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Robert Casadesus (1899-1972) was a world-renowned French concert pianist.
His brilliant, fifty-year career took him to all corners of the world. Much has been
written about his life and his enormous contribution, as a pianist and pedagogue, to the
piano legacy. However, Casadesus was also a prolific composer. As was common in
European musical training of his time, Casadesus studied harmony and composition at a
conservatory (the Paris Conservatory, in Casadesus’s case). Although his composing
career paralleled his performing career, it is an enigma why he did not promote his own
compositions and publicly introduce himself as a composer until the 1940s. His output
for solo piano, composed between 1916 and 1967, is particularly noteworthy. In quality,
these works stand alongside works of Milhaud, Poulenc, Copland, and their
contemporaries. Casadesus wrote expressively and intelligently for the piano, revealing a
keen understanding of the physical demands and enormous color possibilities of the
instrument.

This document highlights a selection of Casadesus’s piano music—Huit Etudes,
Op. 28 and the Toccata, Op. 40—all showing a unique compositional voice, displayed in
his use of form, tonality, texture, and rhythm, while sharing, to a certain extent, idioms of
Ravel, Debussy, Les Six (particularly Milhaud and Honegger), Stravinsky, Villa-Lobos,
and Prokofiev. Although the Toccata is relatively popular because of its required
performance at the Casadesus Piano Competition (known since 1995 as the Cleveland

International Piano Competition), the Eight Etudes of Op. 28 are less known, but equally



attractive and valuable. Casadesus scholarship seems to have declined after his wife
Gaby’s death in 1999, despite the efforts of his nephew Gréco Casadesus, who
established and maintains the website www.robertcasadesus.com, and daughter Thérése
Casadesus Rawson, who is president of the Fountainebleau Association in the United
States. The present document is the first in-depth study of the Huit Etudes and the
Toccata, and may serve as a springboard for pianists searching for alternative repertoire

of the mid-twentieth century worthy of teaching, research, and performance.
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PREFACE

All the musical examples from Robert Casadesus’s Huit Etudes, Op. 28 and
Toccata, Op. 40 in this dissertation came from Huit Etudes pour le Piano (Paris: Durand
S.A Editions Musicales, 1941) and Toccata Op.40 pour Piano (Paris: Durand & Cie,

1950). All other supporting musical examples were individually cited in the document.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The great French pianist, Robert Casadesus was born in Paris, 1899. His
successful fifty-year international career took him to every corner of the world. In
addition to an extensive discography, he gave nearly five thousand performances as a
soloist and chamber musician. Casadesus enjoyed numerous performances with the
greatest orchestras in the world. His musical integrity and profound artistry nurtured his
long friendships and professional relationships with renowned violinist Zino Francescatti
and legendary conductors such as Arturo Toscanini and George Szell. His association
with the American Conservatory in Fontainebleau also established him as a highly
regarded teacher. As is common in European musical training of his time, Casadesus
studied harmony and composition at a conservatory (the Paris Conservatory, in
Casadesus’s case). When he passed away in 1972, this outstanding pianist not only left a
legacy in performance, recording, and pedagogy, but also, as a prolific composer, left
sixty-eight works, including seven symphonies, three concerti for piano solo, one
concerto for two pianos, one concerto for three pianos, a concert piece for piano and

chamber orchestra, and a large body of duo sonatas and chamber music.*

LJohn Gillespie and Anna Gillespie, Notable 20th-Century Pianists: A Bio-Critical Sourcebook,
vol.1, A-J (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1995), 138-147.



Casadesus’s output for solo piano is particularly noteworthy. All of his
compositions for piano are published, though many remain unedited.? These works,
composed between 1916 and 1967, provide another representation of early twentieth-
century repertoire, comparable to the works of Milhaud, Poulenc, Copland, Prokofiev and
their contemporaries in their quality and distinctive compositional voice. They also
strengthen a link in the French solo repertory between the Impressionist composers—
namely Debussy and Ravel—and the post-Impressionist composers such as Messiaen and
Dutilleux. Whereas Messiaen’s and Dutilleux’s musical languages arguably derive from
the harmonies and moods of Debussy and Ravel, Casadesus seems just as impelled by
Germanic influences.

