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Abstract 

 
This text is a personal reflection on my examination concert that took place on 17th May 

2014. Instead of just preparing and performing a concert and then moving on to new 

projects, the writing of this text offered me a chance and an obligation to thoroughly 

reflect upon my work. 

I will shortly motivate how I made my choice of repertoire and why I chose the particular 

pieces. I wanted to make up an interesting program of pieces of different character. I also 

wanted to find pieces that would challenge me in different ways.  

I will then write about each piece and discuss the problems and challenges I had to solve 

and find a solution to. I will have a slightly different approach when discussing the 

different pieces. Regarding Alkan, after a brief introduction to the composer and the 

piano symphony, I will mainly focus on how to deal with and tackle the complex and 

highly demanding piano writing. Concerning the piano pieces by Pörn I will write about 

the emergence of them and describe them briefly. As I have had the opportunity to 

consult the composer while preparing his music, our cooperation has not only enabled me 

to get a detailed insight to his music, but it has also resulted in the composer making 

changes and rewriting certain passages. I will present some of these modifications, which 

for the most part appeared in the etudes. When it comes to the trio by Brahms, I will give 

an overview of some of the challenges in the piece, concerning ensemble playing and 

technically demanding passages in the piano part. 

Thereafter I will analyse the concert, first by writing about the impressions I had during 

and immediately after the concert, then by writing about the observations I gathered from 

listening to the recording. 

I found out that, in order to find solutions for certain interpretational or technical 

challenges, one needs to go beyond the printed score to find meaning, in other words, 

what it is that the composer wants to say. Sometimes there can be a discrepancy between 

the composer’s musical message and his suggestion of its execution. In some cases the 

performer has to decide whether he wants to carry out the composer’s instructions to the 

letter, or rather to find an own way of delivering the musical message. 
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Background 

Choosing the repertoire for my examination concert was not a difficult task. I really 

wanted to perform all of Christoffer Pörn’s piano music and I realized that my 

examination concert provided a great opportunity for that.  

The piano symphony by Charles-Valentin Alkan also seemed like a good choice, as 

I had previously given only one complete performance of it with all its four 

movements. I very much like the piece and I definitely wanted to gain some more 

performing experience with it, therefore it seemed only natural that it should be 

included.  

I also wanted to include chamber music. During winter 2013/2014 I had studied 

and prepared two major chamber music works; the trio for piano, violin and cello 

in C minor op. 1 no. 3 by Ludwig van Beethoven and the trio for piano, clarinet 

and cello in A minor op. 114 by Johannes Brahms. I wanted to include one of these 

and I soon decided for Brahms, as I had a close affection for it.  

In addition to these pieces, I initially considered including yet another piece. I 

considered the first of Beethoven’s piano sonatas (op. 2 no. 1 in F minor), as I had 

only recently performed it, in November 2013. Another option were the two 

rhapsodies op. 79 by Brahms, I was working on them in February 2014. Eventually 

I realized that four items (Tales by Pörn, trio by Brahms, etudes by Pörn, 

symphony by Alkan) would be sufficient and would make a decent program. The 

modern pieces by Pörn provided a welcome contrast to the romantic language of 

Alkan and Brahms. Also, I did not want to overload myself by having to prepare 

too much new music for the concert. 

Of all the music in my examination concert, my longest acquaintance has been with 

the first etude by Pörn. I first performed it in May 2010, and between October 2011 

and May 2012 I performed it several times. I was also familiar with the second 

etude, I had performed it twice in May 2012 but not worked on it since. The third 

etude as well as the three tales I specifically prepared for my examination concert, I 

began to work on them in February 2014. 

The Alkan symphony I heard already in 2003 and the music has fascinated me ever 

since. I started to work on the third and the fourth movements in early 2013, 

performing them in May that year. Later, in December 2013, I performed the 

complete symphony with all four movements. 

I was not at all familiar with the trio by Brahms until I began to work on it in 

October 2013. This occurred while I was studying in Leipzig as an exchange 

student. In addition to myself the trio consisted of a clarinet student from the Czech 

Republic and a cello student from Sweden, both of them also exchange students. 

We performed only the first two movements in two concerts in January 2014, but 

we had all four movements prepared by that time. When I returned to Stockholm in 

March 2014, I had to look for a new clarinettist and a cellist. 
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Charles-Valentin Alkan: Symphony for solo 

piano 

Charles-Valentin Alkan (1813-1888) was a French composer, pianist and organist 

who lived his whole life in Paris. He studied at the Paris Conservatoire from the 

age of six and, exhibiting extraordinary talent for music, obtained four first prizes; 

solfege, piano, harmony and organ. He studied piano in the class of Pierre 

Zimmerman. He went on to acquire some fame and glory in the Parisian society, 

playing in salons alongside Chopin and Liszt, but in his thirties he, for partially 

unknown reasons, quite suddenly withdrew from society and became increasingly 

reclusive. During this time he was mainly occupied by composing a substantial 

amount of piano music and making his own French translation of the Bible.
1
 

Alkan’s music is characterized by extremes, being anything but conventional. His 

music seems to be known for being technically very demanding, which is true to 

some extent, but it contains qualities which are unique to him and which cannot be 

found elsewhere. His music often has a dark and gloomy side to it and can be seen 

as depicting the underworld in musical terms. Indeed, titles such as l’Enfer, 

Scherzo Diabolico, Les Diablotins, Prométhée Enchaîné and Quasi-Faust more 

than suggest a preoccupation with dark themes. The symphony for solo piano is not 

an exception. It has some very dark undertones, especially in the last movement 

where one can feel something very demonic amidst all the virtuosic sparkle. 

Raymond Lewenthal, the great American piano virtuoso and early champion of 

Alkan’s music, wonderfully described the finale as a ”wild ride in hell”
2
.  

