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 This document examines the influence of the organ on French keyboard 

compositions of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Three composers, César 

Franck (1822–1890), Charles-Marie Widor (1844–1937), and Marcel Dupré (1886–

1971), will serve as representatives of their respective generations. However, their 

prestige as organist-composers has overshadowed their distinctive body of compositions 

for solo piano: both organists and pianists tend to stay within their fields and not cross 

over into each others’ realms. As a result, their solo piano works, especially Widor’s, are 

not given the attention they deserve by pianists and organists today. This study 

demonstrates that by applying organ approaches to piano composition, these organist-

composers have enriched the solo piano repertoire in ways worthy of performing and 

analyzing. 

In contrast to their contemporary pianist-composers, these three composers’ piano 

music relies upon a different approach to sonority, technique, and interpretation that 

represents a response to the innovations and standardization of Cavaillé-Coll’s 

symphonic organ beginning in 1840. Overall, three influences can be seen to cross over 

to French piano repertoire: 1) the teaching and practice of improvisation on plainchant 

melodies, 2) the study of contrapuntal textures in J. S. Bach’s organ music, and 3) studies 

of “absolute legato” technique (a method of touch used to achieve a completely seamless 

connection in polyphonic textures). This study considers these organ influences on the 

following solo piano works, which are largely ignored by pianists and organists alike: 



Franck, Prélude, choral et fugue (1883–84) 
Franck, Prélude, aria et final (1886–87) 
Widor, Suite en si mineur, Op. 58 (1887) 
Dupré, Six préludes, Op. 12 (1916) 
Dupré, Quatre pièces, Op. 19 (1921) 
Dupré, Variations en ut dièse mineur, Op. 22 (1924)  

 
 In showing how Franck, Widor, and Dupré applied their insights from organ 

composition to the solo piano, this document sheds light on their piano works and 

encourages pianists to go outside their field and apply information from organ studies to 

achieve a more sophisticated, nuanced performance.  
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CHAPTER I 
 

ORGAN AND PIANO CULTURE IN LATE NINETEENTH-CENTURY FRANCE 

The flavor of French nationalism began to permeate keyboard works prominently 

in late-nineteenth century France, in contrast with its sparser, more intermittent 

appearance earlier in the century.1 During the first half of the century, foreign pianists 

who resided in Paris mainly led musical culture, while French national keyboard music 

stayed relatively unchanging for decades. After the Second Empire (1852–1870), many 

foreign musicians had left or died and the piano culture had changed in Paris. The 

German victory in the Franco-Prussian War (1870–71) served as a catalyst for 

nationalism in France, leading to a heightened status for French music, as Parisian 

musicians made a remarkable effort to revive nationalism.2 Young French musicians who 

                                                 
1 This observation has been made in multiple sources, including but not limited in 

publications by Leon Plantinga, “The Piano and the Nineteenth Century,” in Nineteenth-Century 
Piano Music, ed. R. Larry Todd, 2nd ed. (New York and London: Routledge, 2004), 4–5; Leon 
Plantinga,  Romantic Music: A History of Musical Style in Nineteenth-Century Europe (New 
York and London: W. W. Norton & , 1984), 203; Charles Timbrell, French Pianism: A Historical 
Perspective, 2nd ed. (Portland: Amadeus Press, 1999), 23–26. According to Plantinga, the 
progress of arts in France was stagnant in the period between 1789 and 1815, which marked the 
sprouting of Romanticism in other European countries such as England and Germany, placing the 
beginning of French Romanticism at least two decades later than elsewhere. However, after the 
inception of the July monarchy in 1830, Paris became the most socially open city in Europe. The 
welcoming and incomparable freedom in the musical atmosphere attracted a large number of 
talented foreign keyboard virtuosi seeking opportunities, of whom Frédéric Chopin and Franz 
Liszt were the most prominent. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, French and German 
shared more assimilated stages as musical and cultural leaders in European countries. 

 
2 Graham Johnson, Gabriel Fauré: The Songs and their Poets (London and New York: 

Routledge, 2009), 57. During the Baroque period, local keyboard music in France was quite 
popular, but the Revolution in 1789 destroyed most of the organs in the country, and the French 
harpsichord was soon abandoned. 
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were interested in Wagner had to hold discussions about his music in secret due to the 

political attitude that support of anything German was traitorous.3 Many figures joined 

effort to hasten the development of a French musical tradition in the second half of the 

nineteenth century. In 1871, Romain Bussine and Camille Saint-Saëns founded the 

Société Nationale de Musique (S.N.M.), which took a leadership role in French musical 

society.4 This organization aimed to promote the creation of vocal and instrumental 

chamber music by French composers as well as to contrast with and compete against 

German music tradition.5 S.N.M. members composed new works and organized concerts 

regularly. Early members included César Franck, Gabriel Fauré, Henri Duparc, and Jules 

Massenet. Among the younger generation, Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel also 

joined the group but soon seceded. In 1909, Ravel founded the Société Musicale 

Indépendente, of which his teacher Fauré was the first president. Later, the S.N.M. 

evolved to influence all types of genres, including solo keyboard works.6 Some of the 

French composers who wrote major solo piano works started to draw considerable public 

attention by the 1880s.  

At the same time, the French organ was also contributing to this new nationalism, 

as innovations by organ builders, particularly Aristide Cavaillé-Coll (1811–1899), 

                                                 
3 Alfred Cortot, French Piano Music, trans. Hilda Andrews (London: Oxford University 

Press, 1932), 57. 
 
4 In the 1870s, the S.N.M. members primarily advocated for vocal and chamber music; 

other genres were not deeply explored until later decades. 
 
5 D. Jane Magrath, “The Solo Piano Works of César Franck” (DM diss., Northwestern 

University, 1980), 5. 
 
6 Ibid., 11. 
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inspired composers to write in new ways.7 A new invention known as a Barker lever 

brought pneumatic assistance to lighten the heavy touch of large organs, enabling 

advanced fingering techniques that would give life to new musical textures.8 Cavaillé-

Coll took inspiration from nineteenth-century orchestration and brought it into French 

symphonic organ building, which affected performance technique. He frequently 

increased the number of Anches (reed stops) so that the organ could speak with much 

more sound. His reed stops are uniquely French and distinguished from other national 

styles of organ building. 

Cavaillé-Coll’s innovations in organ sound interacted with composers directly, 

leading to a rapid development new sonic qualities and compositional techniques in solo 

organ music. Organist-composers such as César Franck, Charles-Marie Widor, and 

Marcel Dupré made generous contributions to symphonic organ repertoire, much of 

which remains a mainstay of the entire organ literature. Meanwhile, the interest in the 

importance of these developments was not limited to organists and organ music. 

                                                 
7 During his exceptionally long career, Cavaillé-Coll built and/or repaired over five 

hundred organs in France and its surrounding countries. His innovations to the organ, especially 
regarding voicing and tone color, introduced a new concept of French music sonority. 

 
8 On a typical mechanical-action organ, the keyboard becomes stiffer when the couplers 

are on. Late-nineteenth-century organists encountered a wide range of keyboard playing issues 
involving resistance, touch, and release. The nineteenth-century fortepiano industry in France 
developed rapidly as well but the changes made were not as drastic as those made to the organ. 
The English organ builder Charles Barker (1804–1879) invented a pneumatic lever to release the 
wind-pressure, resulting in decreased resistance from the organ keys, especially when the upper 
manual(s) are coupled down to the lower manuals such as the Positif or Grand Orgue. Cavaillé-
Coll cooperated with Barker and adapted this device to his organ. As a result, Cavaillé-Coll’s 
organ manuals were much lighter while retaining the full sound of the instrument. However, the 
resistance is still stronger than the electrical-action organ of today. Compared to pianist-
composers, Franck, Widor, and Dupré might have developed slightly different piano playing 
techniques after years of working on Cavaillé-Coll’s organs. 
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Although these composers’ output of solo piano music is substantial, their exceptional 

achievements as leading concert organists and pedagogues attracted so much attention 

that their contributions to the piano literature were often overlooked. On one hand, the 

French piano school had a substantial impact on the organ school; organists were so well 

aware of the importance of obtaining mastery of piano playing that it was considered that 

“one cannot too emphatically recommend that they [organists] begin by studying the 

piano.”9  It was assumed that any good organist would have a good training in piano 

technique before approaching the organ console,10 as piano technique was considered 

essential to organ manual technique. For example, in 1817, the Paris Conservatoire 

administration posted a job description seeking applicants for the organ professor 

position who were qualified as “an excellent pianist, organist, good harmonist, and good 

composer” [excellent Pianiste, Organiste, Bon Harmoniste et bon Compositeur].11 On the 

other hand, influences of the organ on the piano were relatively few compared to those in 

the other direction and thus have often gone unrecognized. There have always been more 

pianists than organists since the invention of the fortepiano, so the solo repertoire of the 

piano has always been larger than that of the organ. However, influences of the organ on 

                                                 
9 Jacques-Nicolas Lemmens, École d’Orgue (Paris: Édition Durand, 1920), preface. 

Quoted, Michael Murray, French Masters of the Organ: Saint-Saëns, Franck, Widor, Vierne, 
Dupré, Langlais, Messiaen (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 140. 

 
10 Ibid. Likewise, J. S. Bach always asked his students to study harpsichord before their 

organ studies when the fortepiano was not yet in common use. 
 
11 Orpha Ochse, Organists and Organ Playing in Nineteenth-Century France and 

Belgium (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1994), 148. Quoted, Norbert 
Dufourcq, “Autour des Orgues du Conservatoire national et de la chapelle des Tuileries.” 
L’Orgue 61 (October–December 1951): 115. 
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the piano do exist and should not be neglected. This study aims to identify the organ 

influences that occur in selected piano literature within the scope outlined above.12 

Some lesser-known French piano compositions written between the 1880s and the 

1920s by composers who not only experienced and contributed to the golden age of the 

French symphonic organ, but also witnessed the development and decline of the 

Romantic period. The aim is to reveal the relationship between the solo organ and piano 

compositions of Franck, Widor, and Dupré, all three of whom are primarily known as 

virtuoso organists and composers closely associated with Cavaillé-Coll and his organs. 

Their extensive training in both piano and organ techniques equipped them with equal 

ability in understanding and composing for both instruments. With the exception of a 

small number of compositions by Franck, most of their piano music remains unfamiliar to 

both pianists and organists. Existing research typically focuses on either one instrument 

or the other, but these three composers kept close relationships with both. In composing 

for the piano, they infused organ-related compositional concepts into their piano music 

rather than simply copying notes over from the organ. Awareness of these compositional 

influences would enable pianists to perceive their music more meaningfully, recognizing 

that these compositions take from more than just the piano tradition. To fully illuminate 

these selected piano works, it is essential for the pianist to have a basic knowledge of (but 

                                                 
12 Another important fact that should be kept in mind is the relevance of the harpsichord. 

It carries the great French keyboard music traditions from the seventeenth century, also known as 
the Grand Siècle. When the harpsichord exited the stage of music history, the performance 
techniques from the old keyboard masters were carried into the nineteenth century by organists. 
Thus, it is not surprising to discover that Rameau, Couperin, Saint-Saëns, and even Marguerite 
Long claimed similar performance methods, as the traditions never disappeared, even as the 
instruments underwent innovation and change. 
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not necessarily to play) both instruments. By drawing connections between piano and 

organ playing, highlighting common fingering and pedaling techniques, and discussing 

compositional styles, this study aspires to provide pianists with practical information that 

can take the place of years of organ study.  

This study crosses several specific subgenres of performance research in the late 

nineteenth- and the early twentieth-century French piano and organ literature that can be 

arranged into three areas: (1) overview studies of the nineteenth-century French piano 

school, (2) studies of the French symphonic organ school and its potential relation to 

piano performance, and (3) biographical and keyboard performance studies. Studies in 

some subjects or fields have been accomplished rather thoroughly, including those 

concerning Franck’s solo keyboard works in the 1880s (both piano and organ), Dupré’s 

practice of organ improvisation, and French organ school playing in general. Some other 

subjects have been explored by other authors, as for example Widor’s organ symphonies, 

Dupré’s solo piano music, and French piano playing. One particular field is seldom 

studied, namely Widor’s large body of solo piano works. Moreover, there is no existing 

performance study that has established a connection between French piano and organ 

playing issues or influences of style. This conclusion is based on published French and 

English resources; studies written in other languages are not included. 

The existing studies of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century French piano 

music are mainly devoted to Debussy, Ravel, and Fauré, in descending order. Franck, 

Saint-Saëns, and Chabrier remain the second most studied subset of composers, while 

others are somewhat neglected outside of France. Alfred Cortot wrote one of the earliest 
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publications on French piano music tradition.13 This document, written in the first person, 

gives an informative discussion of Franck’s piano music. Moreover, Cortot proves that 

Franck’s own organ playing and writing influenced his piano writing.14 Unfortunately for 

this discussion, Cortot wrote from a pianist’s point of view exclusively and did not 

convincingly explore any core organ influences. Charles Timbrell’s book gives an 

overview of French piano school teaching and playing of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries.15 The book focuses on first-hand resources, containing interviews of many 

important piano figures in the twentieth century. However, it does not discuss any 

significant pianists from the nineteenth century in depth. Roy Howat has written a more 

recent overview of French piano music in 2009.16 Once again, the focus is on the 

mainstream composers Debussy, Ravel, and Fauré, alongside the lesser-known Chabrier. 

Only brief mention is made of performance practice issues in Franck’s piano music. 

In contrast, nearly all writings on the nineteenth-century French organ school 

include the names of Franck, Widor, and Dupré. In the 1990s, the three most 

comprehensive collections are written or collected by Orpha Ochse, Lawrence Archbold 

                                                 
13 Alfred Cortot, French Piano Music, trans. Hilda Andrews (London: Oxford University 

Press, 1932). 
 
14 Ibid., 53–54. “It is above all through with a study of the organ words, shot through with 

contemplation and thought, that we come nearest to this blended ideal where the various elements 
that form Franck’s style fuse and unite at the height of their significance in the crucible of 
inspiration. The piano works are their direct outcome.” 

 
15 Charles Timbrell, French Pianism: A Historical Perspective, 2nd ed. (Portland: 

Amadeus Press, 1999). 
 
16 Roy Howat, The Art of French Piano Music (New Haven & London: Yale University 

Press, 2009). 
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and William J. Peterson, and Michael Murray.17 All of these resources explore various 

aspects of the French organ school and Cavaillé-Coll’s symphonic organs. As a student of 

Franck and Widor, and private tutor of the young Dupré, Louis Vierne is an important 

figure who interacted with all three composers closely. His memoire, Mes Souvenirs, 

contains valuable first-hand observations on Franck and Widor’s organ classes, as well as 

Dupré’s early studies with Guilmant and Vierne himself. Jack Reed Crawford’s doctoral 

research concentrates on an annotated translation of Vierne’s memoirs, which provides a 

valuable study for non French-speaking readers.18 Extending the work of Vierne and 

Crawford, Jian Guang Shi focuses attention on Vierne’s studies and the organ playing 

tradition stemming from Jacques-Nicolas Lemmens (1823-1881), which includes 

Vierne’s relationships with Widor (as a student) and Dupré (as a teacher).19 Celia Grasty 

Jones explores the language of French symphonic organ music through a survey of seven 

selected composers, including Franck, Widor, and Dupré.20 Janet Salassi Jouett 

approaches her study of the French symphonic tradition with the legato playing of 

                                                 
17 Orpha Ochse, Organists and Organ Playing in Nineteenth-Century France and 

Belgium (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1994); Lawrence Archbold and 
William J. Peterson, ed., From the Revolution to Franck and Widor (Rochester, NY: University 
of Rochester Press, 1995); Michael Murray, French Masters of the Organ: Saint-Saëns, Franck, 
Widor, Vierne, Dupré, Langlais, Messiaen (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998). 

 
18 Jack Reed Crawford, “Mes Souvenirs by Louis Vierne: An Annotated Translation,” 

(PhD. diss., University of Miami, 1973). 
 
19 Jian Guang Shi, “Louis Vierne and His Unfinished Méthode d’Orgue,” (DMA diss., 

Rice University, 1998). 
 
20 Celia Grasty Jones, “The French Organ Symphony from Franck to Langlais,” (DMA 

diss., University of Rochester, 1979). 
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Lemmens as a backbone.21 All the resources mentioned in this paragraph pertain 

exclusively to the French organ school and do not establish any potential connections or 

interactions with the culture of the French piano school. 

In addition, there exist many studies on each individual composer. Franck 

receives the most scholarly attention, with numerous biographies and doctoral studies. In 

chronological order, Franck biographers include Vincent d’Indy, John Horton, Norman 

Demuth, Léon Vallas, Laurence Davies (two books), Joël-Marie Fauquet, and R. J. 

Stove.22 Of these writers, Fauquet offers the most detailed exploration of Franck’s life 

and music. Written in a scholarly style, issues of both piano and organ repertoire are 

discussed. Jo-Chi Lin concentrates the repertoire in her study to Franck’s complete solo 

piano works.23 Paul Liang investigates Franck’s Prélude, choral et fugue and Prélude, 

aria et final exclusively.24 The main bodies of Lin and Liang’s studies are devoted to 

                                                 
21 Janet Salassi Jouett, “Approaching Late Nineteenth- and Early Twentieth-Century 

French Organ Works with Small Hands,” (DMA diss., Rice University, 2001). Born in Belgium, 
Jacques-Nicolas Lemmens studied went to Germany to study J. S. Bach’s music with Adolf 
Hesse. From 1849 to 1869, Lemmens was the organ professor at Royal Conservatory of Brussels 
and trained French young organists included Guilmant and Widor. His organ method book École 
d’orgue (1862) introduced the “absolute legato” playing and was largely used by Widor to the 
organ class in Paris Conservatoire in the 1890s. 

 
22 Vincent d’Indy, César Franck, trans. Rosa Newmarch (London: John Lane the Bodley 

Head Ltd., 1922); John Horton, César Franck (London: Oxford University Press, 1948); Norman 
Demuth, César Franck (London: D. Dobson, 1949); Léon Vallas, César Franck, trans. Hubert 
Foss (London: George G. Harrap, 1951); Laurence Davies, César Franck and His Circle (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1970); ——, Franck (London: J. M. Dent and Sons Ltd., 1973); Joël-
Marie Fauquet, César Franck (Paris: Librairie Arthème Fayard, 1999); R. J. Stove, César 
Franck: His Life and Times (Lanham, Toronto, Plymouth, UK: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2012). 

 
23 Jo-Chi Lin, “From Virtuoso to Master: César Franck as a Composer of Solo Piano 

Music,” (DMA diss., The University of Texas at Austin, 2000). 
 
24 Paul Liang, “An Analysis of the Major Solo Piano Works of César Franck,” (DMA 

diss., Boston University, 2002). 
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biographical description and studies of theoretical areas such as tonal structure and 

formal analysis. Though both authors refer to the organ’s influence in Franck’s piano 

music by bringing the idea that the wide pitch range in Franck’s piano writing implies the 

sonority of an organ,25 no further details or comparisons of piano and organ music are 

given. Additionally, Rollin Smith writes on Franck’s organ music in two publications.26 

These are used as major resources for this study. 

Several general studies of Widor that present biographical details and information 

on his works have been published. So far, no detailed study in the performance practice 

of Widor’s piano works exists. Moreover, there is no study on the cross-pollination 

between his organ and piano works. Of the English Widor scholars, John Richard Near is 

the authority. His three studies provide the most comprehensive documentation of 

Widor’s life and works.27 Near makes reference to Widor and the piano in several short 

discussions. However, considering the enormous body of his research, none of these 

sources presents significant detail on Widor’s piano works, nor do they include any 

discussion of Widor as a pianist. Similarly, Andrew Thomson’s concise biography 

focuses on J. S. Bach’s influence on Widor; it therefore scarcely mentions Widor in the 

                                                 
25 Lin, 119–120; Liang, 104, 122, and 166. 
 
26 Rollin Smith, Louis Vierne: Organist of Notre Dame Cathedral (Hillsdale, NY: 

Pendragon Press, 1999). 
 
Smith, Toward An Authentic Interpretation of the Organ Works of César Franck 

(Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 2002). 
 
27 John Richard Near, “The Life and Work of Charles-Marie Widor,” (DMA diss., Boston 

University, 1985); ——, Widor: A Life beyond the Toccata (Rochester, NY: University of 
Rochester Press, 2011); ——, Widor on Organ Performance Practice and Technique (Rochester, 
NY: University of Rochester Press, 2019). 
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context of the piano.28 Jimmy Jess Anthony’s doctoral study presents a thorough 

exploration of Widor’s ten organ symphonies, with focus on their liturgical influence and 

performance interpretation.29 This supports some of the performance practice discussions 

in this study. Two additional resources directly correlate to Widor’s pianistic activities: 

Isidor Philipp’s short article and Harold Fabrikant’s study.30 Both indicate that Widor 

was frequently involved with the piano as both performer and composer. Considering the 

huge amount of Widor’s piano output, neither author makes a strong explanation to help 

with a comprehensive interpretation of Widor’s piano music. 

Numerous documents center around Dupré’s performances and his keyboard 

music. Both Abbé R. Delestre and John Mason Pagett present general information on 

Dupré’s oeuvre that includes solo piano music.31 In addition, Pagett’s study contains 

descriptions of compositional texture and harmonic language, along with some detailed 

formal analysis. However, neither draws any conclusions relating Dupré’s piano and 

organ music. Graham Steed’s book focuses on Dupré’s organ works and supports the 

                                                 
28 Andrew Thomson, The Life and Times of Charles-Marie Widor, 1844–1937 (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1987). 
 
29 Jimmy Jess Anthony, “Charles-Marie Widor’s Symphonie pour orgue: Their Artistic 

Context and Cultural Antecedents,” (DMA diss., University of Rochester, 1986). 
 
