:  

 

Example 3.14.1: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 13 bars 1–4 
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The importance of motif X is illustrated in the above example as it appears in 

every bar – either as homorhythmic chordal statements or in the pedal and lower 

manual bass part (notes with stems down).   The chords that are utilised in bar 3 

are the chords of I and V7, creating the idiom I – V7b – V – I.  The above 

example represents the typical movement of both the opening fanfare and its 

reappearance antiphonally later on in the composition.   

 

The opposing 4/4 section, using rhythmic motif Y, marks a change in the 

fundamental rhythmic pattern.  It is also in this section that motif Z is introduced 

for the first time and this is outlined rhythmically as follows: 
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This motif is, in essence, a static rhythm and its tonal expression, in the context of 

the harmonic palette that is associated with motif Y, is also static.  In spite of the 

lamenting tonal quality of motif Z, the real melodic interest is presented in the 

arrangement of motif Y.  Motif Y is a dynamic rhythm and its tonal expression is 
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also dynamic.  The following example illustrates the rhythmic movement of the 

4/4 sections: 

 

Example 3.14.2: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 13 bars 9–10 
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The example above also highlights the emphasis Alkan puts on ‘contrasts’ in this 

piece: the contrast between staccato and legato, very small note values and large 

note values, stepwise motion and leaps, clear phrasing and no phrasing, etc.  This 

contrast is also seen on a larger scale within the composition as a whole.  The 

antiphonal idea is strengthened further by having the opposing 4/4 section marked 

p contrasting against the f dynamic of the fanfare sections.  Structurally, he 

maintains a sense of equilibrium by giving the 12/8 section and the 4/4 section 

eight bars each.  This prevents either section from becoming structurally 

dominant. 

 

In this composition Alkan demonstrates strict motivic loyalty by allowing the time 

signature to change on the last semiquaver of a bar of 4/4.  The following example 

illustrates this: 
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Example 3.14.3: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 13 last beat of bar 15–bar 17 
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Interestingly, the change of time signature to facilitate the up-beat into bar 17 is 

perhaps unnecessary.  The compound fundamental of this 12/8 rhythmic motif is 

not actualised until the quaver movement is introduced later on.   

 

Alkan’s loyalty to motivic preservation is obvious from the example above and 

his decision to include the change of time signature to emulate the up-beat that 

was heard with the first instance of this motif is testament to this.  The bar in 

which the change of time signature is introduced is shortened by a semiquaver; 

the rhythmic value by which motif X starts.  By changing the time signature 

Alkan makes every effort to maintain the integrity of the motif by allowing the 

pace of the tripartite rhythmic beat, associated with the compound time signature, 

to be actualised from the first note of this motif’s (motif X) reappearance.  The 

rhythmic quality of the semiquaver therefore differs between simple time and 

compound time and Alkan acknowledges this.  Again, this type of behaviour 

raises the question of listener perceptibility when considering the ‘visual versus 

aural’ dichotomy.   
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The motivic movement in the remainder of this piece alternates between motif X 

and motifs Y and Z.  There is an episodic section that presents some developed 

elements of motifs X and Z.  It shares a similar structure to motif X, seen in the 

repetition of the quaver chords in the example below.  The link with motif Z is 

also based on a structural similarity, except in this instance it is an elongated 

version of the original Z rhythmic grouping.  This too can be seen in Example 

3.14.4 below. 

 

Example 3.14.4: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 13 bars 39 and 40 
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This section leads back in to further statements of Y and Z together showing 

perhaps one of the only instances of explicitly-notated polyrhythm in Alkan’s 

musical output (bar 53).  In the context of Alkan’s compositional style and 

method, this is significant as motivic juxtaposition is one of his favoured tools for 

unifying the various constructs of a piece.  Here, he juxtaposes the rhythms 
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associated with the dominant motifs.  The following example shows the bar with 

the written polyrhythm: 

 

Example 3.14.5: Alkan 13 Prières, Op. 64 No. 13 bar 53 
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The final Prière is a fitting end to the set as a whole.  The majestic feel to the 

tonality and rhythm from the opening (and ending) sections, sets the overall tone 

of this Prière.   In its own right, this piece highlights the importance that Alkan 

places on repetition — both micro and macro — and his ability to combine ideas 

to create new structures in rhythm (polyrhythm). 
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3.15 Conclusion 

 

The 13 Prières are therefore a collection of pieces that are chiefly dominated by a 

distinct homophonic style of writing.  Included in almost all of the Prières to 

some degree, is a reliance on melody-dominated homophony that, when placed 

beside other styles, works so well in the structural construction of each individual 

piece.  It is this semi-reliance on homophonic writing that unifies the 13 Prières 

and justifies their inclusion in one set.   

 

The inclusion of certain modal
4

 episodic phrases within the compositional 

structure of some of the pieces that make up the Op. 64 Prières serves as a link 

between ‘Title and Piece’.  They assert the transcendental impetus behind their 

construction, even if not all of the pieces are meditative or indicate a religious 

feeling or sentiment.  The practice of elongating a cadential pattern is something 

that Alkan makes great use of both in these Prières and in his piano music 

generally.  This contrasts directly with his avoidance to explicitly present the tonic 

key at the opening of a piece as in Prière No. 1.   

 

From this analysis of the Prières, it can be seen that there are definite 

compositional practices used by Alkan in this set of works that act as a common 

denominator when considering the set as a whole.  The use of repeated notes 

and/or chords in the accompanying parts of these pieces makes it a unifying 

                                                 
4
 When referring to modal harmony I am not merely referencing the major mode or minor mode, 

instead, I am referring to the Gregorian Modes.  For example, the progression I - IIIM is linked to 

the Dorian mode as the third and seventh degrees of this scale are flattened resulting in a major 

chord on the chord of III.  In Prière No. 10, Alkan uses the progression I – VIIM – this 

progression can be related to the Mixolydian Mode. 
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feature too.  One of the main elements of consideration that can now be seen is the 

novel use of rhythm that Alkan employs in the Prières.  His predilection towards 

smaller note values in a considerable number of the Prières, coupled with shifting 

time signatures abruptly signifies a fascination with manipulating the rhythmic 

metre within a piece but without the need to use irregular time signatures.   

 

The introduction of new motivic material that appears to have little or nothing in 

common with the established and developed motifs is something that Alkan does 

often in these Prières.  Whether they are episodic insertions, as seen in Prière No. 

10, or just foreign motifs that are introduced, Alkan seems to make this structural 

and thematic movement an actual feature of this particular set of works. 

 

The tonal organisation of these Prières does not appear to follow a particular 

pattern.  This perhaps suggests that a broad tonal/harmonic palette is what Alkan 

desired; partly borne out by the presence of tritonic intervals between the tonic 

keys of Prière Nos 8, 9, 10 and 11.  However, the set are very definitely book-

ended by Prières 1 and 13, with 1 acting as an introduction to the set and 13 

acting as the finale or summary.  It is this aspect of the Prières that suggests they 

may have been intended for performance as a set.  This, however, does not detract 

from the fact that each Prière is an independent compositional structure and, as 

such, can be played in isolation from the set. 

 

There are a number of extra-musical factors that also need to be addressed 

particularly that of visual versus aural.  Sometimes that which is seen in the score 
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is lost in that which is heard via an interpreted performance.  The visual elements 

of the score cannot transcend the homogenous affect of the aural pianistic sound.   

 

These differences will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 6 and will be 

broadened to include the findings of the pieces examined as part of chapters 4 and 

5. 


