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Hidden Patterns in Jehan Alain’s
“Jannequin” Fugato  Margaret Vardell Sandresky

Jehan Alain’s Variations sur un thème
 de Clément Jannequin received its 

fi rst performance on February 19, 1938 
at the Eglise de la Trinité in Paris, with 
the composer at the organ. Le Jar-
din Suspendu and Litanies were also 
played on the program, and in 1939 
these three were published together 
by Alphonse Leduc as Trois Pièces. The 
theme, “L’espoir que j’ai”, was taken 
from Echos de Temps Passé, a volume 
of old chansons edited by J.B. Wecker-
lin, belonging to Alain’s grandmother, 
whose name, A. Alberti, is inscribed on 
the title page.

Marie Claire Alain’s detailed and in-
formative Critical Notes on the Organ 
Works of Jehan Alain, which appeared in 
English translation by Norma Stevlingen 
in 2003, contains a facsimile of Alain’s 
thematic catalogue of his own works 
from 1929 to 1938, where the Variations 
are number 118, Litanies number 119, 
and Le Jardin Suspendu, composed in 
1934, is number 71.

Of the four named sources for this 
piece, one is from the family heirs, and 
one is from Alphonse Leduc; but the 
two most interesting are from his two 
friends, for whom he made manuscript 
copies. In both the latter, Alain gives the 
full name of his theme, Variations sur 
l’espoire que j’ai d’acquirir votre grâce, 
chanson de Clément Jannequin. The fi rst 
of these is dedicated to his friend from 
Conservatoire days, Pierre Segond, who, 
much later, was largely responsible for 
the restoration of Albert Alain’s famous 
house organ, for which his son conceived 
most of his music. Jehan Alain wrote: 
“The copy is not beautiful but it is from 
the heart. It should be possible for the 
musician of the 20th century to pre-
serve the sound of this old music. The 
language matters little; only the spirit 
speaks.” And from a manuscript belong-
ing to Aline Pendleton, an organist who 
played his music, he writes of the “fresh-
ness and tenderness of the music of the 
16th century.”

The theme, which is presented very 
simply on the Récit Hautbois 8′, ac-
companied on Grand Orgue Bourdon 8′ 
coupled to the pedal, contains a palin-
drome (F–G–A–Bb–A–G–F) that occurs 
three times, at measures 3–5, 8–10, and 

28–30. This idea is developed exten-
sively in variation two, marked “Fuga-
to,” using the techniques of retrograde 
and inversion. Alain’s seemingly loose 
and improvisatory compositional style 
is very tightly controlled in the episodic 
material and repeated in various ways 
six times, labeled alphabetically in the 
appended examples.

In each episode of the “Fugato,” 
beginning at measure 86, two voices 
weave in palindromes. One of the 
voices consists of an octatonic scalar 
line moving in alternate whole steps 
and half steps, fi rst up fi ve steps and 
then down again in retrograde mo-
tion, then repeating itself. Such a scale 
consists of two tetrachords an aug-
mented fourth apart. (For instance, 
in a scale on C, they would be spelled 
C–D–Eb–F and F#–G#–A–B.) Against 
this line a second voice moves freely, 
creating a set of twelve intervals, which 
are then presented in retrograde, while 
the scalar line occurs four times in the 
space of the second voice. Such a plan is 
suggestive of a serial working out of the 
material. And indeed, serial reconstruc-
tion shows that Alain had a strict plan 
for these episodes, one that is a further 
development of the previous material. 
For instance, he begins and ends epi-
sodes on an augmented fourth or its in-
version. This interval, worked into the 
pattern, seems linked to the augmented 
fourth between the two tetrachords of 
the octatonic scalar motion. In addition, 
the octatonic scale sets up a series of 
alternating triadic sonorities consisting 
of, among other sonorities, alternate 
major 6/3 and minor 5/3 triads such as 
are found in the fi ve chords beginning 
at measure 52.

In the Leduc editions, each of these 
two voices is spelled presumably as it 
occurs in the octatonic scale, resulting 
in many of the vertical intervals being 
disguised by enharmonic notation. In 
the following examples, my notation ad-
dresses the passages in vertical diatonic 
intervallic spellings, in order to make 
them more easily recognized.

From the attached examples of a se-
rial analysis it is clear that some of the 
intervals in these editions do not fi t into 
the plan. For instance, Examples A, B, 

and D begin on an augmented fourth 
or diminished fi fth. In Example C, the 
fi rst interval should therefore also be a 
diminished fi fth, and the A-fl at in the 
lower voice should be A-natural. Calcu-
lated from bottom to top, the following 
intervals show the discrepancies and 
how they should read if the pattern is 
followed accurately:

Example Printed Score Serial Analysis
C1 Ab to Eb  A to Eb

C2 C to A  B to A
C3 G to Eb Gb to Eb

C4 B to D A to D
C5 F# to G# D# to G#

C6 D to F# B to F#

C7 F to F unison C to F
C8 C to Eb A to Eb

D1 Ab to B Ab to Bb

D2 D to G D to F
D3 G to Bb G to D
D4 Bb to D Bb to E
D5 G to Eb G to D

Examples A and B show Alain’s origi-
nal intervallic structure and his serial 
organization. In Examples C and D, the 
intervals on the staff are a direct trans-
position of the original and the discrep-
ancies in the Leduc editions are written 
below the staff. Examples E and F show 
Alain’s new counterpoint added to the 
same octatonic scale and illustrate the 
serial structure.

In the Critical Notes we read the 
following:

In May 1938, Jehan Alain entrusted cop-
ies of his Trois Pièces to Alphonse Leduc 
Editions (according to notes in his appoint-
ment book). ‘Monday, July 4, 1938: 2:00 
p.m. M. de Miramon Leducq’ (sic).

A fi rst edition of the Trois Pièces bears 
the copyright 1939. Therefore it was re-
viewed by the composer before he left for 
the army.1

In view of my analysis, I think the 
performer must wonder if Alain re-
ally had the time to carefully proof his 
Variations, a tedious and time-consum-
ing task for any composer. Perhaps he 
had to entrust this to someone who was 
not aware of the beautiful and sophis-
ticated patterns Alain had designed, 
especially since the doubtful accuracy 
of pitch content in the Fugato stands 
in contrast to the careful accuracy of 
pitch content in Alain’s 1935 intricate 
dodecaphonic “Fugue”.  ■

Notes
 1. Marie Claire Alain, Critical Notes on the 
Organ Works of Jehan Alain (Paris, France: 
Alphonse Leduc Edition, 2003), 10.
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