30 Isidor Philipp, “Charles-Marie Widor: A Portrait.” Trans, Gustave Reese, Musical 

Quarterly, Vol. 30, Iss. 2, (Apr 1, 1944); Harold Fabrikant, The Pianists Hardly Spoil Me with 
Too Much Attention: A Study of the Forgotten Piano Works of Charles-Marie Widor, 1844–1937 
(Caulfield, Vic: Harold Fabrikant, 2015). 

 
31 Abbé R. Delestre, L’œuvre de Marcel Dupré (Paris: Éditions Musique Sacrée, 1952); 

John Pagett, “The Music of Marcel Dupré,” (DSM diss., Union Theological Seminary, New 
York, 1975). 
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general discussion in Chapters II and III of this study.32 Comprehensive doctoral studies 

on organ improvisation by Philip Klepfer Gehring and Robert G. Delcamp are used as 

references in Chapter III.33 Quite surprisingly, in his autobiography, Dupré does not 

mention any of his own solo piano works.34 

This investigation begins with biographical information regarding all three 

composers. Chapter II adds details of their piano-related activities. Chapter III then 

integrates this with the French organ school traditions that impact their piano music. 

Chapters IV to VI focus chronologically on the three composers with several brief 

discussions of various performance practice issues. 

                                                 
32 Graham Steed, The Organ Works of Marcel Dupré (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 

1999). 
 
33 Philip Klepfer Gehring, “Improvisation in Contemporary Organ Playing,” (PhD diss., 

Syracuse University, 1963); Robert G. Delcamp, “Marcel Dupré and improvisation,” (DMA diss., 
Northwestern University, 1978). 

 
34 Marcel Dupré, Recollections, trans and ed, Ralph Kneeream (Melville, NY: Belwin-

Mills Publishing Corp., 1972, 1975). 
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CHAPTER II 

FRANCK, WIDOR, AND DUPRÉ AS PIANISTS AND 

THEIR SELECTED PIANO WORKS 

 
Representing roughly three generations of Parisian musicians between the 1880s 

and the 1920s, César Franck, Charles-Marie Widor, and Marcel Dupré share and follow 

similar traditions but are distinguished from each other in matters of performance practice 

and compositional style.  

César Franck 

César Franck was the first keyboardist who performed and composed seriously 

for both the piano and the Romantic (or “symphonic”) organ in the nineteenth-century 

French-speaking countries. Born in Liège, Belgium, Franck spent most of his life in Paris 

working as a pianist, organist, cantor, composer, and pedagogue.35 French critic Alfred 

Bruneau labeled Franck as one of the three men who “saved the art” of the time.36 

Franck was a piano prodigy, and his father attempted to make his son develop a 

career by touring Europe, not unlike Mozart or Liszt had done.37 However, the culture of 

patronage that had sustained virtuosos gradually weakened toward the mid-1830s, and the 

                                                 
35 Belgium claimed its independence in 1830; Franck was born in December 1822 when 

Liège was still part of the Netherlands. 
 
36 D’Indy, 6–7. The other two musicians that Bruneau referred to are Richard Wagner and 

Hector Berlioz. 
 
37 His father, Nicolas-Joseph, functioned as his manager and advertised his two sons’ 

concerts, with César on piano (and as composer) and Joseph on violin. 
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atmosphere of Paris’s musical salons did not suit the young Franck’s relatively 

introverted personality. During this period, Franck composed 22 sets of solo piano music 

for his own performance.38 Between 1848 and 1883 he almost completely abandoned 

composing for piano. Most of his early piano works are virtuosic, grandiose, and 

concerned with original themes or popular operatic melodies. Though his early works are 

rather unsophisticated, other factors suggest potentially a deeper level of quality in 

Franck’s early compositions, which remain in his piano works in the 1880s. Franck was 

remarkably skilled at counterpoint; at the youthful age of eleven he finished 238 pages 

(three years’ worth) of harmony exercises in but fourteen months39 and completed his 

counterpoint exam several hours before his classmates.40 He also employed cyclic form 

from an early age. An example of this occurs in the last movement of Deuxième Sonate, 

Op. 18.41  

On the other hand, Franck’s role as a church musician became more and more 

important until his reputation ranked the most prestigious of his time. Throughout his 

career, Franck served as organist for three Parisian churches: Notre-Dame-de-Lorette 

(mid-1840s to 1850), Saint-Jean-Saint-François (1850 to 1857), and Sainte-Clotilde 

(1857 to 1890). As an organist, Franck inaugurated and performed upon many important 

instruments throughout France; as a composer, his twelve major organ works are so 

                                                 
38 Fauquet, 849–853. 
 
39 Léon Vallas, La véritable histoire de César Franck (Paris: Flammarion, 1955), 12. 
 
40 Stove, 30. 
 
41 Cortot, 39. 
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influential that almost every advanced organ student plays at least one of them. 

Additionally, Franck was appointed organ professor at the Conservatoire in 1872 and 

remained this position until his sudden death in 1890.42  

Along with the S.N.M. activities in the 1870s, the revival of French classical 

music had begun through the efforts of individuals such as Alexandre Guilmant (1837–

1911).43 At the Conservatoire, both piano and organ students were taught French classical 

music by composers such as Couperin and Rameau.44 Franck was a founding member of 

the S.N.M. and the co-organizer, with other S.N.M. members, of the “Festival Rameau” 

in 1880.45 Prior to this time, the most popular style for piano in France was salon music. 

Inside the S.N.M. circle, only twelve percent of new compositions by members 

were written for piano; almost all of these piano works were short character pieces.46 

Saint-Saëns focused mainly on vocal music and instrumental concertos; although he had 

already composed many mélodies, Fauré had neither composed nor published enough 
                                                 

42 Franck did not apply for the position. Several individuals claimed that they were 
responsible for recommending Franck, including Saint-Saëns, Cavaillé-Coll, and Théodore 
Dubois. The true story remains a mystery. 

 
43 Guilmant studied with Lemmens in Belgium. He was the organist at Église de la Saint-

Trinité in Paris from 1871 to 1901, where Olivier Messiaen served as organist from 1931 to 1992. 
In 1894, along with Charles Bordes and Vincent d’Indy, Guilmant founded the Schola Cantorum, 
a private conservatory, where complete musicianship was fully valued instead of mere virtuosos 
(Timbrell, 34). The school fostered its students to study music from Renaissance and early 
Classical era, which was rare at the time. From 1896 to 1911, Guilmant was the organ professor 
in Paris Consertoire. In 1911, Guilmant died in Meudon (suburbs of Paris), where his pupil 
Marcel Dupré resided years later, and inherited his Cavaillé-Coll house organ (see Appendix A 
for stoplist). 

 
44 Timbrell, 35–36. 
 
45 Roy Howat, The Art of French Piano Music (New Haven & London: Yale University 

Press, 2009), 145. 
 
46 Fauquet, 599. 
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solo keyboard works yet to make a significant impact;47 and Chabrier’s time was largely 

occupied by his full-time civil service job at the Ministry of the Interior, and he was only 

able to produce small-scale piano works. Parisian musicians did not fully recognize the 

importance of the original keyboard works of Schumann, Brahms, and Liszt until the 

early 1880s.48 Liszt’s B-minor Sonata (1853) did not receive its first public performance 

in France until April 1880 with Saint-Saëns at the piano.49 From this time on, S.N.M. 

members, including Franck, developed an increasing interest in composing piano music. 

Many French composers began to reject the use of ordinary forms, and the 1880s were “a 

fertile decade for structural rethinking.”50 

Franck’s compositional structure is purposeful. After hearing pianist Marie 

Poitevin’s interpretation of J. S. Bach in one of the S.N.M. concerts, Franck observed that 

there was a “shortage of such serious piano works” by the members.51 This might also 

explain why Franck was inspired to write a prelude and a fugue in Bach’s style, which 

                                                 
47 Cortot, 112. 
 
48 See Alan Walker, Liszt, Franz, “12. The War of the Romantics.” Grove Music Online. 

In Germany, the tension between “progressive” (Liszt and Wagner) and “conservative” 
(Mendelssohn, Schumann, and Brahms) composers was a struggle from the 1840s. Liszt, in 
particular, was not appreciated as a composer for a long time. Not until 1880 did this 
misunderstanding start to change in Paris. (Fauquet, 605) 

 
49 Fauquet, 605. 
 
50 Howat, 39. 
 
51 Fauquet, 605. “Les manifestations d'un talent si complet rendaient plus criante encore 

la pénurie d'œuvres sérieuses pour le piano dont souffraient les programmes de la S.N.M.” 
Author’s translation: such comprehensive talent [of Marie Poitevin] makes the shortage of 
[original] serious piano works on S.N.M. programs [by members] even more evident. 
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later developed into his preferred triptych structure.52 Eventually, after spending over half 

of his lifetime without producing any major output on this instrument, Franck returned to 

piano and wrote two solo triptychs, Prélude, choral et fugue (1884) and Prélude, aria et 

final (1886–87) as well as two single-movement concertos for piano and orchestra, Les 

Djinns (1883) and Variations symphoniques (1885); all four of these works were 

premiered in S.N.M. concerts.53 

Franck is neither the first nor the last composer to have made use of triptych 

form.54 It is unclear whether Franck was familiar with J. S. Bach’s Toccata, Adagio, and 

Fugue in C major for organ, BWV 564, since neither Franck nor his students played this 

piece in concert or examination.55 Franck mentioned to d’Indy that his original intention 

for the Prélude, choral et fugue was to compose a piano piece with two sections instead 

                                                 
52 Ibid. 
 
53 According to Cortot, Les Djinns was finished in 1883, not in 1884 as most resources 

indicate. (Cortot, 59) Therefore, Franck composed Les Djinns before Prélude, choral et fugue. 
 
54 Indeed, Franck’s inspiration to the younger generation in France is shown by the 

numerous triptych works that were written after him. These include Paul Dukas’s Variations, 
interlude et finale sur un theme de Rameau (piano), Vincent d’Indy’s Thème varié, fugue et 
chanson, Op. 85 (piano), Maurice Duruflé’s Triptyque, Op. 1 (piano), Arthur Honegger’s 
Prélude, arioso et fughette sur le nom de BACH (piano), Marcel Dupré’s Triptyque, Op. 51 
(organ), Jeanne Demessieux’s Prélude, adagio et fugue, Op. 7 (organ), and Jean Langlais’s 
Thème, variation et final, Op. 28 (organ and orchestra). 

 
55 It is also unclear whether Franck knew about Widor’s Prélude, andante et finale, Op. 

17, published in 1874. Neither Franck nor Widor mentioned this piece in any materials in writing. 
There is no evidence indicating that Widor had performed or advertised this piece in any public 
occasion around this time. Dedicated to pianist Élie-Miriam Delaborde, Prélude, andante et finale 
is written with a similar acoustical concept but a more concise structure than Widor’s first four 
organ symphonies published in 1872. Compared to Franck’s Prélude, aria et final, especially the 
last movement, Widor’s triptych emphasizes clarity and elegance as opposed to Franck’s large 
contrapuntal structure. 
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of three.56 He felt a lyrical section was much needed to connect the prelude and the fugue. 

Another tripartite work, Prélude, aria et final is a somewhat larger scale work with three 

independent movements. 

A brief comparison shows that Prélude, choral et fugue and Prélude, aria et final 

share much in common: (1) sforzandi or sudden dynamic changes are rarely used; (2) 

most of the subjects and themes are descending or periodic (the first and the last notes of 

the melody all fall within the interval of a minor third); (3) almost all of the melodic or 

motivic materials are undeveloped and involve much repetition; (4) the final movements 

modulate more widely than the earlier movements; (5) cyclic form and the 

superimposition of subjects are prominent aspects of the texture; and (6) the subjects and 

themes are unified within each composition. For example, both of the choral melody and 

fugue subject in Prélude, choral et fugue are descending and chromatic, making their 

superimposition sound smooth and balanced.57  

Alongside these similarities are significant differences. Prélude, choral et fugue 

places a strong emphasis on the fugue, an influence from late Beethovenian keyboard 

                                                 
56 D’Indy, 164. 
 
57 Franck often superimposes two or more thematic materials at returning sections or at 

the end of a piece. Many composers such as Bach, Beethoven, and Mendelssohn had applied 
superimposition, but no one made such enthusiastic use of it as Franck. After a score 
investigation of Prélude, choral et fugue, the author doubts Franck’s primary stated intention: 
does he really mean to use the choral only as a lyrical connection, as he explained to d’Indy? 
(D’Indy, 164) Or, since the prélude does not use any melodic materials that are long enough for 
superimposition, does Franck purposefully introduce the choral melody in order to superimpose it 
with the fugue subject at the end of the fugue? Franck had followed a similar plan forty years 
earlier in the last movement of his Trio in B minor, Op. 1 No. 3 (1843), which features a fugue 
followed by a chorale-style melody that provides a lyrical pause between the energetic fugue and 
the climactic ending. (Fauquet, 606) Franck briefly superimposes the fugue subject and the 
chorale melody at the end of the movement. 
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sonata style,58 while Prélude, aria et final presents a quasi-sonata style with a more 

dramatic opposition of thematic character and an almost equal balance of length between 

its prélude and its final. Additionally, Prélude, aria et final has a more complicated 

structure including at least five original subjects59 written in chorale style while Prélude, 

choral et fugue only has one. In Cortot’s opinion, Prélude, choral et fugue is more 

pianistic than Prélude, aria et final, as the latter makes the listeners “imagin[e] an organ 

timbre or string quartet,” instrumentations that are “more exactly appropriate to express 

its melodic nature than the percussive instrument.”60 However, Prélude, choral et fugue 

also represents Franck’s organistic style of writing, unlike the final, which makes use of 

pianistic textures throughout the entire movement. In view of this, both works can be said 

to share equally organistic and pianistic qualities. Moreover, Franck uses the duet texture 

in Prélude, aria et final, which implies the possibility of using piano’s soft pedal, a 

technique not useful in Prélude, choral et fugue.  

                                                 
58 Kenneth Drake, The Beethoven Sonatas and the Creative Experience (Bloomington, 

IN: Indiana University Press, 1994), 111. The actual procedures differ in Beethoven’s Piano 
Sonata in A-flat Major, Op. 110 and Franck’s Prélude, choral et fugue. In Op. 110, Beethoven 
combines the “Adagio” and the fugue into one lengthy movement; Franck uses a cadenza to 
stretch the fugal structure. Nevertheless, their purposes in emphasizing the fugal section are 
similar. 

 
59 Since this research focuses on performance studies, no detailed form or tonal analysis 

will be given in the following chapters. Though, the author would like to point out that Franck 
introduces perhaps only one new melodic motif in the final; the rest of them are recycled and 
combined materials from the previous two movements, the prélude and the aria. 

 
60 Cortot, 94–95. 
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Several studies point out that both of Franck’s triptychs bear the impact of Felix 

Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (1809–1847).61 Both composers write in “a quasi-Bachian 

contrapuntal and elevated style.”62 Growing up performing and hearing Mendelssohn’s 

music frequently, young Franck sent letters with the score of his Trios, Op. 1 to the 

German master, who replied with appreciation and encouragement in 1846.63 Franck’s 

later work, the symphonic poem Les Éolides (1875–76) features the lightness of 

Mendelssohn’s style.64 As an elder contemporary, Mendelssohn influences Franck rather 

more directly than Bach.65 For instance, one may find similar textural features both in 

Mendelssohn’s Prelude and Fugue in E minor, Op. 35 No. 1 (1837) and in the two 

triptychs by Franck. Figures 2.1a and 2.1b compare the preludes of Mendelssohn’s and 

Franck’s (from Prélude, choral et fugue). Both openings begin with melody in the middle 

voice accompanied by rapid arpeggiations. 

                                                 
61 In Stove’s opinion, Mendelssohn is the first composer whose compositions have truly 

reached the artistic level for both piano and organ in the early nineteenth century. (Stove, 79) 
During his three trips to Paris in 1816, 1825, and 1831–32, Mendelssohn highly impressed the 
Parisian musicians and their affection continued for decades. (Fauquet, 209) It is not a surprise to 
catch a cluster of admirers of Mendelssohn in France, some of whom include Franck, Saint-
Saëns, Fauré, as the former’s busy keyboard figurations with light textures fit the French taste and 
keyboard techniques. (Howat, 164) In the mid-1840s, Mendelssohn wrote six organ sonatas, Op. 
65, which are a milestone contribution to the organ literature. Compared to the nineteenth-century 
piano sonata, these organ sonatas are closely associated with church music by their use of more 
conservative models such as chorales, variations, fantasias, and fugues, as well as discovering 
widest range of orchestral colors on keyboard instrument. (Newman, 91; Anthony, 205) 
Mendelssohn’s organ music has surely inspired French organists. 

 
62 William J. Peterson, “Lemmens, His École d’orgue, and Nineteenth-Century Organ 

Methods,” French Organ Music, 52. 
 
63 Fauquet, 209. 
 
64 Stove, 182. 
 
65 See chapter III for a more detailed discussion of Franck’s studies of J. S. Bach’s music. 
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Figure 2.1a: Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Prelude and Fugue in E minor, Op. 35 No. 1; 
Prelude mm. 1–2. 
 

 

 

Figure 2.1b: César Franck, Prélude, choral et fugue; “Prélude,” m. 1. 

 

 
Figures 2.2a and 2.2b show the codas by Mendelssohn and Franck that are both 

written with a chorale-style melody. The left hand in both figures plays in octaves to 

accompany the fortissimo chorale melody in the right hand. Mendelssohn uses the 

diatonic scale, whereas Franck prefers chromatic patterns. Both figures contain passages 

that take advantage of the strong force and energy of the low range of the keyboard. 

Prélude, choral et fugue has a further potential connection with Bach through 

Liszt which is clearly evident in the latter’s “Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen,” a set of 



 
 

22 

Figure 2.2a: Mendelssohn, Prelude and Fugue in E minor, Op. 35 No. 1; Fugue, mm. 
149–153. 
 

 

Figure 2.2b: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Final,” mm. 476–480. 
 

 

 
variations on a theme from Bach’s Cantata, BWV 12.66 Liszt adapts the chromatic 

descending theme (Figure 2.3a) from Bach’s vocal parts (Figure 2.3b); this in turn 

inspires Franck, who develops his fugue subject from the descending sigh figure motif 

(Figure 2.3c).67 Franck shifts the accent to the downbeat of each measure with supportive 

chords in the bass as compared to the original upbeat tenuto in both Bach and Liszt’s 

music, giving his fugue subject more determined direction. Additionally, Franck uses 

duple meter instead of their triple meter, which gives the music even more decisive 

direction. 

                                                 
66 Cortot, 76; Howat, 165. Liszt wrote three arrangements upon this theme: a piano 

prelude in 1859, S. 179, a set of piano variations in 1862, S. 180, and an organ transcription in 
1863. 

 
67 See Steed, 227. Liszt not only inspired Franck, but also Dupré, who wrote a piano 

transcription based on Liszt’s organ version in April 1948. 
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Figure 2.3a: Johann Sebastian Bach, Cantata “Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen,” BWV 
12, mm. 17–24.68 
 

 

Figure 2.3b: Franz Liszt, Variationen über . . . Kantate ‘Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen’ 
. . . von J. S. Bach S. 180, mm. 18/2–23. 
 

 

 
Franck also uses organistic writing in Prélude, choral et fugue that slightly differs 

from Liszt’s pianistic style. As Franck claims, the choral is the main element of the entire 

                                                 
68 The descending bass chromatic tetrachord is the time-honored lament figure known 

since Renaissance times as passus duriusculus. 
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Figure 2.3c: Franck, Prélude, choral et fugue; “Fugue,” mm. 115/4–120. 
 

 

 
piece that links the prélude and the fugue.69 The choral theme (Figure 2.4a) is written in 

three clear layers with full chords on each, indicating a strong organ influence through 

the three-staff writing: the right hand, the left hand, and the pedal. The author identifies 

Figure 2.4b in Liszt’s style, which is more pianistic. Liszt does not require frequent hand 

crossing like in the original Franck version, instead filling in the gaps between the bass 

and soprano with rolled chords. To make the contrast even clearer, Figure 2.4c shows an 

arpeggio progression from Liszt’s F minor étude. By comparing these three examples, 

one notices the difference between Franck’s organ-like writing and Liszt’s more pianistic 

writing. 

 
Figure 2.4a: Franck, Prélude, choral et fugue; “Choral,” mm. 68–70. 
 

  

 
                                                 

69 D’Indy, 164; Cortot, 72. 
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Figure 2.4b: The choral subject in Liszt style (author’s adaptation). 

 

 
Figure 2.4c: Liszt, Études d’exécution transcendante No. 10 in F minor, mm. 159–160. 
 

 

 
By using chorale-style melodies, Franck’s subjects become significantly longer 

than some of other composers. His music typically contains long phrases: the themes are 

developed successively in length and crescendo without breaks, and after a phrase 

reaches its climax, it tapers away with a diminuendo. It is common to find three 

successively longer and developing phrases that grow out of the same theme, a practice 

known as a triple contrasting phrase. Usually, the third phrase is longer than the first two 

and concludes the section. For example, the second theme in the choral (mm. 68–76, 

mm. 81–89, and mm. 103–115) and the main theme in the Prélude of Prélude, aria et 

final (mm. 1–12, mm. 13–23, and mm. 24–42) are both triple contrasting phrases. 
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Most of Franck’s compositions were neglected during his lifetime, and only his 

chamber music and organ works won some attention.70 Even many of Franck’s own 

students were unfamiliar with his compositions until after his death; however his style 

had a significant impact during the twentieth century that continues to this day. Fewer 

than a dozen copies of Six Pièces for organ were sold during his lifetime; nowadays, they 

are widely considered a milestone in Romantic organ literature.71 Franck composed his 

music in a way that is rooted in traditional French keyboard music while also revealing 

the flavor of extreme chromaticism.72 The nuances of color that he discovered on 

Cavaillé-Coll organs have blended into his musical language outside of his organ 

compositions, influencing generations of French composers. His pupils, as well as other 

early twentieth-century composers who heard and studied Franck’s works, carried on the 

direct inheritance of Franck’s style in their piano compositions, such as Dukas’s Piano 

Sonata and Rameau variations, de Bréville’s Piano Sonata, d’Indy’s Piano Sonata in E 

major, Lekeu’s single movement Piano Sonata, and one might even go as far as to 

include Jacques de la Presle’s Theme and Variations (1944)73 and Henri Dutilleux’s 

Piano Sonata (1948). 

