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The 45th Conference on Organ Music
The University of Michigan, October 9-12, 2005

Marcia Van Oyen

Organ conferences centered on
repertoire, performance practice, and
history rather than purely practical mat-
ters are few and far between. Outside of
the American Guild of Organists con-
ventions and pedagogy conferences, or
single-topic workshops given by other
entities, the annual University of Michi-
gan Organ Conference stands out for its
breadth and depth. The conference’s
three days, packed with presentations
by local, national and international
experts, offer a terrific opportunity to
delve into academic topics and re-
engage with the details of the organ and
its history. In addition, the conference is
a bonus for Michigan students, exposing
them to topics, lecturers and perfor-
mances beyond the tutelage of the
excellent Michigan faculty.

The annual organ conference is the
brainchild of Dr. Marilyn Mason. When
asked how long she has been involved
with the conference, she replied:

Yes, | have been responsible for all of
them!! | began the first conference in 1961
because my manager, Lillian Murtagh,
had written that Anton Heiller would be
coming to the USA. Right then I said we
wanted him in October, and we signed
him for the first Conference on Organ
Music. Through the years | have had assis-
tance from both James Kibbie and
Michele Johns, but I have been responsi-
ble (with a conference committee) for the
program and presenters.

All of the conference events this year,
except for one lecture and one concert,
were held at Hill Auditorium, home of
the Frieze Memorial Organ. Having
survived several tonal re-workings,
water damage two decades ago, and glo-
riously emerging following an extensive
renovation of the auditorium completed
in late 2004, the organ is in fine shape.
In expert hands and played with clarity,
this instrument is quite versatile. The
deepened color scheme of the auditori-
um and the organ’s newly gold front
pipes lend an aura of warmth and
ambiance previously lacking, and in this
environment the organ’s smoky-sound-
ing strings, full-bodied principals, and
high-pressure reeds shine.

Conference lectures took place in a
pleasant, light-filled meeting room on
the mezzanine level of the facility, allow-
ing easy access to the auditorium down-
stairs and the array of colorful restau-
rants in Ann Arbor’s downtown area.
Anticipation was in the air as the first
lecturer, Christoph Wolff, the world’s
foremost Bach scholar, took the podium.

Christoph Wolff, born and educated
in Germany, is Adams University Profes-
sor at Harvard University. He has pub-
lished widely on the history of music
from the 15th to the 20th centuries;
recent books include Bach: Essays on
His Life and Music, The New Bach

Christoph Wolff, Marilyn Mason, Samuel Swansen, Toni Vogel Carey (MvVO)

Reader, and Johann Sebastian Bach: The
Learned Musician. Wolff is simultane-
ously erudite and engaging, bringing the
listener into his research process, shar-
ing how he has arrived at connections
and conclusions. He is an articulate
speaker, and conference attendees were
privileged to hear him present four lec-
tures on J. S. Bach and his music.

Bach lectures by Christoph Wolff

Wolff's first lecture, “J. S. Bach and
His Circle,” offered insight into the
societal and musical influences sur-
rounding the great master. The circle,
as defined by Wolff, consisted of musi-
cians of the Bach family, influential
musicians outside the family, students
of Bach, and patrons of Bach. The his-
torical depth of his musical family is
unique to Bach. The combination of
profundity and expressivity in the music
his relatives composed is fundamental
to understanding Bach’s work. The
young Bach was immersed in this music,
full of innovative practices.

One of the prominent musicians influ-
encing the young J. S. Bach was family
friend Johann Pachelbel, who trained
keyboardists with a mixed repertoire of
Italian, French and German music. Cen-
tral Germany was a colorful cultural
scene, with many small political entities,
and this was reflected in its music. Ger-
man composers took the best of what
existed from eclectic sources and com-
bined it in a new way, creating a cos-
mopolitan style. Pachelbel was an impor-
tant transmitter of this mixed style.

As a teacher, Bach allowed his stu-
dents to develop along their own path,
according to their own tastes and pace,
and nurtured their best individual qual-
ities. His students worked with him all
day every day, and those with profes-
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sional ambitions became his assistants.

The query “Did Bach write concertos
for organ and orchestra?” provided the
motivation for Wolff's second lecture.
His conclusion is that the bulk of Bach’s
harpsichord concertos originated as
organ concertos that were later
reworked into cantata movements. He
guided listeners along the trail that led
to this thesis. Some of the signposts
along the trail included these facts: The
bulk of the orchestral repertoire is from
the Leipzig period. The Brandenburg
Concerti, though dedicated in 1721, are
actually pre-Céthen and have a relation-
ship to the Weimar cantatas; these
works could not have been written in
Cothen for political reasons. Idiomatic
writing in the E-major harpsichord con-
certo and its keys, range, and style point
to organ performance. Wolff plans to
present an edition of concertos using
the right hand parts Bach typically
wrote out (he improvised the left hand)
and the full harpsichord part.