He stands more as a Neoclassicist than a post-Impressionist. By a neoclassical
style, I am applying Bryan R. Simms’s definition of the “international neoclassical style”
that generally describes the neoclassical movement in France in the early 1900s. He
suggests this style is “an idiom associated with Stravinsky and younger French
composers characterized by a detached coolness, regular or motoric rhythm, linear
texture, hard or percussive sonority, classical forms, and modernistic dissonance and
nontraditional tonality.”® Furthermore, in striking contrast to other composers whose
styles “evolved” (one thinks of Stravinsky), Casadesus’s idiom remained fairly consistent
over his five decades of composing. Casadesus wrote expressively and intelligently for

the pianist and the instrument. His piano music is equal in value to any of the piano

’Gréco Casadesus, “Robert Casadesus.” http://robertcasadesus.com/index.php (accessed December
18, 2011).

*Simms also discusses the neoclassical movement and its impact in Germany, England, and
America in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. Bryan R. Simms, Music of the Twentieth Century: Style and
Structure (NY: Schirmer Books, 1996), 236-237.


http://robertcasadesus.com/index.php

music of Les Six, his contemporaries.* His unique idiomatic style, discernible in his use
of form, tonality, texture, and rhythm, contributes to the strength of his compositions,
which deserve a place in the existing canon of pianistic repertoire.

As can be expected of a high-caliber pianist, Casadesus’s compositions for the
piano are well written for the instrument. Most of them require a high degree of
virtuosity, but they yield musically rewarding results. Charles Timbrell describes
Casadesus’s playing as “elegant and [displaying] fastidious pianism...His
temperamentally restrained outlook and his famous transparent sound made him an ideal
interpreter of Ravel, Mozart, and the clavecinistes.”™ These qualities are manifested in
his compositions. Casadesus’s compositional style also shows a classical lineage of
Mozart, Ravel, and particularly Rameau from the French school of clavecinistes.

Casadesus favors pure Classical forms, but his tonal language encompasses
twentieth-century techniques, especially modal writing and a penchant for pandiatonicsm.
His harmonic language, while piquant and complex (see the rich six- and seven-note
chords in m. 35 of his Etude No. 1 [fig. 9]; mm. 199-200 of the Toccata [fig.3]; or m. 174
of the first movement of the Second Sonata [fig. 1]), never approaches the level of
“planned dissonance” of Schoenberg. Though he admired the creator of dodecaphony, he
was never interested in dismantling tonality in the same way as his Viennese

contemporaries.

*Incidentally, Auric and Poulenc, the younger two of Les Six, were born the same year as
Casadesus.

*Charles Timbrell, French Pianism: A Historical Perspective (Portland, OR; Amadeus Press,
1999), 145-146.



Casadesus’s music shares a few characteristics of the “international neoclassical
style” traits of early twentieth-century movements, such as those propagated by Les Six
(for example, an aversion to Wagnerian chromaticism and large dramatic works),
Stravinsky and Ravel (precise articulations and motoristic rhythms), Prokofiev (embrace
of neoclassical style and moods), and Antheil (mécanique textures). Of course, these
composers and trends were organically related; they all shared these traits to a certain
degree. Casadesus’s Iberian roots are evident in his usage of the sardana, a dance from
the Catalan region, indicative of his predilection for strong rhythms. In fact, sometimes it
seems that rhythm is the essence of his writing, more than harmony or melody. He
tastefully exploits the color spectrum of the piano, while combining envisioned orchestral
palettes. His music is always expressive (not to be mistaken for sentimental) and it
displays mastery in contrapuntal writing among other compositional techniques.