The piano symphony by Alkan is, as far as I know, the first example of its kind. 

Even today there are hardly any symphonies for solo piano, and certainly none in 

the standard repertoire. Symphonies for organ solo are more frequent, indeed 

several can be found in French organ literature. One can immediately think of 

Charles-Marie Widor (1844-1937) who composed no less than ten symphonies for 

organ solo (published between 1872 and 1900)
3
 and Louis Vierne (1870-1937) 

who composed six symphonies for organ solo (composed 1898-1930)
4
. An even 

earlier example of symphonic organ music is César Franck’s (1822-1890) Grand 

Pièce Symphonique, published in 1868
5
 (with a dedication to Charles-Valentin 

Alkan, curiously).  

All these pieces are preceded by the piano symphony of Alkan, which was 

published in 1857 as part of the collection Douze études dans tous les tons mineurs, 

Twelve etudes in all the minor keys, opus 39
6
. The symphony is, however, not the 

only example of orchestral piano writing in the output of Alkan. In fact, in the very 

 

1
 Macdonald 2001: 377 

2
 Lewenthal 1965: XIII 

3
 Raugel & Thomson 2001: 359-361 

4
 Smith 2001: 584-586 

5
 Trevitt & Fauquet 2001: 177-184 

6
 Macdonald 2001: 378 
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opus 39 also a concerto for solo piano as well as an overture is included, making it 

one of the most monumental collections of piano music. Because of the sheer 

length and scope of the individual pieces, the concept of an ”etude” is really 

challenged by Alkan, rendering it nearly obsolete. The fact that the twelve pieces in 

the collection are all written in different keys results in neither the four-movement 

symphony nor the three-movement concerto having a home tonality. The 

symphony consists of etudes 4-7 and, with a system of ascending perfect fourths, 

represents the keys of C minor, F minor, Bb minor and Eb minor. 

Why symphony for piano? With his symphony, Alkan undoubtedly wanted to 

experiment with broader concepts. In 1848 he had already written a piano sonata 

(Grande sonate ”Les quatre âges”, opus 33)
7
 which is anything but a conventional 

sonata, being extreme in length, difficulty, order of movements (scherzo – allegro 

– andante – largo) and tonal structure of movements (D major/B major – D# 

minor/F# major – G major – G# minor). In the piano symphony, he wanted to put 

aside the idea of pure piano music by writing orchestral music for piano. 

Considering Liszt’s piano transcriptions of the Beethoven symphonies, one could 

also conceive Alkan’s piano symphony as being a piano transcription, albeit in this 

case there is no original orchestral version. 

This is quite a monster of a piece and makes enormous demands on the pianist. The 

writing is, quite obviously, very orchestral and pianistically at times very 

uncomfortable and awkward. Although it is not a particularly long piece in 

”symphonic terms”, it contains a huge amount of music in its fifty pages to master. 

Especially the first movement is extremely demanding when it comes to handling 

the thick writing. Many things that look rather simple on page will prove to be very 

difficult to realize. In some cases in the first movement, I had to resort to what I 

would call a pianistic compromise. One always needs to keep in mind that it is the 

musical message that in the end matters, the execution of which is not always 

relevant. Skilled composers are able to write music that fits the instrument it is 

written for, so that difficulties of execution will not get in the way of musical 

content. Having said that, I do not mean that all music should be easy or 

comfortable to play, but sometimes difficulties tend to obscure even the simplest of 

musical ideas. Alkan himself was a pianist of extraordinary talent and wrote piano 

music that fit his enormous technique and style of playing. He himself was surely 

able to play everything exactly as he wrote it, but I still ask myself whether he 

might have wanted to revise some of his work at a later stage in his life (as Liszt 

often did with his music) to comb out some difficulties and thereby making the 

writing somewhat more accessible. 

I would now like to discuss, movement by movement, some of the challenges 

involved in performing this piece. 

First movement, Allegro, C minor 

Already the opening is challenging. It is written in 6/8-time but often mistaken for 

3/4-time, perhaps because of the syncopations of the main theme in the left hand:  

 

7
 Macdonald 2001: 378 
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In the second theme, in all its beauty and simplicity, the writing gets very 

awkward: 

 

 

 

This is the first instance at which I take the liberty of compromising, even if only to 

a very limited extent. I leave out the notes which I put in parenthesis, in the above 

example, as they will unnecessarily complicate the execution and do not contribute 

to anything essential. 

This is immediately followed by another theme, this time very pianistically laid 

out: 



9 

 

 

This next rather Brahmsian passage is surprisingly tricky to get correct, especially 

during a performance: 

 

 

 

And even extended in the recapitulation: 
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I have found it helpful to practice this by dividing the descending figure in three 

groups (4 + 4 + 3 chords, as I have marked in the above example). 

In the development part one can encounter this pianistically complex, but musically 

simple passage: 

 

 

 

This turned out to be a very difficult passage, not only because of the intricate 

coordination of the hands it calls for but mainly when it comes to controlling the 

delicate sonorities. There are four different layers of sound here. The two principal 

lines to be clearly audible are, as I have marked them in the example above, 

numbers 1 and 2. The remaining numbers 3 and 4 have an ”accompanying” role 

and are of a secondary importance. Obtaining a transparency of the texture is very 

difficult. The notes I have put in parenthesis I usually leave out, as it enables me to 

bring out the important top voice. Also, to facilitate the left hand leaping, I 

sometimes play voice number 2 as an even tuplet: 

 

 

 

This is perhaps not entirely justifiable from a musical point of view as it alters the 

ever-present dotted rhythm, but the amount of alleviation it offers during a 

performance has made me decide for it. 

The passage above is a perfect example of orchestrated piano writing, a passage 

unimaginable in ”pure” piano music of, for example, Chopin. 