                                                 
70 Laurence Davies, Franck (London: J. M. Dent and Sons Ltd., 1973), 26–31. 
 
71 Alan Moffat, “The Veritable Exposition of César Franck,” Sydney Organ Journal 

(April–May 1990), 35; Elizabeth-Anne Farmer, “The Organ Works of César Franck: The 
Performing Traditions and Their Influence,” (MM Thesis, University of Melbourne, 1994), 36; 
Stove, 124. 

 
72 Ibid., 71. 
 
73 Ibid., 72. 
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Likewise, outside the Parisian circle, Widor did not attract much attention as a 

composer, aside from his ten organ symphonies; the rest of his compositions, include a 

significant amount of solo piano music, remain largely forgotten. Widor’s lifelong friend, 

pianist Isidor Philipp, recalled in an article that Widor once said to him “with a touch of 

melancholy: ‘The pianists hardly spoil me with too much attention.’”74 Franck and Widor 

had frequent social interactions from the late 1860s and maintained “mutual respect.”75 

During their performance careers, they shared the stage at least twice: once at Notre 

Dame in 1868, and the other at St-François-Xavier in 1879.76 Not long after the Notre 

Dame concert, both Franck and Saint-Saëns offered help to Widor and may have played 

some of Widor’s music in a joint piano and organ recital hosted in Cavaillé-Coll’s shop.77 

Franck’s way home on Sunday mornings often included a short cut passing through the 

sanctuary of Saint-Sulpice, as his mass at Sainte-Clotilde began earlier; sometimes he 

stopped and waited to greet Widor after service.78 In 1880, Widor’s ballet La Korrigane 

brought him success and fame as a composer for stage music. The following year, Franck 

visited Widor to ask for his opinion on the ballet music from his opera Hulda.79 

 

                                                 
74 Philipp, 126. Quoted, Near, Beyond the Toccata, 173. 
 
75 Near, ibid., 52. 
 
76 Smith, Toward, 18, 20. 
 
77 Revue et Gazette 35 (1868), 94; Near, The Life, 41–42. 
 
78 Near, Beyond the Toccata, 52. 
 
79 Frederic Benjamin Stiven, In the Organ Lofts of Paris (Boston: Stratford, 1923), 60–

61; Near, The Life, 156. 



 
 

28 

Charles-Marie Widor 

Charles-Marie Widor (1844–1937) was the longest serving organist at Saint-

Sulpice (1870 to 1934; he was Franck’s successor as organ professor at the Paris 

Conservatoire from 1890 to 1896 and professor of composition from 1896 to 1927. A 

well-traveled musician, Widor was accomplished and recognized during his lifetime 

beyond his reputation as a great organist and pedagogue. He brought expanded concepts 

of performance practice in both historical and contemporary repertoire to the French 

keyboard school. In addition, he was elected a member of the Académie des beaux-arts in 

1910 as well as the director of the American Conservatory at Fontainebleau in 1921. 

Widor was named “Chevalier” in 1892, “Officier” in 1922, “Commandeur” in 1929, and 

“Grand-officier” in 1933 in the French Legion of Honor. Dutch organist Ben van Oosten 

summarizes Widor’s contribution thus: “we are confronted by a man of inestimable worth 

as organist, composer, conductor, teacher, essayist and cultural ambassador, not only for 

French music, but for French culture in the widest sense.”80 

Both Widor’s father and grandfather were organ builders: he once joked, “I was 

born in an organ pipe.”81 Born in Lyon, Widor began his keyboard studies at the age of 

four with his father, who was organist in Saint-François-de-Sales as well as a piano 

professor in a local conservatory.82 As a family friend and welcome guest, Cavallé-Coll 

                                                 
80 Edward Kemp-Luck, trans, “Charles-Marie Widor; 1844–1937: A Biographical Sketch 

in Three Parts by Ben van Oosten. Organists’ review (August 1994), 240–242; (November 1994), 
331–332; (Februry 1995), 21–24; quoted, Fabrikant, 2. 

 
81 Near, Beyond the Toccata, 3. 
 
82 Ibid., 4. 
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highly praised Widor at the young age of thirteen and arranged for him to study organ 

with Jacques-Nicolas Lemmens (1823–1881) and fugal composition with François-

Joseph Fétis (1784–1871) in Brussels. This educational journey set him up to become a 

distinguished organist among his contemporaries. Meanwhile, Widor continued to take 

piano lessons until he was at least eighteen.83 In 1867, Widor premiered his piano 

concerto in Lyon, playing the solo part himself. A critic described his music as having “a 

study and profound knowledge of the German masters; its development recalls the style 

of Mendelssohn, in part, and also that of Schumann.”84 Afterward, Widor destroyed this 

concerto, with the exception of the second movement, which he repurposed as the 

Andante cantabile in his fourth organ symphony.85 Widor never played again with an 

orchestra as a piano soloist; instead, he invited renowned pianists to premiere his works. 

Louis Diémer played Piano Concerto No. 1, Op. 39 in 1876 and Isidor Philipp played 

both Fantaisie, Op. 62 in 1889 and Piano Concerto No. 2, Op. 77 in 1905.86 

Unlike Franck or Dupré, Widor maintained an active interest in composing solo 

piano music throughout his musical career. Widor composed eighty-seven opuses in total 

alongside numerous works without opus numbers. These include over forty works for 

                                                 
83 Fabrikant, 3. It is unclear what type of piano Widor practiced on during his childhood. 

During his first visit to Widor’s apartment in Paris in 1886, Philipp recalled seeing “a grand piano 
and an Érard pédalier” in the working space. (Philipp, 126) 

 
84 Le Ménestrel Vol. 34 (1866–67), 183; translated, Anthony, 198–199. 
 
85 Marcel Dupré, “M. Charles-Marie Widor.” Nouvelles Musicales 1, no. 18 (1934): 1–2; 

Anthony, 198; Fabrikant, 3. His first piano concerto, which published by Hamelle in 1876 as op. 
39, is a different work. 

 
86 Hyperion released a recording (CDA67817) in 2011 featuring pianist Markus Becker 

with the BBC National Orchestra of Wales conducted by Thierry Fischer. This is the first time all 
three of Widor’s piano and orchestra works have been recorded altogether. 
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solo piano, some of which are large-scale multi-movement compositions, and many of 

which are collections of individual pieces. Although most of his piano music was 

published during his lifetime, they only circulated in a small group of his close friends 

and were largely considered uninteresting by many pianists and listeners, as his musical 

style was thought to be unfashionable and conservative.87 Widor also found himself in the 

middle of a war of aesthetics:  

 
At this moment, French music was in full ferment. A war was going on between 
the Franckists, led by d’Indy, against the composers of the Société Nationale: 
Saint-Saëns, Lalo, Delibes, Massenet. Widor took no sides, asking only to be 
allowed to work in peace.88 
 

Besides some of his most popular solo organ works, Widor’s music was heard 

occasionally in France and the English-speaking countries. He received positive press, 

but the works were soon forgotten. 

Organists usually organize Widor’s compositional style into three periods 

represented by the publications of his three series of organ symphonies: Nos. 1 to 4 

(1872, Op. 13), Nos. 5 to 8 (1887, Op. 42), and Nos. 9 and 10 entitled Symphonie 

gothique (1895, Op. 70) and Symphonie romane (1900, Op. 73).89 According to Near, 

Widor often wrote piano music between his major compositions such as organ 

                                                 
87 Near, Beyond the Toccata, 173. 
 
88 Philipp, 125. 
 
89 Near suggests the early period is from 1867 to 1879, the years of mastery are from 

1880 to 1894, and the twilight of his compositional career is from 1895 to 1909, followed by an 
additional cultural and ambassadorial period from 1910 to 1937, since Widor only wrote five 
opuses and numerous arrangements after 1909. 
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symphonies, orchestra symphonies, or stage works.90 From this, we can deduct that his 

piano works were not written annually. From a pianist’s point of view, it would be 

clearest to follow these gaps of time between compositions in order to identify Widor’s 

stylistic development. Thus, the division of compositional periods for his piano music 

follows a slightly different timeline to that of the organ works since there is a gap 

between 1881 and 1885 when Widor did not write any piano works. Such a revised 

timeline could be divided as an early period from 1867 to 1884, mature years from 1885 

to 1905, and a transcription period from 1906 to 1937. 

Over half of Widor’s total compositional output comes from the early period, 

which produced a large number of solo piano works, chamber music pieces with piano, 

and mélodies. His other major works from this time period include six organ 

symphonies,91 numerous instrumental concertos, two orchestra symphonies, and a ballet. 

The solo piano works are dominated by character pieces and waltzes, which fit into the 

category of music for the salon, an event at which he would frequently appear.92 Usually 

Widor himself or Saint-Saëns played as piano soloist or collaborator. An early article 

from 1865 describes a piano performance of Widor’s at the Salle Pleyel: 

We attended…an interesting recital of music for the pedal-piano given by M. 
Charles-Marie Widor, an organist from Lyon. Aside from the classic works of J. 
S. Bach and Lemmens which he played masterfully, this young organist, barely at 
the age of twenty, performed several of his own compositions, which were 

                                                 
90 Near, Beyond the Toccata, 173. 
 
91 The first series of Widor’s four organ symphonies were published as Op. 13 in 1872. 

Nos. 5 and 6 however, suggest a much earlier date from the first publication and performances in 
1879. (Ibid., 457) 

 
92 Ibid., 172. 
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strongly applauded. M. Ch.-M. Widor possesses a marvelous technique for the 
pedal-piano and also proved himself a composer to be heard in the future. The 
same artist was heard on the grand organ at the M.M. Cavaillé-Coll’s, where he 
was much applauded.93 

 

Again in 1872, 

[Mr. Widor] gave last week, in Rouen, a concert where he appeared, with a well-
founded success, as pianist and as composer. He has also given proof a very great 
talent at the inauguration of the beautiful organ of the chapelle de Bon-Secours.94 

 

Widor composed his most remarkable masterpieces in his middle period. From 

1885 to 1905, he explored various genres resulting in some orchestral music, his first 

opera, Maître Ambros, and four more organ symphonies. His most famous chamber 

works, the Piano Quartet and Piano Quintet, were both composed in the early 1890s. His 

works from this period were fewer in total number but expanded in duration. 

After 1905, Widor did not write new piano music. Instead, he concentrated on 

revising earlier piano works or making piano transcriptions and arrangements from his 

orchestral or organ works.  

The piano Suite in B minor, Op. 58, published by Hamelle in 1887, was dedicated 

to Madame Wilhelmine Szarvady. This is the same year in which Widor completed his 

                                                 
93 Revue et Gazette vol. 32 (1865), 151; translated, Anthony, 197. The article does not list 

the works that Widor played on the pedal-piano in the recital. Widor did not write any music for 
the pedal-piano. His solo piano music was not published until 1867 starting with Variations on an 
Original Theme, Op. 1. (See Appendix B for the list of Widor’s complete solo piano works.) 
Widor presumably played organ or harmonium music on the pedal-piano—a practice likely 
borrowed from his organ teacher, Lemmens, who also regularly performed organ music on a 
pedal piano in concerts. See Carol A. Weitner, “Jacques Nicolas Lemmens: Performer, 
Pedagogue, Composer,” (DMA diss., University of Rochester, 1991). 

 
94 Revue et Gazette vol. 39 (1872), 71; translated, Near, The Life, 58. 
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seventh and eighth organ symphonies, Op. 42 Nos. 3 (A minor) and 4 (B major). This 

solo piano collection is written in four movements. With the exception of the third, each 

movement develops from two main thematic ideas.95 The first movement is a theme with 

six variations and a coda and the second movement in ABA form. The last two 

movements, played attaca subito, feature reminiscences of the theme from the first 

movement. 

The Suite shares compositional characteristics with the organ symphonies. The 

seven most common of these are: (1) dramatic contrast of colors and sudden dynamic 

changes; (2) a monophonic statement of the opening theme and a polyphonic texture in 

developments; (3) chromatic alteration of repeated phrases; (4) improvisatory elements 

consisting of long trills before cadences or phrase endings and arpeggiated harmonic 

progressions; (5) dotted and/or dance-like rhythmic patterns; (6) stepwise sequences; and 

(7) melodic intervals that leap a fifth, a seventh, or an octave. 

The Suite also shares some similarities with Franck’s Prélude, aria et final, 

especially in the first movement. Both Franck and Widor use long themes with a serious 

character and favor rich resonance from the piano. Even though Franck was older, he did 

not necessarily influence Widor, as the two piano works were composed simultaneously. 

The similar nuances in their piano music suggest that it was inspired by a common 

source, Cavaillé-Coll’s organs. For example, Figures 2.5a and 2.5b are phrases that 

follow a virtuosic section. Both composers choose to put the melody in octaves in the 

                                                 
95 Even though the first movement contains a main theme, starting from Variation II 

(measure 43), Widor uses two fragmented trans-motifs as additional contrasting material above 
the main theme. 
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right hand with legato playing to contrast the detached offbeat accompaniment in the left 

hand. Such passages are commonly seen in their organ music, the only difference being 

that the melody is written in unison instead of in octaves.96 

 
Figure 2.5a: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Prélude,” mm. 84–92. 
 

 
 
 
Figure 2.5b: Charles-Marie Widor, Suite in B minor, Op. 58; I. “Theme and Variations,” 
mm. 75–80. 
 

 
                                                 

96 The use of octaves is discussed more extensively in Chapters IV to VI. 
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Another set of examples comes from the lyric sections in which the melody and 

the accompaniment are blended altogether (Figures 2.6a to 2.6c). Both Franck and Widor 

place the melody in the alto with a free and decorative accompaniment in other voices. 

The accompaniments contain many instances of notes repeated across different octaves; 

such a technique produces sustained resonance in the piano. In both Franck pieces, the 

accompaniment is sometimes physically far from the alto voice; this is a difficult texture 

to play smoothly and accurately, as the melody is hidden between the outer voices. A 

similar piano texture is seen in the Variations Symphoniques (Figure 2.6b), except that 

the string section plays the rhythmic chords with pizzicato, allowing the pianist to play 

parallel melodies with a widely spaced accompaniment in both hands. 

 
Figure 2.6a: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Prélude,” mm. 61–64. 
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Figure 2.6b: Franck, Variations symphoniques (for piano and orchestra), mm. 154–156. 
 

 

 
Figure 2.6c: Widor, Suite in B minor, Op. 58; I. “Theme and Variations,” mm. 82–85. 
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Marcel Dupré 

Marcel Dupré (1886–1971) developed a strong connection with Guilmant and 

Widor through the apprenticeships he took with them. Dupré is considered one of the 

most important organists and pedagogues of the twentieth century, and he has been 

described as “the most accomplished improviser after Franck.”97 He has been well-known 

throughout North America since the 1920s. After presenting a four-movement 

improvised organ symphony in his debut concert in New York City on November 18, 

1921, Dupré subsequently gave a total of ten U.S. continental concert tours plus two 

private concerts in the following decades.98 In addition, the concert series in which he 

played the complete Bach organ works by memory was a landmark event across the 

musical world.99  

Born in Rouen, Dupré grew up in a musical family. His father was a student of 

Guilmant and a friend of Cavaillé-Coll. Dupré began the study of solfège at the age of 

five and piano lessons with his father at seven. Later, he began organ lessons, although 

the piano still dominated his practice schedule, as his father insisted that “proficiency as 

an organist depends on your proficiency as a pianist. You may spend fifteen minutes at 

                                                 
97 Michael Murray, Marcel Dupré: The Work of A Master Organist (Boston: Northeastern 

University Press, 1985), 4. 
 
98 As Dupré did not compose solo piano music after 1923, no further biographical details 

nor musical events past his late thirties are presented here. 
 
99 After four years of concentrated preparation, Dupré memorized and presented the 

complete Bach organ works in ten Friday afternoon concerts from January 23rd to March 20th in 
1920 at the Paris Conservatory. Later in the decade, he performed them again at the Trocadéro in 
Paris. 
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the organ for every forty-five at the piano.”100 On his fifteenth birthday, Dupré received a 

gift from a family acquaintance, an Érard grand piano once played by Paderewski on a 

concert tour.101 He continued to “[devote] himself primarily to the piano, sometimes 

practicing ten hours a day” from about the ages of sixteen to twenty as a student of Louis 

Diémer at the Paris Conservatoire.102 He learned a wide range of repertoire, which 

included all the keyboard sonatas of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven, numerous works of 

Schubert, Schumann, Liszt, and most of Chopin’s works, committing the latter to 

memory.103  

Dupré began to compose for both piano and organ at an early age, but none of the 

keyboard works from his teenage years were published during his lifetime. Aside from 

his juvenile compositions, Dupré’s solo piano music was all produced between 1915 and 

1924.104 They include Six Préludes, Op. 12 (1916), Quatre Pièces, Op. 19 (1921), 

Variations in C-sharp minor, Op. 22 (1923), several short pieces, as well as a Fantaisie 

for piano and orchestra, Op. 8 (1912). After this brief period, he concentrated on 

composing organ music, concertizing throughout Europe and North America, teaching 

the organ class in the Conservatoire, and serving as the organist at Saint-Sulpice, where 

he succeeded Widor. 

                                                 
100 Murray, French Masters, 138. 
 
101 Dupré, Recollections, 40. 
 
102 Murray, French Masters, 140–141. 
 
103 Ibid., 141. 
 
104 A complete list of the solo piano works of Dupré is found in Appendix D. 
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Six Préludes, Op. 12 is a collection of short preludes. Dupré dedicated them to his 

piano professor, Diémer, who never played the work in public.105 The collection contains 

two roughly contrasting types of music: Nos. 1, 3, and 5 are slow pieces in major keys 

with a chordal texture, and Nos. 2, 4, and 6, in minor keys, emphasize dexterity and 

leggiero touch.106 The beginning of Prélude No. 1 shows some similarities to Debussy’s 

first prelude in Book I, Danseuses de Delphes. Nevertheless, the majority of the 

collection reflects Dupré’s own keyboard style, similar to that seen in his Trois Préludes 

and Fugues, Op. 7 (1912) for organ. 

Quatre Pièces, Op. 19 is a selection of arrangements dedicated to Dupré’s close 

friend from his student years, Romanian pianist Clara Haskil (1895–1960).107 The 

original source is some incidental music Dupré wrote for an anonymous friend’s play. 

No. 2, “Cortège et Litanie” is the most popular of all his piano works. In addition to the 

version he wrote for solo piano, Dupré also arranged it for solo organ in 1923 and for 

organ and orchestra in 1925 upon the request from America.108 Nos. 1 and 3, entitled 

“Étude” and “Chanson” respectively, are similar to the two styles of music in the Op. 12 

Six préludes. No. 4, “Air de Ballet,” is the most dissonant and perhaps the most 

extraordinary piece in all of Dupré’s solo piano music. The chordal leaps on the keyboard 

                                                 
105 Pagett, 131–132. In fact, the premier of these preludes occurred as late as in March 

1957 by pianist Marguerite André-Chastel (132). 
 
106 See Pagett, 152 for more details on key relationships. 
 
107 Ibid., 132. 
 
108 Marcel Dupré, Quatre Pièces, Op. 19, ed., Daniel Mitterdorfer & Harold Fabrikant. 

Score. (Alphonse Leduc, 1923 & 1950; Crescendo Music Publications, 2008), Preface. 
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are close enough that significant physical movement to reach the keys is not necessary, 

which implies organ writing influences Dupré’s piano music.109 

Variations in C-sharp minor, Op. 22 was written during train journeys on Dupré’s 

1923 American concert tour. Dedicated to his friend, French Canadian pianist Alfred La 

Liberté, this piece features a chorale theme followed by nineteen variations and a final 

with highly demanding keyboard writing. Unlike the through-composition practiced by 

Franck and Widor, Dupré uses a more traditional style with every variation being 

independent. 

Having grown up hearing and playing Cavaillé-Coll organs, Dupré composed his 

organ music before 1920 with these instruments almost exclusively in mind.110 His piano 

works come from the same acoustic trend that inspired and influenced Franck and Widor. 

While on his concert tours to North America and Great Britain, he encountered many 

instruments built in different styles, introducing him to different actions and tone colors. 

In 1924, Dupré felt it was time to compose with “a new artistic formula in modern 

harmonic feeling and modern orchestral coloring without losing the dignity of the 

instrument.”111 Thus, coupled with influences from the growing trend of neoclassicism, 

Dupré’s keyboard works written after the mid-1920s begin to reflect the French 

                                                 
109 The organ keyboard has five octaves compared to the seven of the piano. Usually, 

organists sit on the bench with a centered body posture, as most of the keys are reachable without 
leaning over to either side. On the other hand, pianists are able to use more body movements 
since both feet are on the ground as a supporting point. Therefore, organist-composers 
unintentionally use fewer extremes of pitch when they compose for piano, which is possibly a 
habit caused by playing the organ. Dupré is no exception. 

 
110 Murray, French Masters, 150–151. 
 
111 Ibid., 150. 
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symphonic organ tradition less and less. His piano and organ duets Ballade, Op. 30 

(1932), Variations sur deux thèmes, Op. 35 (1937), and Sinfonia, Op. 42 (1946) take 

inspiration from other parts of the world, such as North America. 

