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Fantasia G-Moll, BWV 542

Grande pièce symphonique, Op. 17
I. Andantino serioso; Allegro non troppo e maestoso
II. Andante; Allegro; Andante
III. Allegro non troppo e maestoso; Andantino serioso;
Allegro non troppo e maestoso; Allegro; Andante;
Très lent; Animez; Beaucoup plus largement que précédement

J.S. BACH
(1685-1750)

César FRANCK
(1822-1890)

PROGRAM NOTES
J.S. Bach is unquestionably the most important and influential composer for the organ, and some
would argue he was the finest composer of all time. Evidence suggests that his Fantasia & Fugue,
BWV 542, was revised as an audition piece for a church job in Hamburg. Bach didn’t get the job,
but lucky for us this piece is a staple in the repertoire of many an organist. True to the north German
stylus phantasticus in which this was composed, the Fantasia balances fugato sections with
improvisational recitatives. Though Bach wrote no registration indications (i.e., which particular
combinations of sounds to use), it is assumed a contrasting registration is desired for the contrasting
contrapuntal sections, as performed today.
César Franck was a cutting edge composer for the organ in that he wrote in a “symphonic” style. In
fact, Grande pièce symphonique is considered the first symphony written for the organ in that it is
usually analyzed as being in three movements, and just as Beethoven had done in his Ninth
Symphony, each of the themes used throughout the work are restated at the end. The convergence
of the Belgian musician Franck and French organ builder Cavaillé-Coll in Paris was a serendipitous
time in the history of organ literature. Franck was greatly inspired by the instruments of CavailléColl, as his innovations included full-bodied harmonic flutes, fiery reeds, and a primitive yet userfriendly combination action with which sounds could be changed rapidly. Franck’s principal
positions throughout his career included serving as organiste-titulaire for Ste Clotilde in Paris and
organ professor at Paris Conservatory.
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