Later in the development part the music modulates further away from the C minor 

tonic, to B minor. The tremoli in the left hand turned out to be problematic: 
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Some of them are in awkward positions, but the main problem has to do with 

sonority. They are located in a very noisy register, and I had to solve the problem 

with a compromise. Instead of playing the tremolando in sextuplets, I play them in 

quarduplets (in the first half of the very first bar I play a sextuplet): 

 

 

 

It facilitates the execution and contributes to a lighter and more easily controllable 

sonority. It is especially true a few bars later, when things get even more 

complicated by the quick leaps in the left hand: 

 

 

 

In this section, I apply the same compromise, although after the first sextuplet in 

the left hand I go on to play simple triplets. This significantly facilitates the leaps 

by giving just a little more time to prepare the bass note: 

 

 

 

The concluding four bars of the development part contain this rather simple 

looking, but in practice very tricky passage: 
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Alkan’s fingering for the left hand is, for me at any rate, bizarre. I add a lower 

octave to the bass notes Eb, F and Ab in bars four and five in the above example. 

This particular point in the piece is a big climax, only to be surpassed by the coda. 

With all the excitement and adrenaline in a performance, one really wants to feel 

secure at crucial points in a piece. Playing octaves in the left hand, as opposed to a 

single note, is more secure and reliable and makes it more effortless to bring out 

the important bass line. One can also keep both hands in the octave ”mould”, which 

also contributes to a secure feeling. 

A passage in the coda of the first movement caused me quite some hardship: 

 

 

 

 

This is a good example of a passage where the musical content is very 

straightforward but which is immensely complicated to play. Even on recordings 

where this passage is (sometimes) played cleanly, I feel that the sheer amount of 

noise in the low left hand chords obscures the important line in the right hand. This 

is why I decided to make a drastic simplification of the texture in order not to risk 

anything at such a crucial point in the piece: 
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On the very last page of the movement one can find these chromatic runs in the 

right hand: 

 

 

 

Again very orchestral and effective piano writing, the music really is in flames at 

this point. Alkan’s fingering, particularly on the second line, at first defies all 

common sense, but after a good time spent with it proves to be as brilliant as it is 

simple.  
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Second movement, Marche Funèbre, F minor 

The second movement could be described as a somewhat cool and sober funeral 

march, lacking in sentimentality. Pianistically, this movement really provides a 

contrast to the remaining three for being rather easy to play. The only challenge is 

to simultaneously sustain and phrase the melody while playing staccato in the other 

voices in passages such as the following: 

 

 

 

And: 

 

 

 

Some carefully thought out fingerings are required for the above passages. 

There are some very novel orchestral effects in this movement, for instance these 

solemn trombones, where Alkan explicitly asks for no pedal: 

 

 

 

And the timpanist, gone astray: 
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Third movement, Menuet, Bb minor 

A wild minuet, or ”Hexen minuett” as Raymond Lewenthal describes it.
8
 Alkan’s 

fast metronome mark (dotted half note = 66 bpm) rather suggests a scherzo than a 

minuet. There are some very fast and big leaps requiring quick reflexes:  

 

 

 

Towards the end of the A-section, where the opening theme returns, Alkan re-

orchestrates it brilliantly: 

 

 

 

The left hand passage, with its ”blind octaves”, is ingeniously laid out for bringing 

out the articulation of the little slurs. Not easy to play, though. 

 

8
 Lewenthal 1965: XIII 
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The trio-section, in Gb major, is particularly charming. The second part of it has 

some very gorgeous but tricky passages in the right hand: 

 

 

These require a lot of practice before they will be comfortable to play, especially at 

the delicate pianissimo. 

Fourth movement, Finale, Eb minor 

The role of the finale in large-scale works is crucial. Not only does it need to bring 

the work to a satisfying close but it must also carry the weight of the previous 

movements and offer something new and fresh on top of that. In this particular case 

the finale is very successful, provided the interpreter has what it takes to transcend 

all its difficulties. This goes for many of Alkan’s piano pieces and is perhaps one of 

the pitfalls of his music. As I already mentioned, Alkan’s music has some very 

unique qualities and is full of exciting twists and turns, but it is a shame that it 

often makes such great, even superhuman demands on the performer. However, 

whereas in the first movement the difficulties have to do with handling the thick 

and sometimes awkward piano writing, the finale is in itself pianistically more 

comfortable. The difficulty lies in the breakneck speed at which it has to be played. 

Alkan’s metronome mark (96 bpm for a whole note) is disturbingly fast. In my 

humble opinion it works very well a bit slower too, but the presto-character must 

not be lost. This is dangerous music; a timid and cautious performance will not 

provoke the demons within it. 

Already the opening bars reveal what this piece is about: 
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This requires very supple and light octaves. The key of Eb minor helps 

tremendously by consisting mostly of black keys, which are much easier than white 

keys to navigate on with the constant leaping. 

Again, Alkan has some very peculiar fingerings to offer: 

 

 

 

The fingering in the second bar in the example above works perfectly well, but the 

one in the fourth bar is rather curious. After some experimentation I found for 

myself this following solution, which works very well: 

 

 

 

There are some singing sections in this movement which present other kinds of 

challenges: 
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The legato in the right hand is practically impossible to carry out. By playing the 

chords very sustained as well as helping the phrasing with the left hand staccato 

notes, one should be able to create the illusion of legato. 