This document will examine a selection of Casadesus’s piano music: Huit Etudes,
Op. 28 and the Toccata, Op. 40. Although the Toccata is relatively popular because of its
required performance at the Casadesus Piano Competition (known since 1995 as the
Cleveland International Piano Competition), Op. 28, comprising eight Etudes, is less
known, but equally attractive and valuable. By exploring the book of eight Etudes and
the Toccata, this dissertation aims to highlight Robert Casadesus’s legacy as a composer
whose piano works ought to be in the canon of pianistic repertoire and played in concert
halls today. In addition, with his stature as a remarkable performer and a well-known
pedagogue, his works comprise great resources for teachers and performers. Through his

pieces, Casadesus offers a glimpse of the time period in which he lived and his distinctive



view of the piano as an instrument of numerous touch, articulation, and color
possibilities. Casadesus scholarship seems to have declined after his wife Gaby’s death
in 1999, despite the efforts of his nephew Gréco Casadesus (who established and

maintains the website www.robertcasadesus.com) and daughter Thérése Casadesus

Rawson (who is president of the Fountainebleau Association in the United States). The
present document serves as a testament to the value of Casadesus’s piano work and a

beacon for further research.


http://www.robertcasadesus.com/

CHAPTER II

BIOGRAPHICAL OVERVIEW

There are a number of sources that examine Casadesus’s legacies as a French
pianist and a pedagogue.® These subjects are of great interest; however, this document
will only touch upon them in relation to the man as a composer. Robert’s grandfather,
Louis, originally from Catalonia, was an accomplished musician who played violin and
guitar. Robert’s uncle, Francis Louis, was a pupil of César Franck. He became a famous
conductor, composer, and violinist. Along with Walter Damrosch, Francis Louis founded
the American Conservatory at Fontainebleau. Robert’s father became a professional
theater actor, taking the stage name “Robert Casa.” His other two uncles, Henri-Gustave
and Marius, became famous string players and members of the Capet Quartet. Their
sister, Rose, “Tante Rosette,” was an accomplished pianist and taught Robert when he
was five years old. Robert’s Swedish mother died in childbirth; therefore, Robert’s
grandparents raised him. Growing up, Robert listened to chamber music rehearsals and
performances of his uncles. The Beethoven string quartets and a love for chamber music
became a major influence on his music.” A complete immersion in sophisticated music

making shaped his musical intuition.

®See bibliography: Dubal, Gillespie and Gillespie, Hinson, Meyer-Josten, Newman, Timbrell, and
Chasins.

"Patrick Robert Widhalm, "Robert Casadesus, Composer, and His Four Sonatas for Piano." DMA
diss. (University of Missouri, Kansas City, 1991), 2, 4, 9, and 60. Gillespie and Gillespie, “Robert
Casadesus,” 139.



Robert entered the Paris Conservatory at age ten. Three years later, he began
studying harmony with Xavier Leroux, a pupil of Massenet, and then Noél Gallon. His
study of harmony provided the foundation for his understanding of music composition
and performance practice. At the age of sixteen, Robert worked at the Opéra-Comique
orchestra. He played celesta and extra percussion. This experience was extremely
valuable to him. In an interview, he reflected, “It was good for my composing, for my
instrumentation, to be inside the orchestra to hear the oboe or the horn.”® While it
“required learning many scores,” this experience, according to Ivry in his article “The
Poet of Cool,” also “encouraged rhythmic deftness,”® which is one of Casadesus’s
signature characteristics, both in performance and in compositions. Although he burned
much of his early work, he kept his Op. 1, Voyage imaginaire for piano, completed in
1916, a year before his debut as a concert pianist in Paris.™

Casadesus’s composing career paralleled his performing career. While he
enjoyed an active career as a performing musician, unlike other pianists and composers,
he rarely performed his own compositions. Married to one of the first prominent French
women pianists, Gaby Casadesus (Gabrielle L’Héte,) and the father of another gifted
pianist, Jean Casadesus, Robert would compose and perform pieces with his family, most
notably the Concerto for Three pianos, op. 65, commissioned and premiered by the New

York Philharmonic in 1965. It is an enigma why he did not publicly introduce himself as

®Robert Jacobson, “Entrances & Exits,” Saturday Review (December 13, 1969): 16.

Benjamin Ivry, “The Poet of Cool,” International Classical Record Collector 28 (Spring 2002):
43.