Delestre suggests that Dupré reveals three preferences in composing his piano 

music. Primarily, his piano writing emphasizes fluidity and continuity rather than 

dramatic contrasts, which means he writes long phrases and keeps a consistent touch and 

articulation with in each phrase. Secondly, he also favors interesting harmonic 

progressions over rhythmic ingenuity. Finally, as an expert on playing contrapuntal music 

such as that of J. S. Bach, Dupré was always conscious of voice leading in his music.112  

In general, Dupré’s keyboard works are technically challenging and draw upon a 

wide range of sophisticated skills. He uses a tonal language that favors the chromaticism 

of the late-romantic period, which increases the technical difficulty his music. Dupré’s 

style inherits the characteristics of his musical ancestors Liszt, Franck, and Widor.113 

 

                                                 
112 Delestre, 44. 
 
113 Dupré’s keyboard music directly foreshadows the language of the younger generation 

of composers in the twentieth century, not only among French musicians such as Duruflé, 
Langlais, and Demessieux, but also overseas, especially in the United States and Canada. 



 
 

42 

CHAPTER III 
 

ORGAN INFLUENCES 

In the late nineteenth century, pedagogical training in the French symphonic 

organ school could be broken down into three core areas: performance, improvisation, 

and composition.114 This tradition began with Franck and Widor and extended to 

successive organists well into the early twentieth century. These organist-composers were 

interested in creating solo piano music, and they unintentionally borrowed textures, 

techniques, and acoustic preferences from their organ training. There are four main ways 

that the organ studies of Franck, Widor, and Dupré affected their piano music: close 

associations with Cavaillé-Coll’s symphonic organs, the emphasis on organ 

improvisation in France, studies of J. S. Bach’s organ music, and the practice of “absolute 

legato” playing. 

Cavaillé-Coll’s Organs in Sainte-Clotilde and Saint-Sulpice 

In 1811, Aristide Cavaillé-Coll was born in Montpellier to a family of organ 

builders. When he moved to Paris in the early 1830s, the French organ building industry 

remained in an obsolete condition, as many of the organs were damaged during the 

French Revolution or had fallen into disrepair. Cavaillé-Coll would come to contribute 

more to the development of the French organ in the nineteenth century than any other 

organ builder. During his exceptionally long career, Cavaillé-Coll installed or renovated 
                                                 

114 Delcamp, 1. 
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more than five hundred organs in France and around the world. He cultivated orchestral 

timbres through his pipe designs and voicing techniques and expanded the importance, 

numbers, and power of reed stops.115 In addition to his tonal innovations, Cavaillé-Coll 

also made several other major contributions: he standardized the expression pedal (pédale 

d’expression de Récit, also known as the “swell box” in the U.S.) instead of operating it 

by hand; he abandoned the French classical pedalboard, which was extremely limited 

with range and access, and adopted the German system that is still used today; he 

cooperated with the English organ builder, Charles Barker, applying the pneumatic lever 

(Barker lever) to maintain light-weighted keyboard touch;116 and he innovated a system 

of wind supply wherein stops are grouped by type and settled in various wind chests with 

different wind pressures.117 

Not only did Cavaillé-Coll influence the development and style of the nineteenth-

century French organ, but he also influenced France’s musical culture more widely: 

“because of Cavaillé-Coll’s success in endearing himself to the élite of musical society 

and particularly to the clergy, he frequently found himself in a position to influence 

appointments.”118 Alongside of many other important decisions, he probably influenced 

the appointments of Franck at Sainte-Clotilde and Widor at Saint-Sulpice.119 

                                                 
115 Stove, 83. 
 
116 See Chapter I, footnote 8. 
 
117 Stove, 83–84. 
 
118 Murray, French Masters, 108. 
 
119 Dupré, on the other hand, was nominated by Widor upon the latter’s retirement. 



 
 

44 

In December 1857, Franck was appointed choirmaster and organist of Sainte-

Clotilde. This newly finished building was the first to be built in the neo-Gothic style in 

France. A brand-new Cavaillé-Coll organ was built for the church and was dedicated two 

years later; this organ, which featured many tonal and technical innovations, marked a 

significant milestone in French organ building. It was at this point that Franck’s 

legendary status as a renowned organist truly began. Over the past two centuries, “Sainte-

Clotilde” and “César Franck” have become two icons inseparable from each other. Daniel 

Roth, one of the most important French organists of the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries, describes Franck’s encounter with the grand organ in Sainte-Clotilde as “an 

event of utmost significance, comparable perhaps to Chopin’s engagement” with the 

Pleyel piano.120 Franck wrote his organ works for his own public performances rather 

than for pedagogical purposes. During his tenure as organ professor at the Conservatoire, 

he never promoted and rarely taught his own music, even though he was highly 

appreciative when students would bring his music to class.121 

Due to Franck’s personal acoustical preference, some mechanical considerations 

of the Cavaillé-Coll organ in Sainte-Clotilde that Franck regularly worked with may also 

cause balance issues in his music.122 The Tirasse on French organs pulls down the keys of 

                                                 
120 Daniel Roth, “Some Thoughts on the interpretation of the Organ Works of Franck, on 

His Organ, and on the Lemmens Tradition,” French Organ Music: From the Revolution to 
Franck and Widor, ed., Lawrence Archbold and William J. Peterson (Rochester, NY: University 
of Rochester Press, 1995), 190. 

 
121 According to Benoit and Smith, his students in the examinations played only two of 

his pieces, Op. 16 and Op. 20, from 1874 to 1890. (Benoit, 76–78; Smith, Toward, 165) 
 
122 This is a controversial opinion as some scholars argue that the balance issue never 

existed. Unfortunately, it is not possible to uncover the answer since the organ at Saint-Clotilde 
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the selected manual to the pedal, adding whatever stops were selected on that manual to 

the sound of the pedals. When the organ in Sainte-Clotilde was inaugurated in 1859, 

Cavaillé-Coll did not install a Tirasse Récit.123 In order to keep the acoustic balance and 

to imitate the presence of a Tirasse Récit, Franck developed the habit of doubling the 

pedal (bass line) in his left hand when he played on the upper manual alone with the 

pedal.124 For example, at the end of Choral No. 2 in B minor (Figure 3.1), the lowest 

voice in the left hand lower doubles the pedal line because both hands are on the Récit. 

Figure 3.1: Franck, Choral No. 2 in B minor, mm. 273–280. 

 

 
Franck tended to write dense chordal passages in all his music, although his 

approach differed for piano and organ. While his organ music is tidily organized and its 

largest intervals are comfortable for most organists, his piano music contains wider 
                                                                                                                                                 
has gone through several major enlargements and restorations in the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries. As a result, the voicing has drastically changed and all the acoustic details are different 
from those present in Franck’s time. See https://www.orgue-clotilde-paris.info/uk/orgues-a.htm. 

 
123 On the organ in Sainte-Clotilde, the Récit is the very top of the three keyboards. It can 

produce the softest sound among the three keyboards and its pipes are enclosed inside a box that 
is under expression, which provides possibilities with crescendo and diminuendo. During 
Franck’s career, Cavaillé-Coll installed no Tirasse Récit on his organs in the Paris area. 
Tournemire requested to add a Tirasse Récit to the Sainte-Clotilde organ after 1923. (Daniel-
Lesur, “Une Tribune d’orgue franco-belge,” 264; Smith, Toward, 67) 

 
124 César Franck, The Complete Organ Works, Ser. I, Vol. 2, Trois Pièces and Trois 

Chorals, Wayne Leupold, ed (Colfox, NC: Wayne Leupold Editions, 2002), xiv. 

https://www.orgue-clotilde-paris.info/uk/orgues-a.htm
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intervals and chordal stretches.125 The dense sonorities in Franck’s piano writing produce 

a rounded tone and balanced acoustic reflecting his experience in performing on Cavaillé-

Coll organs126 and not, as is often assumed, the size of his hands, even though he was 

able to reach a twelfth on the keyboard easily.127 

In 1209, a Gothic-style parish church was dedicated to the bishop of Bourges, 

Saint Sulpice (570–647), and the earliest record of its organ appears in 1545.128 Both the 

building and the organ have been rebuilt and renovated multiple times over the centuries. 

Renowned titular organists before Widor include Guillaume-Gabriel Nivers (1632–1714), 

Louis-Nicolas Clérambault (1676–1749), and Louis-James-Alfred Lefébure-Wély (1817–

1869). In 1781, after five years of construction, organ builder François-Henri Clicquot 

accomplished his five-manual masterwork in Saint-Sulpice. Sadly, this iconic French 

classical organ suffered many mishaps during its eighty years of service and was in 

disgraceful condition for decades. During his visit to Paris in early 1832, Mendelssohn 

                                                 
125 Large stretches certainly existed in Franck’s organ music, but most of them are easy to 

rearrange with the use of the other hand or pedal without affecting the music. For performer who 
cannot reach a ninth interval or above, several places are not able to play without rearranging the 
notes, including Prière, Op. 20 (mm. 175–189), Final, Op. 21 (m. 226), Fantaisie in A (mm. 
250–261), and Pièce Héroïque (m. 83), which is still significantly less than those stretches in 
Prélude, choral et fugue and Prélude, aria et final. 

 
126 Although Franck was also familiar with organs built by many builders, among them 

Merklin, Ducroquet, Hippolyte Loret, Fermis & Persil, and Debierre, he was undoubtedly most 
familiar with Cavaillé–Coll’s organs.  

 
127 Cortot, 68. 
 
128 Association Aristide Cavaillé-Coll, Le Grand-Orgue de Saint-Sulpice et Ses 

Organistes, La Flûte Harmonique 59/60, 1991, 4. 
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stated, “I have just come from St.-Sulpice, where the organist showed off his organ to 

me; it sounded like a full chorus of old women’s voices.”129 

Between 1857 and 1862, Cavaillé-Coll reconstructed and enlarged the organ to 

one hundred stops. At the time, it was the largest organ ever installed in Europe. 

American organist Frederic Stiven visited Saint-Sulpice multiple times during his studies 

in Paris in the early twentieth century. He wrote in his diary that this Cavaillé-Coll 

symphonic organ was “built in seven distinct stories, and there are two separate blowing 

apparatuses, one requiring five men to pump, other some twenty-five feet higher, 

demanding two men to operate.”130 After Lefébure-Wély’s sudden death and upon 

Cavaillé-Coll’s recommendation, the twenty-six-year-old Widor took the organist 

position in Saint-Sulpice in January 1870. Widor’s organ loft on Sunday mornings at 

Saint-Sulpice was always a place for social events to which “the elite of society, 

musicians, artists, litterateurs, scientists, politicians, and nobility flocked.”131 In 1906, 

Widor appointed young Dupré, who was twenty, as his assistant in Saint-Sulpice.132 In 

1934, two pedal stops were added at Widor’s suggestion as his retirement honoraria after 

                                                 
129 Letter of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, trans. Lady Wallace (Boston, n. d.), 335, from 

letter of Paris, January 21, 1832; cited, Douglass, 8. 
 
130 Stiven, 97. 
 
131 John R. Near, Widor on Organ, xii. 
 
132 Due to his vision problem, Vierne went abroad for special eye treatment from 1916 to 

1920. Meanwhile, Dupré was disqualified to join the front line due to his childhood collarbone 
surgery. The latter volunteered in a military hospital in Paris at the beginning of World War I and 
was the substitute organist at Notre Dame Cathedral while Vierne was abroad. 
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sixty-four years of devoted service.133 In the same year, Dupré succeeded him as titular 

organist, remaining in the position until 1971. 

Cavaillé-Coll considered the organ in Saint-Sulpice one of his most prestigious 

and successful works. The organ console is equipped with a fifty-six-note manual 

compass, five manuals, and a thirty-note pedalboard. However, as Vierne points out, the 

complicated layout of the pipes and the tremendous height difference between the organ 

console and the organ case may cause hearing difficulties.134 He shares his personal 

experience in playing this organ: “the enormous organ case into which the organist is 

tucked allows him to hear the sound only on the rebound.”135 The delay of the sound has 

always been a practical issue for church musicians, especially organists who are dealing 

with extremely reverberant spaces such as Saint-Sulpice. Widor believed that a suitable 

tempo for any piece of music should not only show proper musical style and character 

with clarity, dignity, and expression, but it should also be appropriate for the performance 

space. In general, Widor felt that his contemporaries played too fast (including Franck), 

and that because of this, that many musical details were glossed over.136 Commonly, it is 

considered that Widor’s performance and tempo markings lean toward a slower and 

                                                 
133 Steed, 235. 
 
134 See Appendix A for a pipe division picture, which locates below the organ stoplist. 
 
135 Crawford, 164. Perhaps Vierne was assessing the Saint-Sulpice organ with another 

Cavaillé-Coll organ in mind, the one he played in his position at Notre-Dame Cathedral for the 
first one-third of the twentieth century. The organ console in Notre-Dame was closer to the organ 
case and the hearing difficulties were less significant than those at Saint-Sulpice. 

 
136 Thomson, 48. 



 
 

49 

steadier side compared to those of others. He presumably gained this habit from working 

in a reverberant space like Saint-Sulpice for decades.  

While this acoustical influence may or may not be relevant to all of Widor’s piano 

music, one should consider it in regard to his Suite, Op. 58, which adopts a grandiose 

texture in many places, requires various complicated keyboard techniques, and demands 

attention to clarity and acoustic sensibility.  

Dupré differs from Widor in choosing a much livelier performance tempo overall 

(for both others’ and his own compositions). Dupré is known for virtuosic playing: rapid, 

clean, precise, always legato and moving forward. The tempos he favors in his solo piano 

music are closer to the faster preferences of such contemporary French pianists as Saint-

Saëns, Marguerite Long, and many others. 

Organ Improvisation 

Improvisation has been an essential skill for church musicians for many centuries 

and was a tradition for organists long before music notation was comprehended and 

popularized. In the late Renaissance period, “no organist considered himself fully 

prepared for his work unless he had mastered the art of improvisation.”137 Since the end 

of the Baroque period, improvisational skills have experienced “a fairly steady decline in 

importance as a factor in musical performance.”138 In the twenty-first century, 

improvisation is not taught as thoroughly as it once was; rather, today’s organ teaching is 

mainly devoted to repertoire studies.  

                                                 
137 Gehring, 3. 
 
138 Ibid., 313. 
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On the other hand, in France improvisation was taught over many centuries and 

remained one of the important traditions in organ training. French organ improvisation 

arose in the ninth century.139 In the fourteenth century, “certain clerics amazed their 

hearers by the rapid strokes which they improvised on the organ.”140 Throughout the 

nineteenth century, the tradition of learning improvisational skills was well maintained 

for organists: the Conservatoire organ class taught improvisation with a more formal 

approach than had been customary among French Baroque organists, fostering a 

conservative style of teaching, as attested by Dupré’s observation, “the French think of 

improvisation not as a rare talent, but as something which can be taught, like 

composition.”141 For example, a plainchant was expected to be developed into a four-part 

harmonization and a fugue with strict counterpoint. A skilled improviser himself, Saint-

Saëns describes the importance of improvisation in France: 

 
Formerly, improvisation was the basis of the organist's talent; his virtuosity was 
slight—music written for organ with concertante pedal was beyond his powers. 
As a compensation, we had improvisations of the highest order. Little by little our 
organists have bent themselves to acquire the virtuosity which they lacked, and 
the Fugue with obbligato pedal has become familiar to them; but at the same time, 
under the influence of the German School, improvisation has fallen into disrepute. 
It is impossible for me not to deplore this needless decadence. Without speaking 
of the monotony which results from it—for all organists have very nearly the 
same repertory—it is improvisation alone which permits one to employ all the 
resources of a large instrument, and to adapt one's self to the infinite variety of 

                                                 
139 Ibid., 14. 
 
140 Yvonne Rokseth, La musique d’orgue au XVe siècle et au début du XVIe (Paris: 

Librairie E. Droz, 1930), 176; cited, Ibid., 16. 
 
141 Marcel Dupré, Traité d’Improvisation à l’Orgue, trans. John Fenstermaker (Paris: 

Alphonse Leduc, 1974), II. Organ improvisation based on borrowed tunes has historically favored 
a strict formal structure. It was taken to a more highly developed level in the French organ school, 
where works with a borrowed melody take the forms of fugue, ABA binary, rondo, sonata, etc. 
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organs; only improvisation can follow the service perfectly, the pieces written for 
this purpose being almost always too short or too slow. Finally, the practice of 
improvisation frequently develops faculties of invention which, without it, would 
have remained latent.142 

 

When Franck enrolled in the organ class of François Benoist (1794–1878) at the 

Conservatoire in 1840, he received very traditional instruction. Organ literature was 

hardly even taught, but improvisation for service music playing was heavily stressed.143 

Three times a week, students spent two hours gathered in the hall for organ improvisation 

instruction.144 As a master improviser, Franck earned much praise for his inventive 

improvisations throughout his career. Whether during Mass on Sunday morning at 

Sainte-Clotilde, or in concerts in various churches, he amazed his listeners with 

meaningful textures and artistic nuances. Other than nine of his own organ compositions 

(Six Piéces from 1860–62 and Trois Pièces from 1878) as well as an occasional piece of 

Bach or Alkan, Franck seldom performed written music in public; invariably, the 

majority of his programming consisted of improvisation.  

Several individuals provide reports of Franck’s improvisations. His student Louis Vierne 

(1870–1937) shares a general description: 

 
At the church it took him some time to get started— a few tentative phrases, a few 
questioning chords; then, once under way, an extravagance of invention that was 
truly miraculous. It was a polyphony of incomparable richness, in which melody, 

                                                 
142 Camille Saint-Saëns, “Music in the Church,” trans. Theodore Baker, The Musical 

Quarterly (January 1916), 8. 
 
143 Smith, Toward, 5. 
 
144 Ibid., 39. The class was always taught in a group, which is more like studio class or 

workshop settings in the U. S. today. 
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harmony, and structure competed for originality and emotional conception, 
traversed by flashes of unmistakable genius. There were never any calculated 
combinations, never any feats of skill customary among acrobats wanting to stun 
the gallery; only the constant concern for the dignity of his art, the nobility of his 
mission, and the fervent sincerity of his sonorous sermon. Joyful or melancholy, 
solemn or mystical, powerful or ethereal, Franck knew how to be all those at 
Sainte-Clotilde, and the technical resources such as contrapuntal skills, canons, 
superimpositions of themes, etc., only intervened when they were justified by the 
expression of a thought whose criteria were essentially emotion and depth.145 
 

The American organist John Hinton, Franck’s private pupil, describes Franck’s 

registration and acoustic perceptivity in his written music and improvisations: 

 
[Franck’s improvisations were] sober…and in no degree intended to captivate the 
general public. But while the modern resources of the organ were not neglected 
by him, it is unquestionable that beauty in the design and combination of ideas, 
not variety in color display, was his principal quest.146 
 

Gabriel Pierné, Franck’s student and successor at Sainte-Clotilde, recalled the very 

detailed process by which Franck prepared improvisations for Sunday morning services:  

 
Franck had little notebooks of themes that he always carried with him in the 
inside pocket of his frock coat. They were rectangular, one bound in black, the 
other in red. One contained themes of fugues that Franck collected at random 
from Bach, Handel, Gluck, Delibes; the subjects on one side, the answers on the 
other. In the red notebook were classic themes and Franck’s original themes. 
 
It was there [in Sainte-Clotilde] that Franck was truly unique. He took a theme 
from one of the little notebooks or asked one of his assistants to propose one. 
Then, the theme chosen, he would reflect before improvising; with his right elbow 
held in his left hand he would tap his forehead with the third finger of his right 
hand; and when translated to the organ, it was something unimaginable: the 

                                                 
145 Crawford, 31–32. 
 
146 John W. Hinton, César Franck: Some Personal Reminiscences (London: Reeves, 

1912), 12; quated, Smith, Toward, 27. 
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themes linking themselves in logical continuity with a correctness, an unheard-of 
facility and all taking on an aspect of solidity of a great work.147 
 

The detail provided by Pierné reveals the intricacies of Franck’s creative process and 

illuminates the process of preparation entailed in improvisation.148 It is a myth that 

improvisation is completely spontaneous. To render a successful and satisfying 

improvisation, the improviser plans the structure of the piece before starting to play. For a 

nineteenth-century organist in particular,149 this pre-planning must be completed not only 

to determine themes and tonal centers, but also to consider what registration changes will 

require pulling out or pushing in specific stop knobs. Due to the mechanical design of 

nineteenth-century organs, organists frequently required an assistant to manipulate 

registration changes,150 and in this team situation, the assistant would need to know 

where to act ahead of time. As Cortot confirms that “certain professional habits acquired 

in the course of a long career had, by an almost inevitable repercussion, a definite 
                                                 

147 Pierre de Lapommeraye, “César Franck Intime: Une Conversation avec M. Gabriel 
Pierné,” Le Ménestrel (December 1, 1922), 485; Vallas, César Franck, 226; Smith, Toward, 24. 

 
148 Jesse E. Eschbach, “Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, MS 8707: A New Source for 

Franck’s Registrational Practices and Its Implications for the Published Registrations of His 
Organ Works,” French Organ Music: From the Revolution to Franck and Widor, 103–117. MS 
8707, Franck’s manuscript in the Bibliothèque Nationale de France (BnF) contains a set of 
fourteen loose pages of themes by Haydn, Beethoven, Schubert, Mendelssohn, Chopin, Rossini, 
Méhul, and Meyerbeer. Once Franck’s personal possession, these pages have clear lines made by 
folding, which indicate they could have been part of his notebook. 

 
149 Organ compositions written before the nineteenth century usually do not change 

registrations within the same movement or piece. Baroque organists could change pistons by 
hands between movements. 