This next passage, which follows immediately, was initially quite difficult: 

 

 

I spent a lot of time practicing it slowly by really articulating and playing out every 

single note, in hope of getting it into my muscular memory. Nonetheless, it always 

resulted in some stiffness when playing in tempo. Also, the sound was not optimal; 

the melody line was too vertical and the accompanying notes were too loud. It was 

only after a break of a few weeks from working on the piece, that I began to find a 

solution for this section. One just needs to keep fingers in very close contact with 

the keys, add a little of weight from the arm on the fifth fingers, and the figure will 

almost play itself. The key is not to force the top note by adding pressure, but 

rather use the weight of the arm. Also the accompanying notes must be played very 

softly and densely. The fact that both hands are constantly in contrary motion helps 

as well. 

The development part contains a witty imitating section: 
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The trill in the left hand, or rather its resolution, proved to be very difficult to 

realize. I had to do some modification: 

 

 

 

An infinitely difficult passage for the left hand can be found just before the coda: 

 

 

Huge amount of practice is required for this section. While focusing on the left 

hand one also needs to make the right hand line sing.  
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The coda offers no repose. In fact, a whole new tricky figure is introduced: 

 

 

 

The figure in the right hand is very prone to cause stiffness. In this passage one 

must make every effort to stay relaxed and calm to get to the very last chord of the 

piece with dignity. The slur over the group of three notes could be interpreted to 

intend an articulation towards this: 

 

 

This slight rhythmical alteration makes it possible to play the figure at a very fast 

tempo with reducing the risk of stiffness. Nevertheless, after really struggling with 

the coda and never really getting it right at a performance, I decided to make a 

simplified version: 

 

 

 

This alteration makes the passage very effortless and allows for very relaxed 

playing. 
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Christoffer Pörn: Three etudes for piano 

Etude (2009) 

The Etude 2009 is Christoffer Pörn’s first serious attempt at composing a piece for 

piano, and indeed his first composition included in his list of works. It is an 

exercise in double tritones (augmented fourths) and fast leaps. It is a rather 

effective piece and very well suited for the piano. The way how he originally 

conceived this piece to be played was quite different from the final version, as far 

as one can conclude by looking at the notation in the original version: 

 

 

 

The composer's initial idea was to play all the notes on the upper staff with the 

right hand. This might be interesting when treating this piece purely as an etude, 

but distributing the tritones for both hands, as he intended in the final version, 

makes it much more comfortable and effective to play: 

 

 

It should be clear from the notation that the tritones with the stem upwards are to 

be played with the right hand and those with a downward stem with the left hand. 

The original version featured pedal markings in the A-section, as can be seen in the 

example above. These were removed from the final version. The original version 

also included two-bar-diminuendi in bars 76-79 but they did not seem quite 

convincing, and were replaced by a long crescendo. Also, a ritardando in bar 78 

was completely removed from the final version (A slowing down would 

doubtlessly facilitate the tricky leaps but would inevitably spoil the excitement of 

the turbulent character of the ending). Here are the last eight bars in the original 

version: 
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And the same in the final version: 

 

 

The main difficulty of this piece lies in playing chromatically ascending and 

descending double tritones and controlling big leaps. The division of the hands in 

the tritones must be seamless and inaudible. Concerning the leaps, bars 76-79 are 
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especially difficult. These four bars require very slow and patient practice. As 

discussed above, and as one can see from the final version, no slowing down is 

intended here. One must keep up the momentum and excitement, even at the risk of 

hitting wrong notes. 

The nonetheless quite modest technical demands and the straightforwardness of its 

musical content make it a great piece for younger and less advanced players as 

well. There is perhaps something Prokofievian in its manner.  

All of Pörn’s three etudes for piano are in a simple A-B-A form. The A-sections 

frame a contrasting B-section. In this particular etude the B-section presents a 

mysterious atmosphere, coloured by thirds and perfect fifths. It begins with four 

six-bar-phrases, always with a four-bar motive, or question, followed by a two-bar 

answer. The three-note answer constitutes of the very three last notes of the 

question, but always with a different accompanying chord. There is a rhetorical 

quality to this section, indeed it is marked narrante. The pedal markings are to be 

observed carefully: 

 

 

The A-section returns with some modifications. The double tritones are now played 

in both hands, one octave apart: 
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Etude (2011) 

When composing this piece in late 2011, Pörn already had some experience in 

writing for the piano. Since his first etude from 2009 he had composed a musical 

drama for soprano, tenor, clarinet and piano in 2010 and in early 2011 three songs 

for tenor and piano. He was composing the three tales for piano simultaneously 

with this etude.  

A quick glance at the first few bars of this piece reveals the purpose of this etude; it 

is a study in tenths. When I in 2011 asked the composer to compose a new etude 

for the piano, he wanted me to give him some ideas for inspiration. I proposed the 

idea of an etude in tenths, as I know of no other such example in piano literature 

and I knew that he would come up with something very interesting. The closest 

example that comes to mind is the etude in ninths by Alexander Scriabin, op. 65 

no. 1, also a unique example of its kind. While double tenths and chords of tenths 

are not uncommon in piano literature (here Carl Maria von Weber and César 

Franck deserve a mention, the former being perhaps the first composer to feature 

unbroken chords of tenths in his piano music and the latter whose piano writing is 

notorious for teeming with tenths and elevenths), passages of consecutive unbroken 

double tenths are rare.  

In the beginning of the piece the tenths are broken, and the top note of the first 

tenth is always connected to the bottom note of the second tenth by the interval of a 

seventh: 
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The beginning is marked scintillante, (shimmering or glittering), and applies to the 

whole A-section. The sonority should be very clear and crystalline. From bar 13 

onwards, tenths come in chords: 

 

 

 

The music comes to a sudden rest at bar 17, which marks the end of the A-section. 