0Jean Roy, L intemporel Robert Casadesus: Pianiste et Compositeur (Paris: Buchet-Chastel,
1999), 94. Sasha Stookes. The Art of Robert Casadesus (London: Fortune Press, 1960), 15-16.



a composer until the 1940s. This period is significant because there was an increasing
number of publications and premieres of his work by other musicians.™

At the premiere of his second piano concerto with the New York Philharmonic in
1948, Casadesus offered a rare solo performance of his own work. It was a celebration of
the 25™ anniversary of his American debut. Casadesus began to embrace his life as a
composer publicly and told a reporter, “I know I will compose tonight.... Since [I was]
15 [years old]... I am composing all the time. Everywhere—on trains, airplanes, and
boats.”*?

But even after this turning point, Casadesus rarely programmed or recorded his
solo compositions along with his standard staple repertoire.”® In interviews for Clavier,
Gaby Casadesus explains:

He was very shy about it. He never said, “l will play with your orchestra if I can
do one of my concerti.” That is the opposite of Rachmaninov, who often played
his own music in his concerts. | think Rachmaninov was right and my husband
was wrong. A composer should be allowed to play his own music.**

Despite his love for composing and performing, a lack of self-promotion certainly

contributes to why most of his works are neglected today.

1Gréco Casadesus, “Robert Casadesus.” Patrick Robert Widhalm, “A Conversation with Gaby
Casadesus,” Piano Quarterly 158 (Summer 1992): 37.

1241 the Fire,” Time, March 22, 1948.

Bwidhalm, DMA diss., 16.

“Ibid., DMA diss., 9.



CHAPTER Il

MUSICAL LANGUAGE AND STYLE

The term “Neoclassical” has been attached to Casadesus’s approach to
composition. His musical structure, both in the overall form of a piece and the phrase
construction, is always clear. Moreover, the forms and genres of his piano works fit the
lineage of canonic piano repertoire, such as Preludes, Sonatas, Impromptus, veins that run
from the Germanic tradition to Chopin and to a certain degree, Debussy (when one
considers Chopin’s influence on Debussy’s piano music).

To the same reporter at the premiere of his Second Piano Concerto, Casadesus
said, “My music... is clean music. It is classical, like Mozart. Mozart is my god.”*®
This love for Mozart is also a common bond in his close friendship with Maurice Ravel.
Although a few sources claimed Casadesus “studied” with Ravel and Casadesus
dedicated his twenty-four Preludes to Ravel, there was no evidence that Casadesus
discussed his own compositions with Ravel. But, as Gaby explained, Robert was
influenced by Ravel’s insistence to remain close to the structure of the Classical era.

They mostly talked about Ravel’s compositions, as Casadesus performed most of his

5¢In the Fire,” Time, March 22, 1948.



piano works. In addition, they would often discuss the works of other composers, such as
Chopin and Chabrier. But “[Robert] would never ask [Ravel] for advice or criticism.”*°
British musicologist Sasha Stookes, in her book, The Art of Robert Casadesus,
introduced Casadesus’s pianistic writing as a natural “expression of human feeling.”
Although Casadesus was a marvelous pianist with a flawless technique, his compositions
display the mature character of Beethoven’s late works and not much of Lisztian
bravura.'” American pianist Grant Johannesen, a former pupil and dedicatee of
Casadesus’s Second Piano Sonata, in his interview with Clavier magazine summarized
Casadesus’s approach to performing the repertoire: “Being a composer, he had a
marvelous sense of where a piece begins, how it grows, and where it ends.”® Ravel had
a similar compliment after he heard Casadesus perform Ravel’s Toccata from Le
Tombeau de Couperin and Sonatina. Ravel said, “From the way you play, I believe you
must compose music, t0o.”*? Conversely, Casadesus qua pianist informs Casadesus qua

composer in creating pianistically idiomatic textures and patterns. Clear structure is

essential to Casadesus. He looked up to Fauré, Roussell, and Saint-Saéns as models,

Widhalm’s recorded conversations with Gaby contradict Timbrell’s and Wood’s suggestion that
Casadesus studied with Ravel. Charles Timbrell, French Pianism: A Historical Perspective. (Portland, OR;
Amadeus Press, 1999), 145-146. Ann Wood, “Biographical Sketch of Robert Casadesus” in Souvenir
Booklet from Casadesus in America: A Celebration of the Robert and Gaby Casadesus Collection in the
International Piano Archives at Maryland. University of Maryland, July 1992. Also: Widhalm, “A
Conversation ...,” 37; and Widhalm, DMA diss., 10.