 
150 Organ builders have since developed organ console designs that simplify registration 

changes, frequently making it possible to execute stop changes without the aid of an assistant. 
Though when a large-scale improvisation is going to be played, it is very common to see the 
organist keeps a piece of paper in sight with registration plans—sometimes there are two—if any 
given melody or fugue subject is on the second piece of paper. 
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influence on his style of writing, even without his realizing it.”151 After many years of 

improvisational training, if the improviser also happens to be a composer, then there is a 

greater chance that their compositions would be impacted by their approach to 

improvisation. In Franck’s case, Rollin Smith states, “it is a known fact that his 

compositions grew from his improvisations.”152 D’Indy writes: 

 
Franck possessed two faculties invaluable to a composer: first, the power of 
carrying on two musical occupations at once without one suffering from the other; 
secondly, the gift, more precious than all others, of being able to take up his work 
just where he had left off without needing an interval in which to get into the way 
of it again. 
 
It often happened, in the course of his lessons—about which, however, he was 
extremely conscientious—that he would jump up and write down in a corner of 
his room a few bars that he did not want to forget, after which he would come 
straight back to his pupil and go on with the demonstration or examination in 
which they were engaged. Important works were written in this way, in fragments 
jotted down here and there; and yet they kept a logical and unbroken sequence. It 
was the disposition of his ideas with which he was most preoccupied; for, as I 
have already observed, while remaining a follower of classical tradition, he 
thirsted all his life after new forms, not only in the structure, but in the constituent 
elements of a work. Unlike Beethoven, whose thematic or elementary sketches 
are innumerable, but who, his themes once found, seems by this fact alone able to 
map out the whole development of a composition, so that he often neglects to note 
its progress in his sketch-books, Franck set down in pencil and rubbed out many 
pages before he definitely settled the disposition of a work.153 

 

As d’Indy states, as a composer, Franck was never bothered by interruptions 

because he always “mapped out” the structure of the piece in his mind, a habit 

                                                 
151 Cortot, 50. 
 
152 Rollin Smith, “A Tour of Franck,” Music/The AGO-RCCO Magazine 6 (December 

1972), 48; cited by Bryant Lewis Poole, An Analysis of Trois Pièces by César Franck, M.M. 
thesis, The Florida State University, 1987, 22. 

 
153 D’Indy, 101–102. 
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improvisers develop. Among his works, the organ music fuses his style and unites “at the 

height of their significance in the crucible of inspiration.”154 The two piano triptychs in 

the 1880s are a direct reflection of his organ works, as Franck clearly applies his 

contrapuntal style of improvisation into the triptych form of his Prélude, choral et fugue 

and Prélude, aria et final. This influence can be seen in three ways: the economized 

thematic material, the use of cyclic form and superimposition, and the preference for a 

religious musical character—the chorale style of writing. 

Compared to Franck, Widor did not receive as much formal training in improvisation but 

instead came to it naturally.155 According to Vierne, Widor was an improviser “with a 

splendid skill and an abundant imagination, served by perfectly disciplined control of the 

elements he wished to put into it.”156 Though a great admirer of Franck’s improvisation, 

Widor accesses improvisation through a different approach. Whereas Franck always 

amazed his audience with expressive nuances and fine musicality, Widor stressed the 

details of the formal structure and symphonic timbres. As a student of both Franck and 

Widor, Vierne speaks about their different emphases and expectations in improvisation: 

 
The former [Franck] was interested above all in detail: melodic invention, 
harmonic discoveries, subtle modulations, elegant figurations—in a word, 
everything that touches upon purely musical expression. The latter [Widor], on 
the contrary, spent most of his time on the formal side: construction and logical 
development. 
 

                                                 
154 Cortot, 53. 
 
155 Near, Beyond the Toccata, 202. 
 
156 Crawford, 50. 
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…Once a month, at one of the improvisation classes, he [Widor] initiated us into 
the different symphonic forms, beginning with Emanuel Bach, Haydn, Mozart 
and Beethoven (upon whom he insisted at some length), Schubert, Mendelssohn, 
Schumann, down to the modern symphonists…two magnificent readers, Bouval 
and Libert, read it at the piano. Then he [Widor] would analyze it, comment upon 
it, and urge us to make an effort to practice these forms. 
 

Curiously enough, though, Franck was much stricter in fugue than Widor. He 

[Franck] had studied with Reicha. He permitted liberties, to be sure, but they had to be 

strictly justified by the logic of the voice leading. The examples that Widor gave, often 

departing from strict counterpoint, surprised us. He [Widor] forced nothing upon us, 

moreover, and his criticisms remained absolutely objective, leaving us free to take what 

we wanted.157 

Structure is the key to Widor’s improvisational style. When Widor composes or 

improvises on the organ, his thinks about the orchestral setting more than the keyboard 

context. Vierne recalls specifics of Widor’s improvisation class: 

 
He [Widor] also proved to be quite exacting about construction, the art of 
development, the transitions, the contrasts, the rhythmic distortions of the theme, 
the creation of new elements with a germ taken from any spot of the main theme, 
an alternate thinning and thickening of the writing texture, the unexpected return 
of the subject instead of the servile use of the dominant to lead back into the 
recapitulation.158 

 

Besides mastering compositional form, Widor always valued keyboard technique 

more than organ console techniques like registration changes. He stated, “the time to 

                                                 
157 Louis Vierne, “Reminiscences of Louis Vierne: His Life and Contacts with Famous 

Men,” The Diapason, XXIX/12 (November 1928), 10–11; Ibid., 203; Smith, Louis Vierne, 65; 
Delcamp, 14–15. 

 
158 Crawford, 49. 
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improvise is when you have acquired an impeccable technique.”159 This does not mean 

that Widor ignored the nuances of Cavaillé-Coll’s organs, but rather that he stressed that 

one should not rely on changing the registration to substitute for practicing keyboard 

technique and learning formal structure. Widor suggests that his students pay attention to 

“the changes of timbre possible without creating any clashing contrasts.”160 Stiven recalls 

his first visit to Saint-Sulpice: 

 
The August afternoon was hot and sultry, and most of the Parisians who 
frequented the Saint Sulpice loft must have been away…for we found Widor, the 
organist, alone…he greeted us – at that time strangers to him – with a kindly 
smile and a warm welcome. 
 
…There were in the service a number of interludes or responses to be played on 
the Grand Organ and for each one of these he would improvise with a different 
combination of stops, calling our attention to what he was going to do beforehand. 
We had thus a splendid chance to hear the beauties of the flutes, the smoothness 
of the string-tones, and the effects of the different reeds.161 

  

Following Widor’s guidance, Dupré mastered the art of both composition and 

improvisation. Sometimes it is difficult to determine which one had more impact in his 

keyboard music. Dupré had very sophisticated improvisation skills, and, from most of his 

listeners’ points of view, he was “seen more as an improviser than as a composer.”162 

Dupré began learning both composition and improvisation in his childhood. His earliest 

manuscripts were for two short organ pieces from 1895, when he began harmony and 
                                                 

159 W. L. Sumner, “Paris Organs and organists in the Twenties, Some Reminiscences,” 
The Organ Yearbook (1971) vol. 11, 51–58; Delcamp, 15. 

 
160 Crawford, 49. 
 
161 Stiven, 93, 99. 
 
162 Pagett, 2. 
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counterpoint lessons.163 At the age of eleven, Dupré earned his first organist position at 

Saint-Vivien in Rouen. He was already able to successfully improvise short interludes in 

proper style and format during worship services. Inevitably, formal structure became one 

of the most important elements in Dupré’s music. Michael Murray unfolds some details: 

 
On Sundays at Saint Vivien, Marcel put growing knowledge to use. And though 
now without direct supervision, [his father] Albert having his own services to 
play, Marcel was required on Sunday evenings to report on his day’s work. Had 
he improvised at the offertory? If so, on what theme? With what solo stop? In the 
soprano or the tenor? Even at this early stage, his improvising must follow a form. 
When he embroidered a plainchant, he must do so in strict counterpoint.164 

 

When Dupré entered Guilmant’s organ class in the Conservatoire in 1902, he had 

already studied with him privately for five years.165 Five years later, he won the first prize 

in organ. From ten years as Guilmant’s pupil, Dupré earned comprehensive performance 

skills. During his organ examination in 1907, he demonstrated his improvisation skills 

profoundly: 

 
The hymn 'Iste confessor' was given to the candidates as the theme for their plain-
chant improvisation. Marcel Dupré spontaneously built upon this theme a canon 
at the fourth, harmonized in strict counterpoint. The jury was dumbfounded.166 

 

                                                 
163 Ibid., 585. 
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Dupré’s first American tour in 1921 aroused a great flutter at the time, mainly in 

response to his improvisational skill. The New York Times published several reports 

during this tour, one describing his improvisation in some detail: 

 
Improvisations such as his recent ‘Christmas Symphony’ and others that Mr. 
Dupré has given here at the close of each program are rarely heard from any 
musician; the patriarchal Guilmant, if one hearer may trust to memory, gave less 
lengthy essays in his series here a generation ago. Dupré, while resembling 
neither the erudite Bonnet or the virtuoso Courboin, has in special degree the gift 
of absorbing and giving out in musical form such themes as chance offers. It was 
a sealed note from Walter Damrosch of the Symphony Society that Alexander 
Russell presented yesterday. This scrap of paper was the only visible music on the 
organ rack all afternoon, and from it Dupré instantly began a series of half a 
dozen variations of contrasting beauty, followed by a fugue of thrilling power and 
proportions. Such ‘improvising’ is like a statue revealed under the sculptor's 
chisel.167 

 

Like Franck, Dupré was not only a master improviser but also a legendary teacher 

of improvisation. He emphasized that improvisation should be a systematic and well 

thought-out process with the precision of “an actual written-down composition instead of 

formless rambling,”168 in order to allow the listener “to follow the result as if it were a 

composed work.”169 In 1925, Dupré published his improvisation tutor, Traité 

d’Improvisation à l’Orgue, which demonstrates each stage in the process of learning 

organ improvisation.170 His teaching philosophy was based upon Widor’s instruction, but 

                                                 
167 New York Times, December 13, 1921, 24; quoted, Gehring, 155–156. 
 
168 Delcamp, 37. 
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Ibid., 5. 
 
170 Dupré wrote two volumes of improvisation studies as Cours Complet d’Improvisation 
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he went beyond it, emphasizing an intense study of piano technique plus all necessary 

elements of theory and technique.171 The master himself explained a detailed step-by-step 

study of improvisation: 

 
[The student] improvisation studies parallel the study of theory, of the writing and 
composition of music. 
 
[The student] must be trained, at the same time as his study of harmony, to carry-
out and to link-up at the keyboard the harmonic technique which he knows by 
transposing chromatically into all keys. 
 
When he reaches the study of four-part counterpoint, he can be trained in 
improvisation on a chorale in the various forms of the past…while studying the 
writing of the fugue, he will improvise at once expositions for three or four 
voices…next free development and finally the stretto…The student then works on 
the variation forms…then the different movements of the sonata beginning with 
the trio sonata. He could finally take-up the improvised symphonic etude, 
developing the periods of the exposition, and avoiding mere chatter in the periods 
of the development. 
 
In short it can be said that the operation of training an improviser follows step by 
step the training of the virtuoso and of the composer. Hence, it is necessary to 
possess the “métier” before launching into improvisation. It will serve as the 
foundation for the inspiration of the moment and for the imagination.172 

 

In recitals, Dupré preferred to conclude with large-scale symphonic 

improvisations.173 Later in his performance career, the complexity of his contrapuntal 

improvisation reached a new height: 

                                                                                                                                                 
I’Improvisation libre was published in 1936, and volume two, Traité d’Improvisation à l’Orgue, 
was published in 1925. 

 
171 Dupré, Traité, 1. 
 
172 Marcel Dupré, “On Improvisation,” The Diapason LVI/3 (February 1965), 25; Ibid., 

16. 
 
173 Ibid., 4. 
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What can one say about Marcel Dupré the improvisateur…the teacher who 
memorized his pupils’ improvisations and then played them back with 
improvements…of him who, given three themes for a Prelude and Double fugue 
at Fontainebleau brought the audience to their feet by changing the assignment to 
Triple Fugue with Chorale, with inversion of quadruple counterpoint in the final 
section?174 
 

It is not a surprise to discover that numerous organ works by Dupré were directly 

inspired by his improvisations. Among his works composed by the mid-1920s, those 

derived from his improvisational style on Sundays at Saint-Sulpice or Notre Dame 

include Scherzo, Op. 16 and 15 Versets pour les vêpres du commun des fêtes e la sainte 

vierge, Op. 18.175 His Symphonie-Passion, Op. 23 is based on a four-movement 

improvisation performed during his first tour in the United States. As all of Dupré’s solo 

piano publications were written during the early twentieth century, they all bear the 

marks of his organ improvisational style with the particular acoustic concept of Cavaillé-

Coll’s organ in mind.  

The Influence of J. S. Bach 

Franck, Dupré, and Widor all studied and were influenced by the music of J. S. 

Bach, particularly his organ works. The highly contrapuntal and religious style of 

Franck’s keyboard music invited comparisons to the works of Bach. After listening to 

Franck play his Six Pièces, Ops. 16–21 in Sainte-Clotilde in April 1866, Liszt marveled, 

                                                 
174 Clarence Watters, “Tribute to Marcel Dupré”, The Diapason LXII/8 (July 1971), 2; 
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175 Steed, 9. 



 
 

62 

“these poems have their place beside the masterpieces of Sebastian Bach!”176 Gustave 

Derepas described the spirituality in Franck’s music as “good sense, clear reason, and 

moral equilibrium.”177 Derepas’s description refers to the structure in Franck’s works; 

this structural balance was likely due to Franck’s close familiarity with Bach’s 

compositional style. When Franck was the organ professor at the Conservatoire, he 

always introduced Bach’s organ music to his class, and over eighty percent of the 

examination pieces played by his students were fugues or other works by Bach.178 There 

is no doubt that Franck was a great admirer of the German Baroque master. In the final of 

Prélude, aria et final, Franck used a B-A-C-H motif in the bass as a petit hommage 

(Figure 3.2).  

Figure 3.2: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Final,” m. 451.179 

 

 
The revival of Bach’s music in the nineteenth century was progressive. Franck did 

not study Bach as thoroughly as Widor and Dupré did. After 1800, several firms in 
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178 Marcelle Benoit, “César Franck et ses élèves,” L’Orgue (April–September 1957), 76–

78. Quoted, Smith, Toward, Appendix C, 165. 
 
179 There is a misprint in the score. The B on the fourth beat should be B natural. 
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Leipzig started to publish collections of Bach’s keyboard music. The performance of St 

Matthew Passion in 1829 with Mendelssohn conducting marked the revival of attention 

to Bach’s choral music.180 Directed by Mendelssohn, the first published volume in 

Germany consisting only of organ music by Bach appeared in the 1840s.181 In 1850, the 

German Bach-Gesellschaft (Bach Society) was founded, leading to the publication of the 

first volume of the complete Bach keyboard works (Urtext edition) fifteen years later.182 

Despite the increasing exposure of Bach’s music to German audiences, this was not 

commonly the case in France. By the middle of the nineteenth century, most of Bach’s 

keyboard works other than The Well-Tempered Clavier were still unknown to most 

Parisians.183 As the first French promoter of Bach’s organ music, Alexander Boëly 

(1785–1858) encountered a persistent misunderstanding of J. S. Bach’s music by the 

Parisian public. In 1852, Lemmens went to Paris and gave an all-Bach recital at Saint-

Vincent-de-Paul with only a small group of musicians in attendance, including Boëly, 

Alkan, Franck, and Gounod.184 As critic Henri Blanchard later reported, Lemmens 

presented Bach with “great clarity and purity of style” but regretted the lack 

                                                 
180 “Bach Revival”, Grove Music Online. 
 
181 Nicholas Thistlethwaite, The Making of the Victorian Organ (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1999), 171; Ochse, 226. According to Ochse, only a limited selection of Bach’s 
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improvisations in the program.185 Bach’s music did not fit into the French musical culture 

and conditions at the time; as Widor described; it was nearly impossible to “find two 

organists who knew the [Bach] fugue in B Minor [in Paris].”186 For Parisian organists, the 

only way to get scores of Bach’s organ music was to obtain a foreign edition. “No 

publisher has ever found himself encouraged to engrave and print a single line of these 

organ works since they all demand the use of the pedals, a technical feat that practically 

no one in the country seems at the moment to have mastered.”187 

When Franck was a student of Benoist, repertoire studies were not required in the 

organ class, so the playing of Bach seemed very distant. Even if students had wanted to 

play Bach, the old organ pedalboard in the Conservatoire had a compass of only one and 

a half octaves, which is inadequate for most Bach works with pedal.188 In February 1858, 

two months after starting his position at Sainte-Clotilde, Franck ordered a Pleyel Pédalier, 

a device that could connect a practice pedalboard to a piano, so that he could practice 

pedal playing at home.189 This indicates Franck’s that his pedal technique was 

insufficiently developed, and he undoubtedly ordered the pedalboard to practice before 

the dedication of the Cavaillé-Coll organ, which was installed with a twenty-seven-note 
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186 Charles-Marie Widor, “Preface” to André Pirro’s L’Orgue de J. S. Bach (Paris: 

Fischbacher, 1895); Wallace Goodrich, trans., Johann Sebastian Bach, the Organist (New York: 
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pedalboard. Facing such limited conditions and resources; it was inevitable that Franck’s 

self-studies of Bach’s music would be less comprehensive than those of contemporary 

German musicians, even though he continued to develop his technique throughout his 

life. Therefore, it is not a surprise to discover throughout his entire career as an active 

organist, Franck only performed one relatively short work by Bach in public, the Prelude 

and Fuge in E minor, BWV 533, also known as the “Cathedral.” 

Reports by students about Franck’s method of teaching Bach leave many 

questions unanswered. Swiss organist Édouard Bopp was in Franck’s organ class in 1887 

and 1888 and provided an extended observation regarding Franck’s teaching of Bach’s 

organ works: 

 
I do not remember having heard Franck make an observation on the style of 
playing a piece by either Bach or Mendelssohn, nor give advice on tempi, style, 
technique, or registration. He seemed to think us perfectly capable of being aware 
of the weak points in our playing and thought it futile to tell us.190 
 

Vierne mentions Franck’s teaching agenda for repertoire studies, which mainly 

addressed works by Bach. The quantity and comprehensiveness of these repertoire 

studies were limited by the heavy emphasis on improvisation and the undesirable 

condition of the instrument in the Conservatoire: 

 
In the course of the year they prepared scarcely more than the pieces required for 
the examinations in January and in June and for the competition. There was no 
need to worry about manipulation of the organ. Franck drew the stops, worked the 
pedal combinations, and managed the swell box. Thus everything was simplified 
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and reduced merely to the playing on the keyboards and pedals and the 
observance of style.191 
 
There were few material effects from registration, and they were almost 
unworkable anyway on the class' miserable instrument. Everything depended on 
the music itself.192 

 

Bach’s influence on Franck occurred not through performance but through 

Franck’s close study of Bach’s compositional techniques, which strengthened his 

predilection for writing contrapuntal textures. Franck felt a deep respect for te works of 

Bach, which led to his producing a five-volume editions of Bach’s organ music in 

Braille.193 

While Franck was primarily influenced by Bach’s structures and counterpoint, 

Widor and Dupré were influenced by the direct performance of Bach’s works. In the 

spring and summer of 1863, Widor went to Brussels to study organ with Lemmens and 

composition with Fétis. For four and half months, Widor devoted himself to an 

extraordinarily rigorous training plan every day except Sunday: at seven o’clock in the 

morning, he submitted his fugue homework to Fétis and received comments; afterwards, 

Fétis gave a new fugue subject as homework; from eight o’clock to late afternoon, Widor 

practiced the organ; his lesson with Lemmens occurred before dinner and most of the 

time was devoted to Bach’s music with memorization required; after dinner, Widor spent 
                                                 

191 Crawford, 33. 
 
192 Ibid., 35. 
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two to three hours to write a new fugue for the next morning.194 This period of intensive 

studies formed in Widor a habit of “mental gymnastics”195 practiced throughout his entire 

lifetime. “He had discipline; like Brahms, Widor went through the mental exercise of 

constructing a few lines of counterpoint or realizing a given bass before he set to work 

every morning.” Widor encouraged hiss students to form the same habit: “do it as a 

routine, just as you comb your hair and brush your teeth.”196 

In Widor’s opinion, Bach directly influenced the French Romantic School of 

organ playing.197 In his first appearance at the organ class after accepting the teaching 

position, Widor announced his “determination to restore the level of organ performance 

in general, and to revive the authentic tradition in the interpretation of Bach's works in 

particular.”198 Indeed, Widor’s class dove into Bach’s organ repertoire more deeply than 

its predecessors had done. His students played some of Bach’s chorale preludes that had 

never been played before in the Conservatoire, which amazed the juries during 

examinations.199 Widor succeeded in establishing a new tradition at the Paris 

Conservatoire that included Bach’s music as standard repertoire. His own keyboard 
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compositions for both the piano and the organ were inevitably impacted by his familiarity 

with Bach’s works and their polyphonic style. 

In addition to his role as a performer and teacher of Bach’s works, Widor hosted many 

other musical activities that advocated for Bach’s music. In 1905, he and five other 

musicians co-founded the Paris Bach Society, devoted to promoting J. S. Bach’s choral 

music by presenting a regular concert series.200 Together with his former student, Albert 

Schweitzer, Widor edited a complete French edition of Bach’s organ music in 1924 and 

1925.201 

Following Widor’s lead, Dupré was also dedicated to learning and promoting 

Bach’s music. Dupré memorized the complete solo organ works of J. S. Bach and 

performed the complete cycle at the Paris Conservatoire in ten consecutive weekly 

recitals between January and March 1921. Like Widor, Dupré spent a significant amount 

of time at the organ console. During the concert preparation period, he practiced at the 

Conservatoire hall every evening from eight o’clock to midnight.202  

Like his teacher, Dupré edited the complete Bach organ works, which comprised twelve 

volumes published by Bornemann in 1938. For each piece he indicates metronome 

markings, manuals, registration, fingering, pedaling, and texts for the chorale preludes.203 

Given his thorough studies of these monumental Baroque works, it is not surprising to 
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discover that Dupré’s solo keyboard works share some detailed commonalities with those 

of the German Baroque master. 