Whereas in the etudes of 2009 and 2013 the B-section has a pensive quality, in this 

etude the middle section is a violent outburst, marked molto piu moto and agitato: 

 

 

 

The B-section presents a challenge in sonority. The tenths in the left hand are in a 

very noisy register, but the right hand has to be clearly audible while the left hand 

serves as a mere accompaniment. The music here should not sound pretty and 

beautiful by any means, but care has to be taken in voicing the chords. In the 

original version the right hand passage in bars 22-26 looked like this: 
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This turned out to be quite problematic; the desired triple-forte was not quite 

achievable with the spacious chords in the right hand. The chord had to be made 

”tighter”, so to speak, to make it more sonorous. The solution was to add a note, in 

this case a major seventh, which did not only make the sound richer but also added 

further spice to the pungent harmonies: 

 

 

 

The transition back to the A-section was very different in the original version of the 

etude. Here is the original transition: 
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And the corresponding passage in the final version: 

 

 

 

As beautiful a transition as the original was, it turned out to be too long in the 

context of this short piece. The transition in the final version is much more fluent 

and organic. 

The A-section returns and is identical to the beginning. At bar 57, where the music 

earlier in the corresponding spot (bar 17) came to a stop, it now flows on, spiralling 

down with the seemingly endless motive in the left hand. The piece ends in a 

strange and beautiful harmony, very rich in overtones, ranging from the sub-contra 

B to the four-line G: 
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This is a piece for large hands. Not only does it require the capability of playing a 

major tenth, but also to play chords of tenths with great power. Especially tricky 

are those major tenths that occur on the notes B-D#, Db-F and D-F# in the right 

hand in the B-section. One should not practice this etude too much, especially if 

any strain is felt. Having to stretch the hand is never good; it results in stiffness and 

thereby reduces mobility and freedom of movement and is potentially dangerous. 

 

Etude (2013) 

The third of Pörn´s etudes is his most recent composition for piano solo. It is 

characterized by a strong rhythmical drive, not unlike the etude from 2009 and the 

second of the three tales. It is largely built on two of the composer´s favourite 

intervals, the major seventh and the augmented fourth (or diminished fifth). In 

effect, it is a study in sevenths. It derives its rhythmical impulse from strong 

accents and a steady sixteenth-note accompaniment. Care has to be taken to make 

the sixteenth notes light and supple, as not to impede the momentum. The main 

difficulty in this piece lies in the rather unusual hand positions. It also calls for fast 

displacements of hands. Passages such as the following were initially 

uncomfortable, and had to be repeated numerous times for the fingers to get used to 

them: 
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After a good time spent with the piece, it actually turned out to be very comfortable 

to perform. The only really difficult passage is in the right hand towards the end of 

the piece: 

 

 

 

While the descending passages starting with the notes C and D are comfortable to 

play, the ones starting with Db, Eb and Ab are very tricky. They easily result in 

jerky hand movements that result in an uneven sound. 

The second-to-last bar originally contained this passage for the right hand: 

 

 

It turned out to be unnecessarily difficult and risky, and was later changed for the 

following, musically equal but pianistically much more comfortable and secure 

solution: 
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The B-section in this etude is especially attractive. It allows for great freedom for 

the interpreter, but on the other hand requires a strong will to convincingly project 

its abstract ideas to an audience. 
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Christoffer Pörn: Three tales for piano 

This is a set of three pieces composed using tone row or twelve-tone technique, yet 

with many tonal elements. Originally the set was called "Three dodecaphonic tales 

for the piano", but later the composer decided to call them simply "Three tales for 

the piano". Also, the original version included the following postscript: "Three 

tales, the stories of which take place in a serial setting. The tales are not necessarily 

dependent on each other". By the independence of the tales he meant that any of 

the pieces could be performed separately. They do, however, work very well as a 

set of three pieces, and I think it serves them best to perform them as a set. 

This work plays a unique role in the musical output of Pörn. While his tonal 

language has become increasingly chromatic and tonally free, this is the only time 

he has written anything using serial techniques. In fact, only a few days before he 

started working on what would become the first piece in this set, he had remarked 

how he most probably never would experiment in writing serial music. 

At first, my relationship with this music was rather indifferent. I had never enjoyed 

listening to serial music, let alone studied or performed any, but I really wanted to 

give this piece a chance. After working on it for a while, and after the initial 

struggle of coming to terms with the atonal language, I at some point noticed how I 

did no longer consciously think about the fact that this was composed using serial 

techniques. I had started to treat this music with the respect and care that I normally 

apply to any piece I’m working on. 

In the first of the three pieces the dodecaphonic language is most evident. It is 

introduced, appropriately enough, with a theme of twelve tones: 

 

 

 

This theme consists of three motives, or cells. Later there are repeated notes and 

chords and the musical language becomes increasingly tonal: 
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The second of the three pieces is a fugato, involving imitation technique. It is the 

least dodecaphonic piece in the set. The theme, or subject, is a tone row of eleven 

different pitches: 

 

 

 

Also, many of the answers are not real but slightly altered, making them quasi-

tonal answers, giving the impression of tonality. 

The third piece is a tranquil conclusion to the set. It is characterized by a 

mysterious atmosphere with a section of small crispy outbursts of fast notes: 
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In all of the pieces the composer utilizes different treatment techniques for the 

appropriate theme or subject. These include inversion, retrograde inversion, 

augmentation and stretto. 

For an interpreter, these pieces (particularly the first and third) offer a great 

opportunity to experiment with the expressive properties of different intervals. In 

tonal music, different pitches are usually perceived as having a harmonic function 

whereas in atonal music the ear often becomes more sensitive for the intervals 

themselves, or the distance and tension between two notes. 

The three tales underwent only minor changes between the time they were 

composed and me performing them. For the most part they only concern small 

adjustments in dynamic markings and phrasing. 
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Johannes Brahms: Trio for piano, clarinet 

and cello 

When Brahms in 1892
9
 published his trio for piano, clarinet and cello, he was 

already a very experienced composer. He knew exactly what he wanted to say and 

how to realize it. This is apparent not only by the simple fact that this particular 

piece sounds so well written, but also from the meticulous care he took in careful 

notation of his ideas, which applies to all of his music. 