"Stookes, 15-16.

8Bill and Gill Newman, “Grant Johannesen on Fauré, Competitions, and Casadesus,” Clavier 35:5
(May/June 1996): 7.

YRobert Casadesus, “Memories of Ravel.” Musical America (February 10, 1941): 221. Besides
the Toccata, Gaby and Robert’s recollections seem to differ about the second piece Robert played at this
concert. Robert said it was the Sonatine and afterwards Ravel asked him to learn Gaspard de la Nuit.
However, Gaby said it was the tempo in which Robert played le Gibet from Gaspard de la Nuit that made
the biggest impression on Ravel. Widhalm, DMA diss., 9.

10



because they also employed classical form in their music.”® As a great interpreter and
composer, Casadesus understood how to directly and most effectively communicate
music through his performance and his composition.

As with most composers of the twentieth century, Casadesus expands or
transcends the concept of tonality. Chordal function, especially the pivotal relationship
of dominant-tonic, seems to take a backseat to chordal color and the non-hierarchical
system of modality. Casadesus often practices a similar technique that Stravinsky used in
his Octet. Traditional chordal functions “serve to connect structural elements and to
mark cadences, but they do not create traditional tonality nor do they organize large spans
of the music.”?! In distinguishing Casadesus’s unique language, Stookes observes:

The harmonic idiom is sometimes extremely dissonant; but the dissonance

arises logically, either from the clash of opposing strands of melody—his

technique is essentially contrapuntal rather than vertical—or, even more

often, it is the direct expression of dramatic tension; it is never dragged in

to lend a “contemporary” interest to otherwise commonplace ideas: a

frequent device of the self-conscious composer who strives to be up to
date at any price.?

Stookes’s implication of “gratuitous” dissonance, as opposed to Casadesus’s “logical
dissonance,” seems to reveal an antiquated esthetic at odds with the boisterous cacophony
that emanated from lves, Stockhausen, and Cage. In that context, it is true that Casadesus
was conservative. He has a penchant for Dorian and Aeolian modes, as well as the

altered use of major and minor scales. Though modality offers a sense of a tonal center

ZOJacobson, “Entrances & Exits,” 41.
21Simms, 238.
223tookes, 16.

11



in a piece of music, it also allows for tonal ambiguity. He often centers our ears to other
scale degrees besides the obvious tonic of notated key signatures. By repetitively starting
and ending scalar or triadic passages on the supertonic, mediant, or leading tone, he
disguises the key. This technique, associated with composers such as Stravinsky and
Copland, is known as pandiatonicism.”

Casadesus also seems to have an affinity for the interval of a second (minor,
major, and augmented), sometimes used as a biting dissonance, as heard in the first
movement of his Second Sonata (fig. 1), and sometimes in a gentler way, as in the first
Etude (fig. 2) and Toccata (fig. 3). The use of the interval of a second can at times be
interpreted as an added sixth or ninth scale degree to a chord or simply clusters to create
harmonic dissonance or edge, similar to the effects of early pieces by Arthur Honegger.
Honegger’s Toccata and Variations (1916), interestingly, embodies certain seeds of
Impressionism, Neoclassicism, and meccanico style from which Casadesus’s music grew.
According to Gaby, young Robert “was quite impressed by Honegger and his style.” The

admiration was mutual. “They were all a part of this ‘school’ of composition.”?*

Z«pandiatonicism." In The Oxford Companion to Music, edited by Alison Latham. Oxford Music

Online, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t114/e4959 (accessed January 19, 2012).
#Widhalm, “A Conversation...,” 37.
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Figure 1. Casadesus’s Second Sonata/l, mm. 177-184. Note the lower two voices in the right-hand
ostinato. The insistent seconds on every beat create harmonic suspense and rhythmic drive in this
dramatic and intense transition to the coda.?
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Figure 2. Casadesus’s Etude No. 1, Tierces, mm. 57-64. The use of seconds in the left hand
(oscillating between c#-d) creates a gentle backdrop for the thematic bass and soprano lines.