“Absolute Legato” Playing 

The nineteenth-century French near-obsession with absolute legato204 on the 

organ began with the two organists of Belgian origin, Lemmens and Franck.205 It also 

reflects the symphonic acoustical features of Cavaillé-Coll’s organ. When Cavaillé-Coll 

rebuilt a historical organ, he “did so in his own style, assuming his responsibility was to 

the present day rather than to the preservation of the past.”206 Contrary to performance 

practice considerations often observed today, nineteenth-century French performances of 

Bach were played with the kind of absolute legato that Widor espoused and that was 

characteristic of the French Romantic style.207 As one of the strongest proponents of 

Widor’s style, Dupré thought legato playing should be executed not only in Bach’s 

music, but also in “every work written in a polyphonic style, and when improvising.”208 

                                                 
204 The absolute legato refers to the seamless connection that each note begins where the 

previous one ends. 
 
205 Maurice Emmanuel, César Franck (Paris: Henri Laurens, 1930), 101. Lemmens 

advocated seamless legato playing, which inherited in France by his students, Widor and 
Guilmant. Franck also used legato but not in the same way as Lemmens, although he did admire 
Lemmens’ method. 

 
206 Ochse, 226. This is in contrast to the common attitude today, which is to restore or 

duplicate an historical organ to as close as possible the original design. 
 
207 American reviewer Clarence Eddy reported in the 1890s that Widor “plays everything 

very slowly, with very strong rhythm, but with no attempt at sentiment.” (Ibid., 115) The legato 
playing, which is deeply rooted in the French Romantic organ tradition, is also the proper manner 
for interpreting Widor’s piano works. 
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Legato technique is deeply connected to Franck’s chant-like melodic phrasing. A 

good illustration of his preoccupation with legato organ playing was his Braille edition of 

Bach’s organ works that included fingerings and pedalings that tried to approach Bach’s 

music with absolute legato.209 One pedaling example is selected from Karen Hastings’s 

study (Figure 3.3). With the common eighteenth-century performance practice method,210 

Bach would not have played these passages with this kind of legato pedaling, yet the 

passage shows the extreme lengths to which Franck went to render these passages using a 

legato pedal technique. In Franck’s method, the uninterrupted long passages in the pedal 

should always be played legato. 

Figure 3.3: Bach, Prelude in F Minor, BWV 534, mm. 64–66 (Franck edition).211 

 

In addition, the only pedaling Franck indicated in his original organ works is an 

intervallic motif in Pièce héroïque (Figure 3.4), which unsurprisingly indicates his 
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). Organists in the time of Bach and earlier used 
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preference of using legato pedaling. The left foot is required to execute the passage by 

itself, as the right foot is occupied with another task. 

 
Figure 3.4: Franck, Pièce héroïque, m. 117.212 
 

 
 

Meanwhile, as Cortot points out, “Franck’s piano technique needs a special study 

of legato in relation to the expressive demands of the polyphonic style.”213 Franck was 

constantly seeking a smooth touch and continuous expressive connection in all of his 

long phrases. Therefore, the percussive nature of the piano should yield to almost 

horizontal phrasing. For example, in Figure 3.5, measure 116, even though Franck uses 

marcato in the left hand without a slur it would be appropriate, based on contextual 

phrases, to play the bass line legato with shallow damper pedaling instead of detached 

octaves. 

As for Widor, his teaching method demands more specific attention to 

“articulation, punctuation, breathing, and accentuation to provide the rhythmic 

dimension.”214 Above all, emphasis is placed on “achieving a perfect legato and a precise 

staccato.”215 As Near points out, Widor studied Lemmens’s method of staccato playing,  
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Figure 3.5: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Prélude,” mm. 113–120. 

 
 

which was a new technique on the organ,216 a piano technique that was adapted to the 

organ in Belgium and France in the nineteenth century. Very long phrases in legato are 

typical for Franck and Widor, but not necessarily for their contemporary pianist-

composers. Moreover, Widor does not merely require the absolute legato technique; he 

also stresses combining legato with phrase shaping. For example, he suggests that a 

smooth crescendo should be approached as: “by lines, when he passes slowly from piano 

into forte by a gradient almost imperceptible and in constant progression without break or 

jolt.”217 

In a 1927 method book, Dupré instructs, “perfect legato should be secured, which 

means that each note should be heard instantaneously after the other without any break or 
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slur.”218 Most importantly, “one should above all endeavor to secure a perfect legato in 

the simplest formulas.”219 In order to demonstrate two types of legato playing, Dupré 

gives musical examples with quite specific note values. The dry legato (Figure 3.6) is 

played with a distinct end and beginning for adjacent notes—the resulting sound should 

still be perceivable as a seamless legato, unlike the articulated, ordinary touch of the 18th 

century. One appropriate application for dry legato is a marcato character. In addition, 

the fingers are expected to press and release the keys with decisive motions as well. 

Given the large acoustic of Parisian churches, this type of legato was necessary when 

using loud registrations to ensure that all pipes speak with a clear attack within the legato 

character. 

 
Figure 3.6: Marcel Dupré, dry legato. 
 

 
 

The second type features the seamless legato (Figure 3.7), which is also 

commonly called “over legato” or “super legato.” With a slight overlap between the two 

adjacent notes, it maximally reduces punctuation and accentuation while amplifies 

singing-like timbre. Usually seamless legato suits lyrical movements or melodies with 

long note durations, and it also works in many other contexts. As a wind instrument, the 

organ is well suited to this technique, but pianists can also employ it. 
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Figure 3.7: Dupré, blurry legato. 
 

 

 
It is possible to apply both types of legato at the same time. For instance, in the 

theme of Variations sur un Noël, Op. 20 (Figure 3.8), the melody in the right hand would 

benefit by using dry legato to bring clarity to the sixteenth notes. The other three voices 

can be played with blurry legato for sustaining purposes. 

Figure 3.8: Dupré, Variations sur un Noël, Op. 20, mm. 1–7. 

 
 

Absolute legato playing fits the nature of Cavaillé-Coll’s organ, in which the reed 

stops blend with the foundation stops rather than standing out as a solo as they do on a 

Baroque organ. The habit of playing organ works legato likely led Franck, Widor, and 

Dupré to use more stepwise motion and fewer leaping figures than did their 

contemporary pianist-composers. This compositional texture was unconsciously carried 

over to their piano works.   
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Piano and Organ Playing from a Pedagogical Approach 

Organists have long been aware that mastering piano technique will support their 

organ studies, even though piano technique does not translate directly to the organ.220 

Likewise, organ technique impacts the piano implicitly and conceptually. Therefore, 

knowledge of some basic factors of French organ school playing is beneficial to learning 

piano music written by Franck, Widor, and Dupré. 

Over time, while some traditions of the French organ school have changed, many more 

traditions have been sustained. In viewing Franck, Widor, and Dupré as performers, 

composers, improvisers, and teachers, we see a highly disciplined French organ school 

developing. During their professorships at the Paris Conservatoire, each followed his 

predecessor in upholding high technical and compositional standards. Through their 

teaching, their musical personalities and ideals were inherited and amplified by 

generations of organists who studied and trained in their classes.  

From Benoist to Franck, the teaching routine in the organ class of the Paris Conservatoire 

emphasized improvisation and did not change much. Widor broke this pattern, stating, 

“In France we have neglected performance much too much in favor of improvisation.”221 

He transformed the curriculum to include literature, especially the music of J.S. Bach, 

while at the same time sustaining a high standard of improvisation. As Widor’s most 

praised student, Dupré inherited and implemented a similar pedagogical approach. 
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In many aspects, the piano and the symphonic organ share playing methods. 

However, Widor observed that their different methods of sound production create 

performance practice issues when music is adapted from piano to organ and vice versa: 

“the percussiveness of the piano hammer gains in speed” whereas the organ produces “a 

sound devoid of activity and elasticity” with “no percussiveness.”222 According to Widor, 

expressiveness is achieved differently on the piano and the symphonic organ: 

 
This “expressiveness” of the new instrument [Cavaillé-Coll’s organ] can only be 
subjective; it arises from mechanical means and cannot have spontaneity. While 
stringed and wind instruments of the orchestra, the piano, and voices reign only 
by naturalness of accent and unexpectedness of attack, the organ, clothed in its 
primordial majesty, speaks as philosopher: alone among all, it can put forth the 
same volume of sound indefinitely and thus inspire the religious idea of the 
infinite. Surprises and accents are not natural to it; they are lent to it, they are 
accents by adoption.223 

 

The difference between piano and organ expressiveness arises from the nature of each 

instrument. For example, if a composer aims to compose a triumphant or brilliant ending, 

he would choose different paths on the piano and the organ. The pianistic nature of 

percussiveness is perfect for virtuosic octave-scales, chordal arpeggios, or a mix of both. 

The use of intensive rhythmic patterns and the wide range of the piano keyboard, along 

with resonance gained by the lifting of the dampers, can maximize resonance and  
                                                 

222 Charles-Marie Widor, ed. Jean-Sébastien Bach—Œuvres completes pour orgue: 
Édition critique et pratique en huit volumes (Bibliothèque nationale de France, vols. 1–4 with 
handwritten revisions, 1924/1925) Volume 1, 6–7; quoted, Near, Widor on Organ, 15. Widor 
points out a major mechanical difference between the piano and the organ: the piano is able to 
create acoustic percussiveness through a quick hammer strike followed by a rapid decay in sound 
volume after the strike. On the organ, neither the attack nor the decay can occur quickly. 
Moreover, a reverberant acoustic in the church sanctuary may delay the decay even more. 

 
223 Charles-Marie Widor, “Avant-propos.” Symphonies pour orgue (Paris: Hamelle, 

1887) 11: xxxii; quoted, Near, Widor on Organ, 15. 
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Figure 3.9a: Liszt, Études d’exécution transcendante No. 10 in F minor, mm. 169–182. 
 

 
 

Figure 3.9b: Widor, Suite, Op. 58; IV. “Finale,” mm. 274–286. 
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excitement. Figures 3.9a and 3.10 demonstrate how two piano virtuosos, Liszt and 

Rachmaninoff, wrote a majestic conclusion by using punctuated chords and octaves with 

rhythmic repetitions throughout the keyboard’s wide range. By accessing the power of 

the bass, the acoustic resonance drastically increases. Meanwhile, Figures 3.9a and 3.9b 

show how Widor adapted Liszt’s virtuosic texture to build the excitement toward the end 

of the piece through rapid alternation of octaves in both hands. 

Figure 3.10: Sergei Rachmaninoff, Études-Tableaux, Op. 39 No. 9, mm. 93–97. 
 

 

In contrast, a majestic finale on the organ is almost inevitably achieved through 

chords of long duration repeating the same harmony to deliver the grandiose tutti organ 

sound, which, in volume, can compete with a full symphony orchestra. Compared to a 

piano score in a similar situation, an organ score usually appears more spacious. By 

pulling out all the stops, the sparse textures of the chords are filled in with a chorus of 

sound at the fundamental, octave, 12th, and even higher. The resulting sound can be 



 
 

79 

transparent. In an ending like Figure 3.11, it is very important for the organist to observe 

the rests and create space between the chords. On a mechanical action organ, a crisp 

attack and release further punctuates the chords and adds to the majestic effect.224 

 
Figure 3.11: Franck, Final, Op. 21, mm. 375–388. 
 

 
 

After comparing the three figures above, Dupré’s intention at the end of “Cortège 

et Litanie,” Op. 19 No. 2 for solo piano (Figure 3.12) becomes clearer:  He borrows the 

musical texture of a majestic organ finale and transfers it to the piano. However, rather 

than playing with decisive releases on the organ in Figure 3.11, the execution in Figure 

3.12 works exactly the opposite way on the piano. No space at all should exist between 

chords, especially in the last three measures. Instead, the pianist should keep all chords of 

the same harmony under one long sustain pedal, without changing it. The bass is 

                                                 
224 In a dry room the organist would try to extend these executions slightly, but in a 

French cathedral this would cause an echo. For comparison, American organ composers generally 
do not write this way due to the difference of the space design. 
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imitating a sustained organ pedal point of an E major chord. The percussive nature of the 

piano mechanism will create clear attacks on each chord, drawing as much resonance 

from the piano soundboard as possible. 

 
Figure 3.12: Dupré, “Cortège et Litanie,” Op. 19 No. 2, mm. 134–142. 
 

 
 

The duration of each note also varies on these two types of instruments. The piano 

sound begins to decay as soon as the hammer hits the strings; the organ sustains a tone as 

long as the key is depressed. The percussive nature of the hammer gives the piano an 

advantage over the organ in the attack of a note. Furthermore, a note can be re-struck 

before the decay ends, allowing for faster repeat. The organ requires space between notes 

to make an attack clear. Therefore, the piano has natural advantage to play with repeated 

notes clarity. Widor explains how to execute repeated notes: 
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A pianoforte hammer may strike a string ten times per second and our ear will 
still easily perceive the ten attacks, the sound immediately decreasing in intensity; 
with the organ, that we may clearly hear the repetitions of a note in a quick 
movement, or in even moderate tempo, there must intervene between the 
repetitions periods of silence equal to the duration of the sound, from which we 
formulate this rule: – Every repeated note loses half of its value.”225 

 

More detailed discussions of performance practice issues with musical examples 

by Franck, Widor, and Dupré will be presented in the following three chapters. Chapter 

IV focuses on Franck, taking up the subjects of (1) phrasing, rubato, and tempo; (2) the 

use of octaves in different textures; (3) the use of dynamics; and (4) varied keyboard 

touches. Chapter V focuses on Widor in regard to (1) emphasis in left-hand texture; (2) 

the distribution of contrapuntal voices; and (3) the use of parallel and decorated octaves. 

Chapter VI is devoted to Dupré in the contexts of (1) phrasing and rubato; (2) motivic 

grouping; and (3) multi-layered textures. While each composer approaches the piano in 

his own way, each draws upon his or her knowledge and study of the organ in composing 

for the piano.  

                                                 
225 Stiven, 141–142. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

CÉSAR FRANCK 
 

The issues of performance practice discussed in this chapter relate to phrasing, 

rubato, and tempo; to Franck’s use of octaves in different textures; to his handling of 

dynamics; and to application of particular keyboard touches. All of these considerations 

contribute to the informed performance of Franck’s piano music. 

Phrasing, Rubato, and Tempo Choices 

Good phrasing is the objective that governs the application of rubato and the 

choice of suitable tempi in Franck’s piano music. D’Indy gives an insightful summary of 

Franck’s three musical principles noting “the nobility and expressive value of his melodic 

phrase; the originality of his harmonic combinations; the solid eurythmy of his musical 

structure.”226 The phrasing in Franck’s music is noticeably long due to the nature of the 

themes and the legato style of playing. In fact, his music rarely has a full break in the 

middle of the piece; the idea usually continues without punctuation until the final 

measure. His preference for composing in a chorale style also adds to the tendency to 

write long phrases, since chorale melodies contain several strophes that extend their 

length beyond that of the typical melody constructs from motives. For example, the main 

part of the aria, the middle movement of Prélude, aria et final, is based on four strophes, 

repeated twice without pause. 

                                                 
226 D’Indy, 90. 
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Franck carefully marked tempo fluctuations in his keyboard music. Any extreme 

rubato or stretching of time would break the continuity and consistency of the phrase. 

Blanche Selva, a French pianist and professor of the Schola Cantorum, stresses a 

meaningful definition of rubato in Franck’s music, stressing the importance of objectivity 

over emotion in interpretation: 

 
Franck’s rhythmic fluctuations are quite distinct from rubato, and that they are 
born not of fancy but of emotion. Indeed, Franck’s lyrical vein, broad and free as 
it is, has not that personal, intimate touch which releases the rare abandon of 
Chopin or Schumann. It is objective, sustained by a strong sense of tradition, and 
inclines rather to generalize the emotion that impels it.227 
 

Moreover, this concept held true for many later generations of French composers.228 

Certain sources suggest that performance tempi in Franck’s time were much faster 

than is customary in current practice. Although he did not include metronome markings, 

Franck mentioned that Prélude, choral et fugue takes thirteen minutes to perform, yet 

today’s recordings usually finish between seventeen and twenty minutes.229 At the 

beginning of Prélude, aria et final, Franck marked ♩=116, which is, as Howat observes, 

“alarmingly breezy.”230  Howat makes an excellent suggestion for arranging the tempi of 

                                                 
227 Ibid., 74–75. 
 
228 In the author’s opinion, rubato is out of place in Franck’s music, because it interferes 

with the perception of the long phrases, as the action often occurs before the hairpin or crescendo 
marks. However, there is no universal agreement on this point. 

 
229 Howat, 261; Fauquet, ed., César Franck: Correspondance (Liège: Mardaga, 1999), 

175; Ton van Eck, “César Franck’s Metronome Markings Reconsidered,” The American Organist 
(February 2002, 52–5; William Whitehead, “New Perspectives in Franck Studies,” Royal College 
of Organists Year Book 2003–04, 53–60. 

 
230 Howat, 261. 
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the different movements of Prélude, choral et fugue by first finding a suitable flowing 

tempo for the choral, then adjusting the other movements around it, with a slightly faster 

tempo for the “Prélude.”231 

The Performance of Octaves in Different Textures 

Franck uses octaves in many different situations and textures in his piano music, 

which requires different performance approaches depending on the context. The lyrical 

sections in Franck’s piano music frequently contain many bass octaves. Normally, from a 

pianistic perspective, lower notes of bass octaves are emphasized slightly more than the 

higher ones to gives the upper voices more support. However, if this were applied in 

Franck’s piano music, the bass would become overly weighted and acoustically 

imbalanced. Franck likely conceived of such octaves in the context of the bass line as 

played by the pedal on the Cavaillé-Coll organ. A standard practice for organists is to pull 

both a 16’ and an 8’ stop for the bass part, doubling the line by an octave.  The organ 

sonorities are voiced as a unified entity rather than one in which the lower register 

dominates the upper register. Franck had only a 16’ Contrebasse and one 8’ Flûte in the 

pedal division of his organ at Sainte-Clotilde; if he added more stops, it would simply be 

too loud.232 The tone quality of the 16’ Contrebasse on a typical Cavaillé-Coll organ is 

rather transparent. The 16’ pipe and its overtone (sounding at 8’ pitch) usually require the 

                                                 
231 Ibid., 261–262. 
 
232 Appendix A contains the original stoplist of Cavaillé-Coll’s organ (1859) in Sainte-

Clotilde. 
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support of an 8’ stop.233 When the Contrebasse and Flûte speak together, we hear a 

balanced octave, with the lower note not particularly emphasized. Thus, on the piano, 

bass octaves should be voiced so that they blend as a single sonority. 

An example of how Franck uses octaves in the piano to resemble the 16’ and 8’ 

combination normally found on the organ can be seen in his Prélude, fugue et variation, 

originally a duet written for organ and piano. Later Franck revised it to a solo organ 

version and published it in the Six Pièces as Op. 18 No. 3. In the original version, Franck 

assigns the melody to the organ and the harmony to the piano. In the duet (Figure 4.1a), 

the piano left hand features octaves almost throughout the entire piece. When the piece 

was arranged for solo organ, the octaves became a single-note bass line, covered by the 

standard 16’ plus 8’ registration combination in the pedal (Figure 4.1b). 

Figure 4.1a: Franck, Prélude, fugue et variation (original version); “Prélude,” mm. 1–7. 
 

 

                                                 
233 This is typical on a Cavaillé-Coll’s organ but not standard on other builders’ organs. 
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Figure 4.1b: Franck, Prélude, fugue et variation, Op. 18; “Prélude,” mm. 1–3.  

 
 

The opening of the “Choral” movement of Prélude, choral et fugue is a good 

example of bass line octaves that were conceived from an organ texture. The expression 

marking molto cantabile, non troppo dolce indicates Franck seeks a firm but warm 

harmonic foundation to support the melody, which must be brought out clearly. To 

accomplish this with melodic lines on the organ, Franck often assigns a solo color played 

on its own manual to soar through the harmonies and thick texture of the parts played by  

 
Figure 4.2: Franck, Pièce Héroïque, mm. 64–70. 
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Figure 4.3: Franck, Prélude, choral et fugue; “Choral,” mm. 58–65. 
 

 
 

the other hand and pedal.234 For instance, Figure 4.1b shows a right-hand melodic setting 

and Figure 4.2 shows a left-hand melodic setting, both registered to produce a louder 

sound. Similarly, in Prélude, choral et fugue, the “Choral” melody shown in Figure 4.3 

should be played with extra emphasis in the upper part of the right hand. The other three 

voices require a unified sound with no emphasis on any particular voice. 

In another example of melodic profiling, the first phrase of the chorale melody in 

the “Aria” from Prélude, aria et final (Figure 4.4) presents a repeating motive that is 

exchanged between the soprano and the bass. Accompanied by block chords, this texture 

provides a particular plainchant singing sonority, which is a common inspiration for 

Catholic choral and organ music. With the use of the damper pedal to connect sustained 

harmony and melodic octaves, the distance between the two hands creates an arch-like 

openness of sound, which for Franck is probably a way of imitating the acoustical 

                                                 
234 Frequently these melodies are played on reed stops. 



 
 

88 

character of Cavaillé-Coll’s organs. It provides an opportunity for the pianist to explore 

coloristic possibilities based on personal taste. 

 
Figure 4.4: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Aria,” mm. 15–26. 
 