The interpretational and technical challenges involved in performing this trio are 

plentiful. The most apparent challenge is making the three instruments sound well 

together. Brahms often uses a low and dark register in all three instruments; 

therefore it can be challenging to achieve a transparent sound. This is especially 

true in the second movement.  

Another challenge has to do with tempo. The first movement, in particular, is prone 

to become continually slower. It is, after all, marked allegro and has alla breve as 

its time signature. The slowing down usually occurs in the second theme and in 

tranquil sections of the development part. These sections can and should perhaps 

be just slightly below the main tempo, but care has to be taken in later resuming the 

main tempo, so that the whole movement will not end up in a continuous 

ritardando. 

Throughout the first movement, Brahms writes two-note slurs instead of long slurs 

over an entire phrase: 

 

 

 

And later: 

 

 

9
 Gál 1988: VI 
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This articulation must be clearly audible, but it must not be done at the expense of 

the long line. 

The second movement is also prone to becoming too slow. One should always be 

able to feel four beats to a bar. In the first two bars, the pianist should keep the 

music flowing by keeping the sixteenth-notes equal, that is not to take any extra 

time for the resolutions: 

 

 

 

The following dialogue between instruments is beautiful, but making it smooth and 

seamless is challenging: 

 

 

 

The third movement is an irresistibly beautiful intermezzo between the slow second 

movement and the turbulent fourth movement. In my Breitkopf & Härtel 

(Complete Works Edition) score it is marked Andante grazioso, but every other 

source I have consulted gives Andantino grazioso. I believe the latter to be true, the 

former being a misprint in the otherwise reliable and correct Breitkopf & Härtel 

edition. In any case, the piece must above all be graceful. This is not an easy task to 

carry out with the seemingly chunky piano part. The clarinet introduces a sweet 

melody: 
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The pianist is later challenged to reproduce an equally beautiful legato: 

 

 

 

With only bare octaves in the right hand and the murky arpeggio in the left hand, 

this calls for sophisticated pedalling. 

The main challenge in the fourth movement is a smooth shifting from 6/8 to 2/4-

time without altering the tempo. Also, just as in the first movement, the tempo can 

easily begin to slack too much in certain sections. This movement is for the most 

part very straightforward and determined and perhaps the easiest of the four when 

ensemble playing is concerned. However, as with all fast chamber music pieces, 

time should be devoted to slow practice during rehearsals. 

The piano writing is for the most part fairly uncomplicated but there are some 

single details that turned out to be surprisingly difficult. Mainly the difficulties 

concern fast displacements of hands. In the beginning of the first movement, in bar 

28, there is a very unpleasant leap in the left hand: 
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And this next passage, in the same movement, requiring very fast displacement of 

hands:  

 

 

 

This following passage, in the fourth movement, calls for quick shifting of hand 

positions. The fact that it is played solely on white keys makes the navigation even 

more difficult: 

 

 

 

 

One particular passage, also in the fourth movement, I found remarkably difficult 

(it reappears in bars 130-135 with some alteration): 
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It is in every sense very ”pianistic”, and naturally brings out the desired 

articulation. But if there is any stiffness in wrists, which may unfortunately be the 

case during a performance when one is not quite at terms with nervousness, this 

passage suddenly gets nearly impossible to play, especially when playing fast. 
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The concert 

To begin the concert with the three tales seemed like a good idea. I think they make 

the listener very attentive from the very beginning and are not too difficult to play 

(a fact I need to consider when choosing an opening piece for a concert). Right in 

the beginning I felt that my concentration level was not quite on a level it should 

have been. I did not listen to myself carefully enough to phrase the subjects in the 

beginning. I also nearly forgot to turn the page, which caused a slight delay in the 

flow of the music. In the second tale I felt somewhat nervous and uneasy, and there 

were a couple of instances at which I hesitated because of uncertainty. In the third 

tale I already felt much more comfortable, and it felt like it went rather well. 

By the time we began to play Brahms I had already calmed down and the initial 

nervousness was practically gone. I had a good feeling during the first and second 

movements. I felt that the first movement was a bit slower than we usually played 

it, but in the second movement the tempo felt very good. I was somewhat nervous 

considering the third and especially the fourth movement. I had been very nervous 

during them when we performed the trio a week earlier, as well as when we played 

the trio on lessons I often felt that I had not completely mastered all the difficulties 

contained in them. Anyhow, I was calm during the third movement and I thought it 

went rather well. In the fourth movement, however, I immediately started to feel an 

inhibiting nervousness. The movement felt rushed throughout. I almost got tangled 

up in bars 31-37 and especially in the corresponding section in bars 130-135. I 

could not really enjoy the music while playing it, and felt just relieved when the 

piece was over. As an overall impression though, I felt that the first three 

movements were good and the fourth ok, despite some rushing and minor mistakes. 

When I started to play the etudes by Pörn I felt again quite confident and not 

nervous. The first etude went well, I tried not to play it too fast. When the A-

section returns, I missed some notes in the chromatic double tritones in the left 

hand, but I think I still had everything somewhat under control. The very last bars, 

with the incredibly difficult leaps, went quite well. Also the second etude felt good, 

I had everything more or less under control. In the B-section my playing was 

sloppy, and the strong rhythmical drive was perhaps lost. I played some wrong 

notes in bars 55 and 56 which caused some sudden hesitation. In the last etude I 

made a conscious effort not to pick too fast a tempo, as it was still a relatively new 

piece to me and I did not yet feel entirely comfortable playing it at a very fast 

tempo. After all, it should not be played particularly fast. The beginning felt rather 

good, I might have missed some notes but I think it had a good overall drive. When 

the A-section returns, some insecurity started to creep in. I got a little bit nervous 

for the difficult right hand passages in bars 55-57. And so it happened, there was 

some hesitation in bar 55. 