Wolff’s third lecture was “Bach and
the Silbermann Connection.” Johann
Sebastian Bach and organbuilder Gott-
fried Silbermann met in 1724 when
Bach played a concert in Dresden on
the new organ at the church of St. Sofia.
Bach was a technical expert, able to con-
verse at Silbermann’s level, and fre-
quently examined the structure,
mechanics, and acoustics of new organs.
Another important meeting occurred in
1736 when Bach played the dedication
of a new Silbermann organ at the
Frauenkirche. When Silbermann was
experimenting with building a fortepi-
ano, he called on Bach to examine the
prototype. The two were also known to
have examined a new organ in Naum-
burg in 1746, the largest instrument
built by Hildebrandt.

Wolff’s final lecture was on the
Clavieribung Part Ill. Both Kuhnau
and Luibeck had published volumes
titled “Clavieriibung” to train perform-
ers and composers, and Bach selected
this title in order to accommodate sev-
eral volumes of his work. At the St.
Thomas School and Leipzig University,
Bach was surrounded by colleagues who
were publishing. Bach was at a disad-
vantage because he had no academic
degree, but needed to establish that he
had the credentials to teach. He wanted
to publish a series that would show he
was a very experienced, innovative,
scholarly musician, highly qualified to
serve as music director and cantor at St.
Thomas. In 1723, Bach added a title
page to the Orgelbiichlein (composed in
Weimar), doing the same for the Inven-
tions and Sinfonias and the Well-Tem-
pered Clavier in order to document his
teaching method.

While Part 1V of the Claviertibung,
the Goldberg Variations, portrayed
Bach as a keyboard master, it was Part

e

11 that identified him as an organist,
confirming his public reputation. Such a
collection of organ music was unprece-
dented, including works at the upper
limits of organ technique, testing Bach’s
ability as a composer as well. At the time,
there were probably only twelve organ-
ists with the ability to play the large
chorales in the collection, so as a mar-
keting strategy, Bach added the smaller
chorales and duets, which could be
played on the harpsichord or clavichord.
In addition, the pieces are a musical cat-
echism to be studied daily, using teach-
ings of the Lutheran faith and hymns of
the Mass. The title page of the Part 111
includes the phrase “for the recreation
and education of the soul,” and is the
only volume of the four that refers to
education. In addition, it is the most
comprehensively thought out and pro-
found of all Bach'’s collections, standing
at the threshold of Bach’s late works.

The Clavieriibung was a systematical-
ly developed project, composed in the
second half of the 1730s, and published
in 1739. Part 111 is an ideal organ con-
cert as Bach would have conceived it,
beginning with a prelude, ending with a
fugue, with chorales in between; he may
have played the large pieces for the ded-
ication of the Silbermann organ in the
Frauenkirche in Dresden in 1736. On
the heels of Wolff's lecture on Part 111,
doctoral students of Marilyn Mason
(David Saunders, Andrew Meagher,
Marcia Heirman, Kirsten Hellman,
Monica Sparzak, and Kim Manz) played
the complete work on the Fisk organ in
Blanche Anderson Moore Hall at the
School of Music. Wolff gave a brief
description and guide for listening to
each piece.

Typically, the chorales or the prelude
and fugue are excerpted for concert
use, but hearing the collection as a
whole brings to light Bach’s carefully
planned compositional architecture and
enhances the beauty of the works. By
the time the final fugue is played, no
introduction or explanatory note is nec-
essary—the work is heard as a natural
conclusion to what has come before.
Hearing the pieces in one sitting is
demanding for the listener, weighty
stuff even for the organ crowd, but it is
a very satisfying experience.

Dr. Mason’s students played the
demanding pieces very ably, handling
the sensitive action of the Fisk organ
well. This organ is an important historical
teaching tool, and its tonal palette and
unequal temperament provided the reg-
uisite colors to elucidate Bach'’s works.

The Global Bach Community
Following the Bach concert, confer-
ence attendees were invited to join a
lunch-time discussion with leaders of
the Global Bach Community: president
Samuel Swansen, vice president Mari-
lyn Mason, secretary Toni Vogel Carey,
and advisory board member Christoph
Wolff. The community was founded in
2000 with the following mission: to rec-
ognize and foster the common spirit
that exists universally among lovers of
Bach’s music, to facilitate Bach-cen-
tered projects worldwide—artistic,
educational, social and spiritual, to help
the Bach community flourish, in part
through the ability to raise funds not
normally available to individual Bach
organizations. In cooperation with The
Bach Festival of Philadelphia’s website,
the Global Bach Community has
emerged as the central resource for
Bach organizations worldwide
(www.bach-net.org).

Lectures—Innig, Hamilton, and
Barone

Rudolf Innig has concertized
throughout the world and made numer-
ous recordings for radio broadcast as
well as commercial sale, including the
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