 
 

Although every situation should be approached individually, the equal-touch 

octave concept can apply to other voices in either melodic or accompanied material. 

Passages that are not in the bass could be understood in relation to other acoustical 

phenomena common to the organ such as the as 8’ plus 4’, a combination similar to the 

16’ plus 8’ found in the pedal stops for the manuals are also combined to create different 

reinforced intervals, especially octaves. Figure 4.5 shows a three-part texture from 

Prélude, aria et final that may represent an organ-inspired sonority. Franck doubles the 

melody by the octave in what is perceived as a single middle voice duplicated at the 

octave in a three-voiced texture. This is similar to the use of 8’ and 4’ stops on the organ 

to increase the depth and presence of a particular line or sonority.  Besides balancing the 
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voicing of the octaves, Franck requires an additional timbre in each hand: the right hand 

plays the leading melody while the left hand continues the wave-like bass figure. The 

organ’s ability to render multiple colors at once is, again, transferred successfully to the 

piano music.  

Figure 4.5: Franck, Prélude, aria et final, “Final,” mm. 540–544. 
 

 

 
Figure 4.6 illustrates an eight-measure phrase in what is essentially a four-part 

texture from the “Prélude” of Prélude, aria et final. The melody is placed clearly in the 

soprano, interrupted at regular intervals by a character change involving a shift to the 

high register. The first character (measure 42 beat 4 an measure 46 beat 4) is placed in the 

middle register and not doubled at the octave, whereas the second character (measure 44 

beat 4 and measure 48 beat 4 with dolcissimo) adds a higher register doubling of the 

melody at the octave. It is more essential to find a balanced voicing than to emphasize 

any particular voice. The use of the octaves in this passage, however, is not the only 

organ-inspired sonorities in this example. The two “characters” that seem to work 

together without interruption could reflect Franck’s internalization of manual changes 

native to the organ. One of the ways to render color and character changes on the organ is 

to switch manuals. While this can be done to execute dramatic and quick changes it can 
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also be used for subtle color differences that do not interrupt the music. In this passage, 

the pianist should be able to shift between two distinct timbres while keeping the 

continuity of the melody. 

Figure 4.6: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Prélude,” mm. 42/4–49. 
 

 

 
Figure 4.7, another excerpt from the “Prélude” of Prélude, aria et final, again 

presents four–part texture, but this time with the melody in the tenor. Here, Franck indeed 

considered the organ in his voicing because the tenor and the bass in the left hand are so 

far apart that it is not possible to reach all the chords without arpeggiations, especially 

considering that the melody needs to be brought out. Large open chords of this kind 

provide a fuller sound, which requires the right-hand accompaniment to match the full 

left-hand sonorities accordingly. Therefore, Franck chose octaves for the soprano to 

provide a matching support. 
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Figure 4.7: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Prélude,” mm. 24–27. 
 

 
 

Handling of Dynamics 

In addition to written dynamic markings Franck implies dynamics through the use 

of octave sonorities and pitch ranges to create duet melodies. This compositional 

technique is liberally used in Prélude, aria et final, especially in the “Aria”, in which the 

melody constantly weaves between all the voices with single-lined or octave textures. It 

can be understood as an inheritance from the French Baroque period since it is very 

similar to the echo effect on the organ or a double-manual harpsichord. Technically, it is 

relatively easy to plan out such gestures on either the harpsichord or the organ. Once the 

registration is set, the performer only needs to move the hand(s) between the different 

manuals by following the notations in the score (or their own preferences). In Figure 4.8, 

an excerpt from Franck’s Grande Pièce Symphonique, the right hand switches between 

the Positif (middle manual) and the Récit (upper manual). Figure 4.9 shows more 

complicated switches in the “Cantabile” movement between the Grand Orgue (lower 

manual), the Positif, and the Récit. 

On the piano, the execution of this sort of “terraced” dynamic concept is rather 

difficult, as the fingers must control all the dynamics. The application of the soft pedal 

provides one possible solution to the sudden dynamic and color changes. In the “Prélude” 
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Figure 4.8: Franck, Grande Pièce Symphonique, mm. 261–270. 
 

 

 
Figure 4.9: Franck, Cantabile, mm. 1–15. 
 

 

 
(Figure 4.5), the phrases marked pianissimo are appropriate places to practice the soft 

pedal idea, as are the quieter phrases in the “Choral”. The dynamic markings in these 
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piano pieces are not just indications of volume; they also, even more importantly, 

indicate a difference in character. 

The crescendos and diminuendos found in Franck’s organ music are usually 

realized through the use of the Expression du Récit, the expression pedal, also known as 

the swell pedal. The pipes of the Récit division or manual are built inside a large 

enclosure with louvers that open and close to allow different quantities of sound to leave 

the box.235 A pedal located at the organ console controls the louvers. While this is a 

helpful tool, the organist is only able to control dynamics of the ranks of pipes that are 

physically located in the swell box. The design of Cavaillé-Coll’s organs and the central 

placement of his expression boxes created many tonal possibilities, which Franck used 

generously When the box is open, it adds another dimension of sound to the organ, and 

when it is closed, the volume is largely reduced and produces a far off and mysterious 

effect.236 Some of the dynamic indications in Franck’s organ music relate directly to the 

position of the expression pedal. This is the case when dynamic markings are present in 

the absence of a change in registration. Figure 4.10 from Franck’s Final, Op. 21 shows 

that fortissimo and pianissimo are used successively on the same manual without a 

registration change, calling for the use of the expression pedal. Although the resulting 

dynamics from a box that is completely open versus completely closed will indeed be 

very different, these indications in the score are concerned less with an exact intended 

dynamic than with technical instructions for the organist.  

                                                 
235 In American terms, this is also known as a swell box. 
 
236 Leupold, xvi. 
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Figure 4.10: Franck, Final, Op. 21, mm. 29–38. 
 

 

 
The operation of the organ’s expression pedal is directly relevant to the 

performance of Prélude, choral et fugue and Prélude, aria et final, since the selection of 

the proper sound color is vital. For example, the mezzo-piano at the beginning of Prélude,  

 
Figure 4.11: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Prélude,” mm. 1–20. 
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aria et final should not be too soft, as it needs to convey a maestoso character (Figure 

4.11). Generally speaking, Franck uses dynamics to shadow the shape of the phrasing. 

Considering his phrases are often quite lengthy, it is important to manage the dynamics 

well within a complete phrase accordingly. All the changes are subtle and require mental 

preparation, which shares some similarities with his organ improvisation process 

(previously discussed in Chapter III) and the operation of a swell box. 

The Use of Particular Touches: Jeu perlé and Style sévère 

Discovering different timbres is an enjoyable experience of playing the piano. 

Perhaps it is true for all musical instruments. For piano playing, the variance of touch that 

produces finely differentiated timbres is crucial.237 Franck taught and played the piano 

regularly throughout his life and owned two Pleyels.238 In the nineteenth century, French 

pianists chose their pianos based on the characteristics of the instrument, which varied 

according to the manufacturer. In comparing the Érard and the Pleyel, Timbrell observed 

that the Érard has “a brighter treble and warmer bass,” while the Pleyel is a “more 

delicate-sounding instrument, readily capable of subtle tonal shading.”239 Both pianos 

feature “light and fast actions” with a “rapid decay of sound.”240 The modern piano 

provides more resonance than a nineteenth-century Pleyel, and the touch weight is 
                                                 

237 This is also true for the French organ school. Daniel Roth lists three principles for 
French organ performance: touch, declamation, and registration. (Roth, 190) Since this study 
mainly focuses on Franck’s piano writing, details of the organ methods and teachings will not be 
discussed unless they impact the performance of Franck’s piano works directly. 

 
238 Fauquet, 599–600. 
 
239 Timbrell, 25. 
 
240 Ibid. 
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heavier. Franck constantly sought various timbres and colors on his organ in Sainte-

Clotilde. Thus, the Pleyel with its ability to render subtle tonal differences was a 

congenial choice for him. His piano music is not exempt from the values conveyed in 

French piano music generally, which always include clarity, delicacy, and precision.241 

Franck, like all composers, worked within the context of a specific culture and time 

period, in his case nineteenth-century France. While there are innumerous ways that this 

affects one’s approach to performance practice, an understanding of the instruments 

Franck knew and used is fundamental to an investigation of touch.  

Jeu perlé is the term given to a traditional French style of keyboard playing that 

represents the French native pianism from the early-nineteenth century up to the mid-

twentieth century. Though its first mention in writing may have come as late as 1836, in a 

report describing a performance by Sigismond Thalberg, the style can be traced back to 

Louis Adam, Friedrich Kalkbrenner, and Henri Herz in the early nineteenth century, and 

continued with Camille Saint-Saëns, Marguerite Long, Isidor Philipp, and their students 

in the late nineteenth century and beyond.242 Timbrell describes this playing style: 

[It shows] rapid, clean, neat, even passage work in which each note is bright and 
perfectly formed, like each pearl on a necklace. This style requires the utmost 
equality of touch and an unforced tone that is controlled entirely by the fingers. 
[In addition, the fingers should be] close to the keys and with octaves played from 
the wrist.243 
 

                                                 
241 Ibid., 25–26. 
 
242 Arthur Loesser, Men, Women and Pianos: A Social History (New York: Simon and 

Schuster, 1954), 372; Timbrell, 45. 
 
243 Timbrell, 37–39. 
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This shallow-keyed piano-playing concept is highly controlled by the fingers with little 

transfer of arm weight to the keyboard. To achieve clarity and the dexterity, the fingers 

do not transfer arm weight to the point of pressing upon the bottom of the keys, 

especially in fast running passages. Instead, the fingers delicately press the keys starting 

in a position already close to them. This style of touch definitely applies to Franck’s 

piano music. For example, most of the passages with thirty-second notes in the “Prélude” 

from Prélude, choral et fugue (Figure 4.12) and the triplets in the “Final” (Figure 4.13) 

would benefit from the jeu perlé. In both Figures, jeu perlé applies to the right-hand 

passages in order to create a glittery delicacy around the expressive or singing melody in 

the tenor or bass. The use of jeu perlé is not solely beneficial for scales or stepwise 

passages. In Figure 4.12, the right-hand features arpeggiated stretches, which requires 

avoiding arm weight and keeping the wrist flexible without large up and down 

movements. 

 
Figure 4.12: Franck, Prélude, choral et fugue; Prélude, mm. 19–20. 
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In Figure 4.13, an excerpt from the “Final,” the left hand handles the leading 

melody in the tenor and the quarter-note walking accompaniment in the bass line, while 

the right hand executes a triplet running passage. Since the right hand contains more 

notes than the left-hand melody, a reduced volume with jeu perlé in the right hand 

enhances the brilliance with vivid color.  

 
Figure 4.13: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Final,” mm. 61–64. 
 

 
 

Another term used to describe a keyboard playing style in both France and 

Belgium is style sévère. This style was “much drier, almost severe, and certainly less 

legato and less idiomatic” compared to styles from other European countries.244 Although 

Franck neither played nor composed his works completely in this style, one can still 

borrow the concept of style sévère in his triptychs, especially the “Fugue” and the 

“Final”. Both movements contain highly chromatic and contrapuntal textures. In the forte 

or fortissimo passages in Figure 4.14, an effective performance might involve a brief use 

of pedaling for each downbeat and severe touch on the other three beats of both hands. 

                                                 
244 Ibid., 46. This style was developed on the piano or the organ by Pierre Zimmermann, 

François-Joseph Fétis, Charles-Valentin Alkan, Jacques-Nicolas Lemmens, and Charles-Marie 
Widor (Peterson, 52). As the piano professor in the Paris Conservatoire, Zimmermann had several 
notable students, including Alkan, Franck, Bizet, and Gounod. 
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Figure 4.14: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Final,” mm. 39–46. 
 

 

 
Style sévère also applies to mm. 206–209 in the “Fugue” (Figure 4.15). A rigorous 

approach to the performance of the bass octaves supports the right-hand subject marked 

fortissimo. The slur at the downbeat in the right hand and the last two notes of each group 

in the left hand implies a finger legato with 4–5 or 5–4 fingering for the lower octave 

line, if the left hand can achieve it. Considering that the subject is highly chromatic, a 

blurry damper pedal undermines the character here. Instead, one should apply the pedal 

sparingly in the first two beats while simultaneously inserting more energy into the key 

with the left hand. 

Figure 4.15: Franck, Prélude, choral et fugue; “Fugue,” mm. 206–209. 
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Figure 4.16, an excerpt from the “Final,” indicates a soft dynamic phrase where 

sévère touch is effective. Like the previous example, it has two-note slurs in the left hand 

that should be executed with finger legato instead of using the damper pedal.  All other 

notes in both hands can be played with a degree of detachment and a minimum of hand 

movement. The fingering in measure 51 is Franck’s own indication. It indicates a 

grouping that causes the right hand to shift positions on the keyboard. Franck suggests 

grouping the notes as 2, 2, and 3, so that, after playing the intervals on beats 2 and 3, the 

right hand should access the next position without turning the hand or the wrist. 

Figure 4.16: Franck, Prélude, aria et final; “Final,” mm. 51–53. 

 

 
To place the observations presented in this chapter in perspective, it should be 

remembered that all performance practice studies have the aim of generating committed 

and convincing performance, but they can only do this in the when a performer’s 

personal identification with the spirit of the music is present. As d’Indy reveals, Franck 

always put spirituality before reality.245 For Franck, the musical concept is invariably 

more important than the comfort of its execution at the keyboard. This is commonly seen 

 
245 D’Indy, 76. 
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throughout his piano works. For instance, his piano concertos, Les Djinns and Variations 

symphoniques, are envisioned as collaborations between piano and orchestras rather than 

a competition. Franck was also an ardent contrapuntist. Musical structure is always a 

priority in his music, occasionally creating physical problems for the performer. This is 

especially true with complicated fugal or polyphonic textures in which each voice serves 

as an equally important melodic line. Franck rarely, if ever, writes complex passages 

solely to facilitate pianistic virtuosity. From a personal perspective, learning Franck’s 

music is a journey of finding “the soul of the music”246 rather than exclusively solving 

technical challenges or achieving performance brilliancy. It is often helpful to practice 

mindfulness to discover inner peace before performing Franck’s music. To end this 

chapter, there is no better description than Gustave Derepas’s opinion about Franck and 

his music: 

 
The atmosphere in which Franck moves is illuminated by a very clear light, and 
animated by a breath which is really that of life. His music makes us neither beast 
nor angel. Keeping a steady balance, as far removed from materialistic coarseness 
as from the hallucinations of a doubtful mysticism, it accepts humanity with all its 
positive joys and sorrows, and uplifts it, without dizziness, to peace and serenity, 
by revealing the sense of the divine.247 

                                                 
246 Cortot, 74. 
 
247 Gustave Derepas, Étude sur sa vie, son enseignement, son œuvre (Paris, Fischbacher). 

Quoted, d’Indy, 81–82. 
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CHAPTER V 
 

CHARLES-MARIE WIDOR 

During his long performance career, Widor often played the piano in public and 

frequently included his own works on his programs. Many of Widor’s contemporaries 

considered him an excelled pianist, one of whom, pianist Francis Planté, deemed him to 

be “an exquisite pianist of the most limpid purity.”248 Musicologist Paul Landormy 

describes his playing in more detail, “I recall the exquisite enchantment: suppleness, 

lightness, easiness, and what sweet and penetrating sonority when it was necessary, and 

on occasion supremely brilliant!”249 Unlike Franck or Dupré, Widor used relatively slow 

tempi to achieve clarity, in keeping with his comment, “isn’t it worth more to seek the 

beauty of sound in a passage rather than its rapidity?”250 Widor’s other values in piano 

playing were moderation and precision, which is consistent with the French piano school 

and its style.  

Widor was a master of orchestration. Henry Eymieu states Widor was “one of our 

symphonists who understands the orchestra best.”251 In composing for the organ, Widor 

applied his prowess in orchestration, thinking of the Cavaillé-Coll organ as an 

                                                 
248 Near, Beyond the Toccata, 55. 
 
249 Paul Landormy, La musique française de Franck à Debussy (Paris: Gallimard, 1943), 

171; Translated, Near, Beyond the Toccata, 55. 
 
250 Gratia, L.-E., L’étude du piano (Paris: Delagrave, 1914), 1. Translated, Near, The Life, 

327. 
 
251 Anthony, 233. 
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orchestra.252 As organist at Saint-Sulpice, he was inspired by the tonal possibilities of the 

organ and the immense acoustical space. Widor’s compositions for solo piano reflect 

both his experience with orchestration and his time at the organ in Saint-Sulpice.253 Not 

only do these techniques reveal themselves through his compositions, but he also stressed 

them in his teaching. Louis Vierne describes the detailed teaching of Widor in his organ 

class in Paris Conservatory. His improvisation class regularly included analysis of 

symphonic forms through the music of composers such as C. P. E. Bach, Haydn, Mozart, 

Beethoven, Schubert, Mendelssohn, Schumann, and Wagner, music which Franck, 

Widor’s predecessor at the conservatory, had never analyzed in class.254  

Widor’s organ music did influence his piano music, but the relationship is more 

complicated than in the music of Dupré and Franck. Orchestral textures strongly 

influenced Widor’s writing for both piano and organ, while Franck and Dupré’s works 

are organ-oriented. Widor’s compositional perspective could be represented as a 

triangular relationship among the three with the orchestra at the top. 

Nevertheless, despite his expertise in writing large-scale works for the organ and 

the orchestra, Widor’s original piano music does not resemble an orchestral reduction. 

Widor adapted his orchestral imagination to the instrument at hand, resulting in idiomatic 

writing for both piano and organ. For example, he regularly wrote organ music in six 

voices—two for each hand and one for each foot (See Figure 5.1). Thick orchestral or 

                                                 
252 Ibid., 203. 
 
253 Widor’s early piano works are more typically pianistic. The symphonic concept 

appeared distinctly in his piano works only from the mid-1880s. 
 
254 Vierne, 32; Anthony, 239. 
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organ texture of this kind never occurs in his piano music; rather, he writes to the 

strengths and capabilities of the piano, resulting in a composition that is accessible to the 

pianist. Salient characteristics of his piano style are discussed in the sections that follow. 

Figure 5.1: Widor, Symphonie No. 7, Op. 42 No. 3; II. “Choral,” mm. 1–5. 

 

 

Emphasis upon Left-Hand Texture 

Widor’s preference for using the lower register of the piano to underline a serious 

and rigorous musical character often makes his left-hand parts very challenging. His 

preference for low-range sonorities may have developed in response to the robustness of 

the organ’s low range. Widor’s organ music is known for its technical demands, 

including the independence and flair of its pedal parts. For example, in the two-voice 

pedal part texture, the right foot often plays a prominent melody essential to the overall 

texture. In contrast to the complicated texture seen in his organ music, his piano works 

show a reduced textural complexity to make the music playable by two hands alone. Still, 

many challenges remain for the performer in relation to the left hand part. Widor uses 
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several different textures—thick chordal accompaniment, lively syncopation, and 

independent counterpoint—each requiring a different approach. 

The beginning of the “Theme and Variations” of Suite, Op. 58 utilizes a thick 

chordal bass accompaniment (Figure 5.2), and the left hand mostly stays in the two 

lowest octaves of the keyboard. The melody is accompanied by full chords in both hands 

written in a hymn-like texture. The arpeggiation of the left-hand chords creates additional 

depth. In addition, more active rhythm in the left hand helps to shape the phrase.  Dotted 

rhythm in measure 5 helps build the crescendo, and the descending motion in measure 8 

relaxes the tension to support the diminuendo. 

 
Figure 5.2: Widor, Suite, Op. 58; I. “Theme and Variations,” mm. 1–5. 

 

 
Widor can also use a different type of bass accompaniment that shows a vital and 

dance-like character. At the beginning of “Scherzo” (Figure 5.3a), even though the left 

hand plays in the lower range of the keyboard, it imparts a lively dance-like feeling by 

using an offbeat pattern. A similar bass accompaniment appears in many of Widor’s 

organ works. For example, in the first movement of Symphonie No. 8 (Figure 5.3b), the 

pedal contributes an offbeat accompaniment pattern. One might see this as analogous to 

an orchestrational texture of spiccato bowing for the cello and the bass sections. A closer 
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examination of the notation in Figures 5.3a and 5.3b reveals that Widor aims to create a 

similar acoustical effect, giving attention to the release of the notes, as would be heard 

from organ pipes. Since the piano’s sound does not sustain in the way that the organ does, 

he writes quarter notes for the piano without staccato markings in order to elicit more 

resonance from the piano. However, this does not mean that one should play the left hand 

heavily. Instead, the performer should play with a light touch and a slight use of the 

sustain pedal to allow the strings to vibrate. 

Figure 5.3a: Widor, Suite, Op. 58; II. “Scherzo,” mm. 1–6. 

 

 
Figure 5.3b: Widor, Symphonie No. 8, Op. 42 No. 4; I. “Allegro risoluto,” mm. 218–221. 
 

 

 
In addition to particular types of accompaniment, Widor often puts the melody or 

theme in the middle or bass voices played by the left hand. In the “Finale” (Figure 5.4), 
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Widor writes the melody in the tenor with an intervallic accompaniment in the bass. 

Because of the arpeggiations in the right hand, the left hand must play both parts with the 

thumb sounding the melody in the tenor. This passage calls to mind an orchestral texture 

in which this melody would be played by a tenor-range instrument such as French horn. 

Figure 5.4: Widor, Suite, Op. 58; IV. “Finale,” mm. 43–48. 
 