I had a good feeling about Alkan’s symphony, I had performed it three days earlier 

at a concert where it went well, so I was not too nervous about it. The first 

movement felt good. In many difficult passages I was able to stay calm and instead 

of rushing I took the time needed to play them properly. Often what, during a 

performance, feels like taking some extra time for a difficult passage only 

compensates for the rushing one might otherwise end up with. In the coda I played 

with all the passion I could muster while still making every effort to have 

everything under control. The second movement ended up being perhaps somewhat 

unengaged. After the big first movement, and in anticipation of the third and the 

fourth movements, it is sometimes difficult to find the right mood and character for 
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the second movement. In any case, I really enjoyed playing the trio-section with its 

long singing lines and I think it sounded rather good. The third movement I feel the 

most secure and confident with, and it felt effortless to play it. Just before the trio-

section, however, I started to notice some lapses in my concentration. I did not 

listen to myself carefully enough, and I switched on to ”autopilot-mode” for brief 

moments. At this time I realized that I should perhaps have made a short break in 

the concert program, a decision I had considered but eventually decided against. 

The trio-section of the third movement went well, so did the return of the minuet, 

save for some wrong notes. I had worked a lot on the finale the last days before the 

concert, and I felt very confident in taking a rather fast tempo. The beginning went 

quite well, all the eight-note runs felt good and crisp. I think this is the cleanest 

version of the movement I have ever performed. The fast left hand jumps in the 

development part worked out rather well. I also felt that I managed to get a good 

singing tone in the cantabile-sections. I did make a mistake towards the end of the 

piece, where the eight-note runs make their last appearance. My fingers got tangled 

up, but I somehow managed to keep the music flowing without stopping. The coda 

was unnecessarily rushed, I should have stayed calm until the very end. 
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The recording 

I listened to the recording two days after the concert. I was rather surprised how 

different the recording sounded from my own perception of how the concert went. 

Unfortunately, I was mostly negatively surprised. The biggest disappointment is 

Brahms. It sounds rushed and restless throughout, and it has hardly any of the 

tranquillity I felt during the performance. The latter half of my program, with the 

etudes by Pörn and symphony by Alkan, corresponds more closely to my own 

perception during the concert. Incidentally, I was much calmer during the latter 

part. 

The beginning of the first tale is lacking in colours. The dynamic range is too small 

and the differentiation between the motivic cells should be clearer. Also, hardly 

any horizontal line is audible in the beginning. The second tale has some 

rhythmical energy, though it is in many instances too rushed, rather than 

rhythmical. There are also some moments of hesitation stemming from uncertainty. 

The third tale, which felt good during the performance, sounds all too real rather 

than mysterious. The short outbursts in the middle are way too loud and even a bit 

too fast. 

As mentioned, the Brahms trio turned out to sound very different on the recording, 

compared to what it sounded like during performance. In the very beginning the 

tempo is slightly slower than what we were used to, but the whole first movement 

is marred by too many different tempi, not only between different sections but also 

within small sections the tempo is fluctuating too much. One reason for this is my 

frequent rushing, and my not taking enough time where time is needed. Those 

sections which can be more tranquil are rushed, giving an agitated character. The 

musical communication in the ensemble was not working properly; we were not 

listening enough to each other. Also in the very end of the movement each of us 

seem to have a tempo of our own. The second movement begins with a good 

tempo, but later on we do not take enough time for certain transitions. It sounds as 

though we are running everything together; it becomes very difficult for the listener 

to get a grip of the music and to perceive the outline of it. The third movement 

sounds rather good in the beginning, although the tempo does not stay constant. 

The trio-section in D major is unfortunately rushed, which hardly brings out the 

graceful character. In the fourth movement our tendency to rush is for once fitting. 

But only until Brahms asks for dolce, then the character should be completely 

different. The music is not far from collapsing in bars 31-37 and 130-135 because 

of my struggling with the technically demanding passage. I am severely rushing in 

bars 75-80 where I end up playing ahead of both the clarinet and cello. In the very 

end of the piece the rushing is not too bad a thing, it brings out the agitated 

character. 

The Trio turned out to be a big disappointment for me, and I was really surprised, 

even shocked, how different it sounded on the recording. Throughout the whole 

piece, the communication between us is very weak. One of the very cornerstones of 

music, a steady pulse, is lacking. Also, in sections where time should be taken we 

tended to rush. I accept much responsibility and blame over this. I have a very bad 

habit of rushing when I feel uncertain. I have become able to overcome this habit to 

some extent over the years, but for some reason it seeped in this particular 

performance. Although we did have enough rehearsal time, we never really took 

the time to go through the fast sections in the piece (notably in the fourth 
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movement) really slow. This kind of practicing is often overlooked, and in this case 

the neglect of it backfired on us. 

When we had finished the trio and when it was time for me to play solo again, I felt 

that I was finally warmed up and most of the nervousness was gone. This is clearly 

audible in the recording. I am quite satisfied how the first etude by Pörn turned out. 

It is much faster than I thought, but it has a very strong rhythmical drive. It also 

sounds surprisingly clean, although I know for sure that I missed a lot of notes. The 

second etude sounds rather good too. Again, it is not only faster but also louder 

than I expected. The beginning is not quite as pianissimo as it should be. The 

beginning of the B-section is somewhat sloppy, as I can remember from the 

performance. I remember playing some wrong notes and hesitating in the end of 

the piece, but it does not disturb as much as I imagined. I was positively surprised 

when listening to the beginning of the third etude. It has some good rhythm, and 

some wrong notes which do not bother too much. The B-section is all right, 

although I rush too much in the fast passages. The second half of the etude is not as 

good as the beginning. Apart from an unfortunate mistake in bar 55, the rest of the 

etude is good, if perhaps a little too rushed. 

