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Toccata and Fugue in d

J.S. Bach
1685-1750

Fugue in C

Dietrich Buxtehude
1637-1707

Messe du 8e Ton
Plein jeu
Fugue
Cromhorne sur la taille
Duo
Basse de trompette
Dialogue en fugue
Passacaglia and Fugue in c

Gaspard Corrette
1670-1730

J.S. Bach

–––––––––––––––pause–––––––––––––––
Neuf Piéces
Chant de joie
Song of joy
Chant de paix
Song of peace

Jean Langlais
1907-1991

Piéce Heroïque

César Franck
1822-1890

Impromptu
Prelude
Divertissement
Final in D

Louis Vierne
1870-1937

Program Notes
It has long been thought that Bach's Toccata in d was either composed or improvised as a test
for a new organ's wind system. The rapid arpeggios and large chords would certainly fulfill
such a task and Bach was often called upon to test new instruments. At any rate it and the
wonderful sectional fugue are the most recognizable of all of Bach's works as well as the
work that is most associated with the organ.
Buxtehude was the most famous of German organists before Bach. Actually Bach,
Telemann, and Handel each came to hear him play and study with him (Bach walked 200
miles to do it). Both Bach and Handel were interested in succeeding Buxtehude in his
position at the Marienkirche but neither wanted to marry his daughter which was a
stipulation for being hired. This small fugue is a glittering diamond brimming with charm
and jollity.
Corrette was the last in a long line of French Baroque organ composers to write an organ
mass. This was a suite of pieces used during the context of the mass between the verses of
psalms and during the important moments of the celebration. The French organ literature
of this period was not nearly as intricate in counterpoint as the Germans; the pedal being
used hardly at all. The pieces often bore the names of the stops to be used: Cromhorne in the
tenor, Trumpet in the bass, etc. Pieces in this style have a gallant, noble quality as they
paralleled the music of the French court.
A passacaglia is a piece consisting of variations written over a repeating bass which in itself
may be varied. The 20 variations of Bach's passacaglia are interwoven in the most
miraculous and ingenious manner. Bach inscribes at the beginning of the work "for
harpsichord or organ" meaning a harpsichord with a pedal board built into it for organ
practice. The great 20th century conductor Leopold Stokowski orchestrated this piece as well
as the d minor Toccata and fugue for the vast sonorities of the symphony orchestra. The
energetic fugue uses the first half of the passacaglia as a theme and is exposed with a
secondary melody attached making it a double fugue. After a fermata on a shocking
Neopolitan 6th chord the piece reaches its grand conclusion. Once the work begins it slowly
spins out in perpetual motion . . . it is truly one of the greatest works of Bach.

The great blind organist and composer Langlais wrote the Neuf Pièces (Nine Pieces) as a
reaction to the end of World War II. The Song of Joy is pure fireworks with ecstatic trills
in both hands over a stepwise pedal melody that triumphs from bottom to top and back. The
Song of Peace uses the clear 4' flute in the pedal in an abstract melody that moves upward
also from the bottom of the pedal board by intervals of at least a 4th over accompaniment on
the Voix Celéstes. It is a moment of complete stillness and calm. Langlais succeeded
Charles Tournemire as the organist at St. Clothilde where the great Franck had played. My
teacher, Ann Labounsky, was his greatest disciple and was given the task of recording all of
his organ works as well as being his biographer.
Franck was the organist of the Basilica of St. Clothilde where he presided over a large organ
built by the greatest French organ builder of the 19th century, Aristide Cavaille-Coll. Upon
playing the organ for the first time, he proclaimed that it had the qualities of an orchestra.
The Pièce Heroïque is true to its name: dramatic staccato chords accompany a rhythmic
theme that comprises the first section of the work. The middle cantabile section is described
by some to have a hymn-like quality. After a recapitulation of the opening drama, the piece
ends with this middle section played in large chords on full organ. Franck's students
included, among others, Vierne, D'Indy, and Tournemire who followed him at St. Clothilde.
Vierne was the celebrated blind organist at the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris where there
is an enormous Cavaille-Coll instrument. The Impromptu is from the 24 Pièces de fantaisie
which were intended for concert performance. It is dedicated to André Marchal who was my
teacher's first teacher in Paris. The Prèlude and Divertissement are from the 24 Pièces en
style libre which could be played on a harmonium (reed organ) or the pipe organ. The pedal
part could be played by the left hand if on the harmonium. The Prelude reminds me of a
leisurely walk in the park while the Divertissement is a lively scherzo using the fiery reed
stops. The Final is an exuberant viral finish to Vierne's First Symphony and shows all the
excitement and bravura of one who is the new master of an incredible instrument.
Mark Gansor is a native of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and holds a Master of Music from East
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