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PROGRAM NOTES

CANTATA NO. 29: SINFONIA J.S. BACH
(1685-1750)

Cantata No. 29 (which is also BWV 29, We thank thee, O God, we thank thee) is one of a
number of cantatas J.S. Bach composed for the ceremonies attending the installation of
new members of the Leipzig city council (other examples are cantatas Nos. 119 and 120).
An important part of these ceremonies, which traditionally took place at the end of
August, was the church service held at St. Nicholas'. The instrumentation is similar to a
number of Bach’s cantatas: chorus, soprano, alto, tenor, bass, 2 oboes, 3 trumpets,
timpani, organ, and strings. Bach composed the present work for the event in 1731, the
service taking place on August 27 that year. In keeping with the festive and ceremonial
pomp of the occasion, Bach lavishly scored his cantata for an orchestra including three
trumpets, timpani, two oboes, strings, and continuo bass, and vocal forces including the
usual four-part chorus, and soprano, alto, tenor, and bass soloists. An unknown librettist
provided the text glorifying the power of God and extolling him to protect "town and
palaces.”

The opening sinfonia, like a praeludium, essentially sets the key and mood of the choral
movements that follow. The sinfonia for Cantata 29 is in the form of a remarkable
arrangement of the Prelude from the Violin Partita in E major, BWV 1006. Obbligato
organ receives the violin part, the material largely imitated in the orchestral parts to
produce a concerto-like structure. The contour of the opening motive is simple and
clearly spells out D major within the first measure. Pedal points abound, first heard in
the tonic, and after a brief interlude, in the subdominant. Key areas of B, E, as well as
carefully placed chromaticism give the movement tension that is finally released after
returning to the tonic key of D major. Exuberance and triumph best characterize the
mood of this delightful short sinfonia.

SUITE POUR ORGUE, OPUS 5 MAURICE DURUFLE
PRELUDE (1902-1986)
SICILIENNE
TOCCATA

Maurice DURUFLE was appointed organist of St Etienne-du-Mont (Paris) in 1930 and
from 1953 shared this post with his wife Marie-Madeleine Duruflée-Chevalier. As a boy
Duruflé attended Rouen Cathedral Choir School and it was no doubt during this time that
his love of the organ and Gregorian chant were established. A most unfortunate auto
accident in 1975 put an end to Maurice’s career of performing and composition, though
Marie-Madeleine was to recover sufficiently and returned as organist of St Etienne-du-
Mont and enjoyed a fruitful concert career. Comparatively very few composers have
invested so much time and consideration in the relatively small output of music that
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Durufle generated, but respectively there can be very few composers who have produced
such high quality workmanship within a small opus list.

The Suite for Organ, published in 1934, is considered the pinnacle of Duruflé’s organ
works. The Prélude, set in the key of e-flat minor, is dark and brooding with its ever-
present dominant of e-flat, and is a single theme presented in three successive
expositions, completed by a long recitative developing the first notes of the theme. It is
especially in this movement that Duruflé’s influence by Gregorian chant is most evident.
Even from the first few measures one can visualise a vast cathedral whose very voice is
Gregorian chant resonating through the long nave, and even see the clouds of incense
wafting around the magnificent stone pillars. This is certainly music influenced by a time
when it was expected that church would be awesome and maybe even just a bit spooky.

The delightful Sicilienne is the most impressionistic movement of the three and uses a
rather dreamy harmonic language that is akin to Debussy and Ravel (though Ravel is
known to have rejected impressionism), in a most tender and graceful manner.

Duruflé was never satisfied with the Toccata, in fact after its publishing and numerous
revisions he refused to ever perform for the recordings he made with his wife, lest the
piece should prove to be imperfect in some way. The Toccata begins with an introduction
that sets up the vigorous rhythm, which then explodes into a melody given to the pedals.
A second theme is introduced in the middle, then an embellished return to the first theme,
and finally a conclusion that juxtaposes both themes giving rise to a thrilling and most
climactic ending in B major.
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