
Cécile CHAMINADE (1857-1944)
Intermezzo Op 123 No 2
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Within her lifetime, almost all of Chaminade’s 400-plus compositions were published. 
Her music was played at Queen Victoria’s funeral, and her image used to advertise soap. 
Few composers have been so thoroughly, and perhaps unjustly, obscured by history.

Playing tips: Start off at a leisurely tempo. Bring out the top note of the RH chords 
and make sure you get the dotted rhythm spot on! Where there are short slurs 

between one note (or chord) and another, the emphasis needs to be on the first note. 
There’s a lovely repose before the return of the melody at bar 25, which now appears 
with a calm Alberti bass accompaniment. 

Pedal tips: Suggested pedalling by Melanie Spanswick is marked on the score.
Read Melanie Spanswick’s step-by-step lesson on this piece on page 20.
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Cécile Chaminade composed two 
Albums des enfants in 1907, Op 123 
and Op 126. Though briefly married, 
she had no children of her own. ‘My love 
is music,’ she once declared. ‘I am its 
nun’ – which should make clear her 
singularly individual temperament no 
less than her (fashionable) interest in 
Spiritualism and her (then outlandish) 
vegetarianism. She wrote fluently 
throughout her life, and this Intermezzo 
from the album is typically accessible and 
tuneful in a late-Romantic French style.

I have suggested a metronome mark  
of crotchet equals 84 beats per minute. 
This should bring clarity, particularly in 
the dotted-rhythm patterns, while giving 
a lilt to the phrases. The texture is 
essentially homophonic (chordal) with 
three or four voices at any one time. 
Therefore, practice may begin with 
separate hands, working out the 
necessary fingerings and hand positions. 
Take small sections at a time, and note 
your movements – and the feel of those 
movements – when passing from one 
chord position to the next. It’s the feeling 
of movement in your fingers, hand and 
wrist which will determine accuracy. 

Sometimes our attention becomes too 
focused on the music on the page.  
If we forget to be conscious of our 
physical sensations as we play, tension 
and stiffness may follow. Aim for flexible 
wrist and hand movements as you move 
from one chord to the next; encourage 
mobility in your wrist and watch out for 
‘locking-up’ in any part of your body. 
Begin by resting your arms at your side 
as you sit at the keyboard, so that you get 
used to the ‘heavy’ feeling as you relax. 
This heaviness is the mark of relaxed 
muscles. Again, be aware of that feeling 
and incorporate it within your playing. 

Let’s look at the opening chord pattern. 
The first dotted-note pattern occurs  
in the RH and requires a 4th finger on 
the B and thumb on the G (before bar 1), 
moving to a 5th finger on the C  
and a 2nd on the F# (bar 1). In order 
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to move with ease and grace, first practise 
playing the two-note chords exactly 
together. Press down the keys to the 
bottom at precisely the same time, so 
that they don’t split or fail to sound 
exactly together. Try balancing the 4th 
finger and thumb on the keys, as you 
work out the ‘biting point’ where the key 
actually sounds. Keeping the wrist and 
hand flexible, move the keys up and 
down repeatedly, experimenting with 
tonal nuance and the balance between 
the hand and fingers which you’ll need in 
order to play this figure many times  
with the same uniform result.  

Work on this area until you’re happy 
with it. Then encourage your wrist and 
arm to move away from the body, 
supporting the 4th and 5th fingers.  
This will generate both more strength 
and power, and a cantabile (‘singing 
style’) tone so that the melody line rises 
above the texture. Bear this technique in 
mind throughout the piece. To produce a 
deep, warm sound, arm-weight comes into 
play. If the wrist is flexible and mobile, 
you can generate sufficient movement 
and ‘weight’ from your entire arm in 
order to cushion the RH melody, giving 
it greater depth and beauty. The lower 
voices should be comparatively soft and 
light; the sostenuto marking at the outset 
requires as much legato as you can muster. 

Bars such as 14, 20 and 35 require more 
attention. In these places, hand-position 
changes are not straightforward or 
convenient. The RH at bar 14 will need  
a complete hand-turn on E, the second 
quaver of the bar. As the thumb plays  
the E, practise turning the hand over  
and keeping in place the 5th, 3rd and 
2nd fingers which are needed to play the 
subsequent chord: a G, E and C#. Hold 
the notes of the chord over the thumb 
while keeping the thumb in place, and 

without actually playing the chord.  
At the same time, relax the muscles  
in your hand until this initially 

inconvenient position feels easy and free. 
Do this briefly but repeatedly, and your 
hand will become more pliable, making 
such movements comfortable. Then 
practise swiftly replacing the thumb  
on E with the chord on beat 2 of bar 14, 
creating the illusion of legato. With 
practice, you will ‘join’ such passagework 
smoothly with proficient legato. 

Count the dotted-note patterns  
with care. You will avoid rushing  
the dotted-note figurations by counting 
out loud in semiquavers, like a 
metronome, placing the semiquaver 
exactly on the 4th beat or count of  
each group. This will bring an incisive 
rhythmic clarity to your performance. 

Do enjoy the chromatic harmony  
of the piece. This can be enhanced with 
varying depths of colour in your tone. 
The LH passagework (bars 6 and 14, for 
example) sounds gorgeous with a subtle 
crescendo. The figuration in both hands 
at bars 19, 21, and 23 needs ‘placing’ in 
order to draw attention to the abrupt 
shifts of harmony. Observing the 
suggested dynamic markings will bring  
a well-shaped sense of structure to the 
piece. The last quaver flourish in bar 35  
should drift away, spread between  
the hands, with the final Gs sounding  
as softly as possible. ■

FULL SCORE ON PAGE 30 

Info Will improve your
Key: G major  3 Cantabile 
Tempo: Moderato  3 Legato
Style: Late Romantic 3 Flexibility in hand movement

Ability rating Beginner/Intermediate
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Melanie Spanswick is a pianist, author and music educator.  
She selected the repertoire for The Faber Music Piano Anthology, 
and is author of a new two-book piano course, Play It Again: PIANO 
(Schott Music) intended for those returning to piano playing after 
a break. Her popular guidebook, So You Want To Play The Piano?, 
is reprinted in a second edition by Alfred Music. Melanie has 
recently adjudicated and given workshops in the USA and the 
Far East, and runs a bilingual piano project in Germany. She is  
a tutor at Jackdaws Music Education Trust and curator of the 
Classical Conversations series on YouTube, where she 
interviews pianists on camera. www.melaniespanswick.com
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Learning Tip
The sustaining pedal will add 
colourful resonance if employed on 
most crotchet beats, but be sure 
to change swiftly so as to not blur 
harmonies; take particular care with 
chromatic quaver movement. 

A fresh and unaffected miniature from an ‘Album for Children’ offers more than trivial delight,  
says Melanie Spanswick: but first we should get to know our bodies as we play

CHAMINADE
Intermezzo in G Op 123 No 2
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