“Robert Casadesus, 2éme Sonate pour Piano. (Paris: Editions Durand & Cie, 1953), 11.
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Figure 3. Casadesus’s Toccata, Op. 40, mm. 196-204. The cluster chords in the right hand and left-
hand’s accented notes (mm. 199-200) show Casadesus’s use of seconds to create dissonance, though a
milder dissonance when compared to the dissonance in the music of Schoenberg and his pupils.

Figures 1 and 2 also reveal Casadesus’s incorporation of the intervallic fourth
(and its inversion, fifths), an expansion of tertian harmony. The reason is an obvious one;
an arpeggio built on the fourth (in various qualities) will result in a more vague harmony
in comparison to an arpeggio built on thirds. Quartal harmonies became popular in the
early twentieth century, as evidenced by Schoenberg’s Sechs Kleine Klavierstlcke, Op.
19 (1911), Debussy’s Prelude La cathédrale engloutie (1910), and Bartok’s “Boating”
from Mikrokosmos V (1926-1939). Casadesus’s taste for fourths permeates his writing,
including all of the pieces selected below. In the Toccata (fig. 4), the second episode’s
theme is based on an ascending F Lydian scale that is colored with a leap of a fourth.
The first theme of Etude No. 2 (fig. 12) is constructed similarly. The second theme of the
First Etude (fig. 2, m. 61), marked marcato in the left hand, is constructed with fourths
and their inversion, as well as seconds. Similar instances are found, though with slight

alterations to the intervals, in the middle section of Etude No. 8 (fig. 5).

14



o
wﬂu -‘\
Tty
‘!ﬂ
111 JRH
1.1
A4
‘ﬁ%'
Te1%
1\
»
]

»p ; .
- -
e el et ™
1 = S o e I M2 P R ¢ v N ° N W NN S S S
1
1 tre Corde
-~ P — /—\;EE
’ 3 lusigando . 5
. == s s ~ -
E=SE===ES

M i -

Figure 4. Casadesus’s Toccata, Op. 40, mm. 84-91. The second episode’s theme is made out of an F
Lydian ascending scale, similar to the first theme of Etude No. 2, Octaves.

Figure 5. Casadesus’s Etude No. 8 Légéreté , mm. 51-56. Left hand’s ascending sequence consists of
ascending perfect fourth, descending major second, ascending augmented tritone, descending major
second, and a perfect fifth (inversion of perfect fourth).

Modality was a prominent feature of Debussy’s harmony (for example, in mm. 5-
7 of Des pas sur la neige [fig. 6], in the D Aeolian mode; or mm. 2-3 of Canope [fig. 8],
in the Mixolydian mode). This is, of course, a prominent feature of Impressionistic
music, along with other “exotic” scales such as the whole-tone, pentatonic, octatonic, and
even unnamed scales (as in mm. 24-25 of Canope, illustrated in fig. 7). Casadesus uses

all these scales with their attendant harmonic implications. Moreover, he also takes on
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the idea of chordal parallelism (planing) that abandons structural function. Works such
as Debussy’s Canope (fig. 8) and La cathédrale engloutie help define this theoretical idea
that a succession of chords does not necessarily have to adhere to their functions as tonic,
dominant, subdominant, etc., as common-practice tonality established. Milhaud,
Stravinsky, and their contemporaries carry the thread that Debussy and Ravel extended.
Bitonality could be conceived as a natural extension of parallelistic procedures, as found
in Stravinsky’s Petrouchka (1911), Milhaud’s Saudades do Brazil, Op. 67 (1916), and
Villa-Lobos O Polichinelo (1918). Although Casadesus never pursued bitonality as
conspicuously as Ravel or Stravinsky, Casadesus absorbed this technique in his own way,
as seen in mm. 35-38 of Etude No. 1 (fig. 10). One must take into account that being in
Paris at the turn of the century, Casadesus was very much in the center of musical

- 2
“happenings.”?°

I pu