Based on the recording, and also on my feeling during the concert, the Alkan 

symphony was my strongest item on the program. Also, by the time I started to 

play Alkan, I had played most of the music in my concert, and I did not feel so 

nervous anymore. The beginning of the first movement works well, it has a good 

tempo (again, it turned out to be faster than I intended). Some parts are a little 

rushed but in general it sounds controlled. Many difficult sections work out well. 

The section just before the recapitulation sounds convincing despite, or rather 

thanks to all the time I am taking for the difficult leaps. The recapitulation sounds 

perhaps too agitated. Just before the coda I push the tempo maybe too much. This 

was, however, not inadvertent rushing but a conscious decision. The ending works 

out well, it sounds very passionate but still controlled.  

While I was performing the second movement I wondered whether my playing was 

too unengaged. Surprisingly, when listening to the recording, I realized that the 

playing is not unengaged, but it should be somehow more distant and objective. 

Also, I am not entirely happy with the accompanying chords. They are marked 

staccato but I play them rather sustained. The dotted rhythm in the melody voice 

could also be more precise. My sound in the louder parts of the piece is rather 

harsh and uncultivated. The beautiful trio-section could be even more heartfelt. I do 

not take enough care in phrasing the melody.  

The third movement sounds like I imagined. It sounds controlled and relaxed, and 

most of the fast leaps are accurate. However, at this point during the concert my 

concentration started to weaken, and the ”autopilot” kicked in for some brief 

moments. From the recording it is evident that I do not listen to myself as 

attentively, and consequently the musical projection suffers. The trio-section does 

not turn out to be as charming and smooth as I wished. The eight-notes in the right 

hand in the latter part of the trio-section sound rather mechanical, they should 

above all have a singing quality.  

I am rather happy with the finale. The tempo is good and steady. The Gb major-

section in the beginning, with both hands in contrary motion, does not turn out to 

be too good. As I was not able to bring out the horizontal line, it remained very 

vertical. In some cases I focus too much on left hand leaping at the expense of the 

melodic lines in the right hand. The middle section in C major could be cleaner, 

although this is incredibly difficult to achieve during a performance. I am very 
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happy that I decided to make a simplification of the musical text in the right hand 

in the coda. It sounds fluent, although I do a disservice to myself by rushing. The 

big chords in the very end could be steadier. 

To conclude, I am rather happy and satisfied with the second half of the program. 

The first half still left quite a lot to be desired. The reason for this can partly be 

sought in nervousness, but that cannot and must not account for all flaws, 

especially in the Brahms trio. 

I had not, prior to my examination concert, performed all of these works in one 

single concert. It truly feels different to play the symphony by Alkan as a last piece 

in a relatively long program, as opposed to a single item in a concert. When 

performing a whole program of certain pieces on many different occasions, one 

begins to realize how the pieces relate to each other. I cannot say that I am yet quite 

aware of the relationship between these four different works. I also find it difficult 

to evaluate how good a concert program it is, in other words how well the 

individual pieces work together and whether they form a satisfying whole. This 

kind of insight comes only after having performed a certain program a few times. 

What I do know is that I should have performed the whole program at least once 

before the examination concert. I was aware of this fact before the concert but 

unfortunately my busy schedule did not allow me to find a suitable occasion for 

this. Had I had the opportunity to try out the whole program beforehand, I would 

have been more confident and secure in knowing how it feels to play it through. It 

was difficult to return to the etudes by Pörn after just having finished the big trio by 

Brahms. Also, it was challenging to take on the symphony by Alkan after already 

having played non-stop for nearly one hour. In retrospect, I really should have 

made a small break in the program after the trio so that I could have regained some 

strength for the very difficult remaining part of the program. 
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Conclusion 

What have I learned from this whole process of planning, preparing, performing, 

listening to and now writing about my examination concert? By listening to the 

recording I immediately found out and learned many obvious things. But is there 

something else, some kind of concealed insight that would only have revealed itself 

through this extended process? 

I think I have found something interesting and worth sharing. It has to do with how 

to approach the work of a certain composer. With Brahms, particularly late 

Brahms, one can find a score that is nearly as perfect as a musical score can be. It 

has all one needs to know, that is what can be conveyed visually on page, yet 

nothing in excess. One can trust the score without reservations. Alkan, on the other 

hand, was a skilled composer and a pianist of exceptional talent, yet I think that his 

musical notation cannot always be taken literally, so to speak. Sometimes he asks 

for the impossible, sometimes he asks for something that may be achievable with a 

lot of blood, sweat and tears. But in this latter case, it may not be worth it, quite 

frankly. One can often find an own solution that conveys the same musical 

message with simpler of means. Pörn, while having written a vast amount of music, 

is still relatively inexperienced in having his own works performed. He always has 

a clear image or vision of his music, but hearing it interpreted by someone else has 

often resulted in some changes in the music. In this case, when confronted with a 

difficult problem or inconsistency, I could always consult the composer for advice. 

In some cases this resulted in the composer making changes in his score to clarify 

his point, in other cases it resulted in me realizing that I was on a wrong track, so to 

speak.  

In the end it is all about confronting a musical score and making an own 

interpretation of it. This, as I have found out, does not necessarily mean a literal 

reproduction of what can be read in the score. One needs to go further, beyond 

what is visible on the page. This is not an easy task, and it is a field of constant 

learning. Every composer is different, every piece is different and every interpreter 

is different. This is what makes music so fascinating. 
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