 
 

Distribution of Contrapuntal Voices 

 Widor’s distribution of contrapuntal voices is tightly related to dynamic changes. In 

order to understand the dynamic changes in his piano music, one needs to consider the 

contrapuntal resources and dynamic range available to Widor at Saint-Sulpice and his 

method of marking dynamics in his organ music. The Cavaillé-Coll organ there has 

enormous tonal possibilities, and Widor made excellent use of them, accessing the huge 

variety of acoustical layers and volumes this grand instrument can provide. Since organs 

are unable to change dynamics based on touch, the organist controls volume through 
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changes in registration, use of the expression pedal, or by changing to different 

keyboards. Furthermore, the keyboards can be linked together in different volume 

configurations using couplers. Dynamic changes are often indicated with symbols and 

abbreviations showing which keyboards to play and how to link them together.255 

Sometimes Widor changes to a different keyboard in every phrase, or even in the middle 

of a phrase. For instance, in measure 58 of the first movement of Symphonie No. 8 

(Figure 5.5), Widor emphasizes the eighth-note ascending motif by placing it on the 

Grand Orgue with the Récit and Positif couplers (indicated by GPR, resulting in the 

loudest volume). Meanwhile, the accompaniment is played on the Récit with a softer 

sound. In measure 64, the motif moves to the middle voice and changes to a descending 

motion; Widor suggests that the left hand should move down to Grand Orgue, 

continuously addressing the importance of it. In measure 68, the right hand moves back 

to the Récit and plays the accompaniment. In measures 70–71, the new phrase starts with 

the melody on the right hand. To make the melody more stressed, Widor suggests playing 

the right hand on Positif with Récit coupled (PR) and the left hand accompanies on Récit.  

This understanding of dynamic layering borrowed from organ playing can be 

transferred to Widor’s piano music. In another words, in multi-layered textures, each 

voice is executed with a different dynamic. Thus, it is not a surprise to find dynamic or 

expressive markings in almost every measure of his piano music. In addition, the  

                                                 
255 On a typical three-manual French symphonic organ, the keyboards from the top to the 

bottom are the Récit (abbreviated R), Positif (abbreviated P), and Grand Orgue (abbreviated G), 
the last being closest to the organist and the loudest. The Récit can be coupled to either or both 
the Positif or/and Grand Orgue, respectively abbreviated PR and GR. In the tutti sections, it is 
very common to use both Récit and Positif couplers to Grand Orgue, abbreviated GPR. 
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Figure 5.5: Widor, Symphonie No. 8, Op. 42 No. 4; I. “Allegro risoluto,” mm. 55–72. 
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contrapuntal texture of each voice may imply different dynamics or touches in multi-

layered textures. For example, Figure 5.6 represents a four-voiced texture in which each 

voice should have a different interpretation. The theme appears in the alto voice and is 

mostly played by right-hand thumb. As the most important voice in this passage, the alto 

should be given extra emphasis throughout. Meanwhile, the soprano plays a decorated 

legato counter-melody that can be approached with a degree of rubato. The relationship 

of the soprano to the dotted rhythm in the alto should determine the degree of intensity 

and relaxation of the rubato. For example, in measure 82, beat 2 and measure 83, beat 4; 

Widor applies contrary motion in the soprano and the alto (red brackets) that increases 

the intensity. Additionally, the lower voices must be played more steadily in time because 

of the constant sixteenth-note motion while the upper voices, especially the soprano, can 

be played more freely. In measure 81, beat 4 and measure 83, beats 3–4, Widor uses 

hairpins to enhance at the midpoint of the phrase. In measure 82, beats 3–4, the term poco 

rit. appears above the soprano, not in the middle of the grand staff as would be expected, 

suggesting a calmer, more relaxed approach to the soprano alone. Similarly, the grace 

note and dotted figure in measure 84. beat 4, combined with the dolce marking from m. 

81, suggests a similar relaxation at the end of the phrase. The left hand, meanwhile, 

presents a syncopated descending motion. In measures 81–82, it is hidden behind the 

tenor. In measures 83–84, it changes to lower octave and should be heard clearly. The 

independence of all these layers should be revealed through subtly differentiated 

dynamics. The alto is emphasized the most strongly and the tenor the least; the bass 

provides a metrical foundation, and the soprano has flexibility. 
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Figure 5.6: Widor, Suite, Op. 58; I. “Theme and Variations,” mm. 81–84. 

 

 
Like Franck in the “Final” from Prélude, aria et final, Final, mm. 540–544 (see 

Figure 4.5), Widor also writes a repeating motive that is altered between two voices 

(Figure 5.7). The motive appears in the tenor in measure 22 and is repeated by 

arpeggiated octaves in the soprano in measure 26. Widor indicates that the tenor motif 

should be played fortissimo with decisive character. He also addresses that the soprano 

motive should suddenly drop to piano with a sweeter quality of tone. Thus, Widor is 

suggesting a lyrical timbre from measures 26 to 30, which imitates an organ technique of 

switching hands from the Grand Orgue to the Récit, resulting in reduced volume and 

fewer stops. 
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Figure 5.7: Widor, Suite, Op. 58; IV. “Finale,” mm. 22–30. 
 

 

 

Parallel and Decorated Octaves 

Widor employs octaves in his keyboard music to create a more orchestral texture 

as compared with Franck or Dupré. In nineteenth-century orchestral music, composers 

frequently used parallel octave texture in tutti sections. Widor masters this type of 

compositional technique and incorporates it in his keyboard music. Additionally, in 

Widor’s piano works, the octaves show a sound imitation of the 16’ plus 8’ bass sonority 

of the organ to emphasize inner voices, or to simulate the 8’ plus 4’ organ sonority in the 
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upper voices. In addition to this application, which is also seen in the works of Franck 

and Dupré, Widor also employs octaves in two additional ways in both organ and piano 

works, exemplified in Symphonies Nos. 6, 7, & 8 for organ and Suite in B minor, Op. 58 

for piano.256 

When Widor employs melodic octaves, they are presented either with narrative 

lyricism or decisive resolution. When octaves conveying narrative lyricism, they often 

appear in a short phrase in a legato touch, and sometimes chords are embedded within in 

the parallel octaves as punctuation or articulation. For example, at the beginning of 

Symphonie No. 8 (Figure 5.8a), the first theme is introduced in measures 3–4 in octaves, 

and when it reaches the E major chord on the downbeat of measure 5, the texture thickens 

beyond the use of only octaves. The chords in measures 1–2 do not clarify the rhythmic 

pulse or meter. 

Figure 5.8a: Widor, Symphonie No. 8, Op. 42 No. 4; I. “Allegro risoluto,” mm. 1–5. 

 
                                                 

256 For a fuller explanation of this organ to piano connection, see Chapter IV, section 2. 
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A piano version example of melodic octaves occurs during a more sensitive 

moment. In the opening of the “Recordare” from the Suite, Op. 58 (Figure 5.8b), the short 

introduction in descending motion might be conceived as the appearance of a narrative 

persona who starts to reminisce about the theme of the first movement in measure 4. 

Figure 5.8b: Widor, Suite, Op. 58; III. “Recordare,” mm. 1–4. 

 
 

In addition to functioning within narrative lyricism, melodic octaves are often 

present during more energetic passages. In these cases, the octaves are decisive, occur 

across a longer passage, and are played with great force. These occurrences usually 

appear as a penetrating statement. Two typical examples are the second theme of Widor’s 

Symphonie No. 6 (Figure 5.9a) and the opening of the first movement of Symphonie No. 7 

(Figure 5.9b). Through the use of 4’, 8’ and 16’ stops, organ registration actually doubles 

the sounding pitches from two octaves to four, creating a thick texture. In Figure 5.10a, 

Widor marks staccato in the right hand to elicit some sparkling clarity from the top voice. 

The overall effect is a powerful solo line. In Figure 5.9b, the effect is amplified to a 

greater scale with the addition of the pedal. The rhythm and articulation marks create a 

decisive and heroic character. 
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Figure 5.9a: Widor, Symphonie No. 6, Op. 42 No. 2; I. “Allegro,” mm. 57–59. 

 
 

Widor uses the same technique at the beginning of the “Finale” from the Suite, 

Op. 58 (Figure 5.9c). The resulting sonority is similar to an orchestra’s tutti or a full 

complement of the organ’s 4’, 8’ and 16’ registers, where several bold leaping intervals 

create a penetrating statement. The rhythm, articulation, and large leaps are reminiscent 

of Figure 5.9b, suggesting a similar character. 

Figure 5.9b: Widor, Symphonie No. 7, Op. 42 No. 3; I. “Moderato,” mm. 1–4. 
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Figure 5.9c: Widor, Suite, Op. 58; IV. “Finale,” mm. 1–9. 

 
 

The fourth way that Widor uses octaves on the piano is for decorated 

arpeggiations for harmonic richness. These arpeggiations correspond to a typical organ 

texture in which a treble melody is accompanied by dazzling arpeggios played on full 

organ.257 For example, Widor uses this texture in the “Variations” from Symphonie No. 8 

(Figure 5.10a). The pedal links with the melody at the top with a bright registration by 

using a combination of 4’, 8’, and 16’ stops, which produces pitches that are the 

equivalent of three octaves on a piano keyboard. The harmonies in between are fleshed 

out with arpeggiations. 

                                                 
257 In this case, the full complement of foundational stops from 16’ through mixtures plus 

the full chorus of reeds is used. 
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Figure 5.10a: Widor, Symphonie No. 8, Op. 42 No. 4; IV. “Variations,” mm. 180–181.  
 

 

 
 

In the first variation of “Theme and Variations” from Suite, Op. 58 (Figure 

5.10b), Widor doubles both the melody (red brackets) and arpeggiations (green  

Figure 5.10b: Widor, Suite, Op. 58; I. “Allegro risoluto,” mm. 23–26. 
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brackets)—which are themselves a decoration of the melody—to enrich the articulation 

in a virtuosic elaboration. The arpeggios also weaken the percussiveness of the octaves 

and strengthen the horizontal shaping, especially during the long spans between the half-

note melodic lines. The double decorative arpeggiations marked by the green brackets 

suggest that Widor is emulating the texture that would be created with 4’, 8’, and 16’ 

stops on the organ. 

His deep understanding and involvement with both orchestral and keyboard music 

equips Widor with a comprehensive and blended view of composition. He was an 

example of the rare performer who deeply understands the differences and connections 

between organ and piano playing. The various influences from the orchestra and the 

symphonic organ found in Widor’s music give it a distinct character that can be traced 

further in the music of his pupil, Marcel Dupré. 
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CHAPTER VI 
 

MARCEL DUPRÉ 

As an accomplished organist, the symphonic organ influenced Dupré in his solo 

compositions for piano. As an accomplished organist, Dupré was influenced by the 

symphonic organ in his solo compositions for piano. Consistent with the study process of 

organ improvisation,258 Dupré suggested similar stages in the study of his solo piano 

works, namely, to start with small structures in the Preludes Op. 12, to continue with the 

character pieces of Quatre Pièces, Op. 19 that use two- or three-part forms, and then to 

proceed with lengthier forms such as the Variations Op. 22.  

Complex pedal techniques typical of his contemporaries are not employed in his 

piano music. Rather, he often places strong emphasis on keyboard technique. In 

particular, mastery of the style of jeu perlé is essential for playing Dupré’s piano music.  

More than half of his piano music involves sparkling leggiero passages marked vif or 

animé.  

In addition to his training as an organist, Dupré was a well-trained pianist in the 

French school. Dupré appreciated the “piano’s own beauty: its union of percussive with 

singing tone, its varieties of sustained tones controlled by the dampers, its ability to 

convey emotion of an intimate kind.”259 He was also keenly aware of the difference 

                                                 
258 See Chapter III, footnote 141. 
 
259 Murray, French Masters, 141. 
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between the two instruments: “at the organ, even subtleties are grandiose; at the piano, 

the emotional canvas can be painted in minuscule detail.”260 

Dupré’s notation of articulation and phrasing is concise and explicit, and he rarely 

changes the tempo within the same piece or variation. One should “play what is written in 

order to grasp and obey his will.”261 Additionally, as in Franck’s piano music, it is 

common to see hairpins, crescendi, and diminuendi specified to indicate gesture, which 

can be seen as related to the use of written out expression box indications in organ music. 

Concerning form, he prefers simple constructions and terse developments. Most of his 

piano works take various timbral and harmonic detours, resembling short stories rather 

than grandiose narratives. 

Salient aspects for the performer of Dupré’s piano music to recognize include 

fluidity and continuity (phrasing and rubato), harmonic progression (motivic grouping), 

and polyphonic texture (multi-layered texture). Additionally, like Franck, Dupré applies 

octaves in various situations. 

Phrasing and Rubato 

Unlike many of his contemporaries, Dupré often sustains a fairly constant tempo 

for an entire piece or section, rather than implementing significant tempo changes or 

fluctuations. Therefore, the performer can only fluctuate the tempo within a narrow range 

of speed. However, the sparse tempo indications do leave room for frequent fluctuations 

of tempo within a phrase, provided that they do not deviate far from the marking for the 

                                                 
260 Ibid. 
 
261 Ibid., 152. 
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section overall. In “Prélude,” Op. 12 No. 3 (Figures 6.1a and 6.1b), Dupré indicates 

tempo rubato twice with cédez, both times near the ends of phrases, particularly 

appropriate as the tempo marking of the movement, Trés modéré suggests a relaxed 

approach to pulse. In Figure 6.1a, the tempo stretch starts at the second half of measure 

14 and continues until the end of measure 15; in measure 15, the third beat requires 

additional time, indicated by the tenuto signs over the last three chords.  Compare to 

Figure 6.1a, the slowing of motion in Figure 6.1b is more pronounced in measure 26 

beats 2–3 because it must occur in a briefer span of time and it quickly returns to the 

original tempo in the following measure. While both Figures prepare a resumption of the 

principal material, Figure 6.1a does not involve modulation and presents three measures 

of the same B-rooted harmony, whereas Figure 6.1b modulates from A flat to A and 

traverses three different roots in measure 26 (D, F#, and E). 

 
Figure 6.1a: Dupré, “Prélude,” Op. 12 No. 3, mm. 13–16. 
 

 
 
 
Figure 6.1b: Dupré, “Prélude,” Op. 12 No. 3, mm. 24–27. 
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In “Prélude” Op. 12 No. 4 (Figures 6.2a and 6.2b), a single tempo is sustained 

throughout. The continuous eighth-note motion continues until the last eight measures of 

the piece. Measures 5–6 from Figure 6.2a could accommodate a slight stretch 

approaching the bar line in order to combine a smooth hand position shift with a drop in 

volume, but without affecting the fundamental tempo. At the end of the “Prélude” (Figure 

6.2b), Dupré turns to a quarter-note motive earlier heard often in the piece, but here for 

Figure 6.2a: Dupré, “Prélude,” Op. 12 No. 4, mm. 1–9. 
 

 

Figure 6.2b: Dupré, “Prélude,” Op. 12 No. 4, mm. 130–141. 
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the only time as an unaccompanied solo, lightening both the pace and the density of the 

concluding passage. The hairpins (in the red frames) in mm. 130, 133, and 137 suggest a 

calm ending under the diminuendo gesture. 

Likewise, Dupré sustains a relatively constant tempo in Préludes, Op. 12 Nos. 1, 

2, and 6, “Étude,” Op. 19 No. 1, “Chanson,” Op. 19 No. 3, and all the variations and final 

in Variations, Op. 22. The “Air de Ballet,” Op. 19 No. 4 is an exception, as Dupré 

changes both tempo and meter toward the end of the piece. 

Some consecutive variations in Op. 22 share a related tempo or inner pulse. 

Variations VII, VIII, and IX (Figures 6.3a to 6.3c) are connected through rhythmic inner 

pulse with triplets. Dupré arranges the tempo based on the complexity of the texture. 

Variation VII (Figure 6.3a) is in 24/16 meter, which is the liveliest. The technique in 

Figure 6.3a is also the easiest by using single-note line altered between two hands. 

Variation VIII (Figure 6.3b) is in 12/16 meter. It implies a very lively and light touch 

suitable to the small intervals of a third and the high tessitura. Variation IX (Figure 6.3c) 

is closely related to Figure 6.3b in texture, but with several modifications:  the direction 

of the figure is inverted, with the left hand chords grounded in the beat; the meter is 12/8, 

which implies somewhat less fleetness; the tessitura is lower, introducing bass chords that 

require longer to “speak;” and larger physical movements are required from the 

performer because the size of many of the chords and intervals in Variation IX is wider 

and their movement covers a wider span of the keyboard. Thus, while three sixteenth 

notes in Variation VIII produce a similar effect to three eighth notes in Variation IX, they 

cannot be considered as exactly the same. It is important to find a tempo at the beginning 
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of Variation VII that can be adapted in Variations VIII and IX to reflect the subtle 

changes while keeping a clear motivic equivalence in view. 

Figure 6.3a: Dupré, Variations in C-sharp minor, Op. 22; Var. VII, mm. 102–103. 
 

 

Figure 6.3b: Dupré, Variations . . ., Op. 22; Var. VIII, mm. 116–118. 
 

 
 
 
Figure 6.3c: Dupré, Variations . . ., Op. 22; Var. IX, mm. 134–135. 
 

 

Another tempo-continuation relationship occurs in Variations XVI, XVII, and 

XVIII (Figures 6.4a to 6.4c). Presenting analogous textural and technical challenges, the 

rapid sixteenth-note motion dominates these three variations and is based on the same 

motivic pattern in all three cases. Once more, the performer should consider and execute 

a tempo that suits all three variations. 
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Figure 6.4a: Dupré, Variations in C-sharp minor, Op. 22; Var. XVI, mm. 240–242. 
 

 
 
 
Figure 6.4b: Dupré, Variations . . ., Op. 22; Var. XVII, mm. 249–251. 
 

 
 
 
Figure 6.4c: Dupré, Variations . . ., Op. 22; Var. XVIII, mm. 258–259. 
 

 
 

Motivic Grouping 

Dupré’s works often use one- or two-measure motifs in different keys in groups to 

highlight harmonic color contrasts. By using many non-chordal tones without traditional 

tonal transitions or modulations, a loose relationship between keys is created, and the 

separation between phrases is blurred. While the harmonic content might be complex, the 

thematic materials are much simpler. As an organ symphonist, Dupré values variety of  
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Figure 6.5: Dupré, “Prélude,” Op. 12 No. 4, mm. 71–91. 
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timbres as much as the melody. As applied to piano music, this means that he often 

repeats a motive in a different keyboard range requiring different voicing to play the 

subject. Figure 6.5 illustrates one such situation. The quarter-note motive appears 

multiple times in five different harmonies from measures 75 to 90, as indicated by the 

brackets.262 Its first appearance in measure 75 is still forte (the previous dynamic), and it 

gradually lessens in strength. In measure 78, the piano indicates a change to a softer 

color. In measure 82, it not only implies a color change, but possibly a dynamic shift as 

well since the motif moves to a higher register. In measure 85, the motif descends again 

and is followed by its lowest appearance in measure 88. 

In some cases, the motivic grouping is associated with a long phrasing crescendo. 

In “Étude,” Op. 19 No. 1 (Figure 6.6), Dupré repeats a motive six times via a comparable 

harmonic progression. The motive appears in measure 16 for the first time (#1). It traces 

a wave-like shape by rising up a third in measures 16 to 18 and gradually dropping back 

in measures 18 to 19. The second part of this motive is compressed after its first two 

appearances in order to accommodate an ascending motion in crescendo, a typical 

compositional method to accumulate intensity and excitement. On top of this rhythmic 

arrangement, while the bass accompaniment remains similar, the right hand applies 

several intensifying factors in this series of motif repetitions: the registration shift to an 

octave higher with sixteenth-note decoration on the thumb and index finger starts in 

measure 20 (#2); reregistration to the middle pitch range and dynamic increases with più 

                                                 
262 Prior to the first motive in measure 75, the harmony is stationary in B Dorian mode. 

Dupré transposes the motive and harmonizes it with five different chords: D-sharp major 9th 
chord in measures 75–77, F major 9th chord in measures 78–81, A-flat minor 11th in measures 82–
83, F minor 9th chord in measures 85–87, and at last, A major 9th chord in measures 88–90. 
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forte in measures 24 to 28 (#3 and #4); and chordal texture with the motive on top plus 

crescendo to forte in measures 29 to 36 (#5 and #6).263 

Multi-Layered Texture 

Organ music is often composed in three or more layers comprised of the right 

hand, the left hand, and the pedal. In some of his piano music, Dupré borrows this multi-

layered texture in his piano music, as seen in the Préludes Op. 12 Nos. 1, 2, and 5, 

“Chanson,” Op. 19 No. 3, and Variations I, VI, X, XI, and XIV from Op. 22. Compared 

to the practice of other pianist-composers, this borrowed texture creates slightly different 

approaches in pedaling, technique, and rhythmic accentuations. First of all, the performer 

should avoid using long, unchanged damper pedaling in Dupré’s piano music. For 

example, Debussy’s piano music often unites a wider range of the keyboard using the 

damper pedal, but Dupré seldom uses the extreme ranges of the keyboard. His texture 

                                                 
263 This Figure provides strong evidence that Dupré is organizing the crescendo based on 

his experience on organ registration. The French organ school prioritizes a smooth crescendo. 
The phrase typically starts with closed expression box with only foundation stops engaged. In the 
middle of the phrase, more stops are added while the box remains closed. After a number of stops 
are added, the box is opened by pressing the expression pedal slowly and gradually. If the 
performer manipulates in the opposite way—opening the box first—the terraced dynamics 
resulting from additional stops interrupts the smooth crescendo. 

In Figure 6.6, the dynamic remains piano in #1 and #2, and the only change is the 
registration shift to an octave higher in #2. This shift is commonly seen in French organ music 
registration for a crescendo: if #1 uses 8’ foundation stops with expression box closed, adding the 
4’ foundation stop in #2 would only creates a slight volume change. In #3, Dupré drops the 
pitches by almost two octaves. This would be an appropriate moment to add reed and 2’ stops 
(più forte is also used in organ music as a signal to add stops). When the box is closed, adding the 
louder reed and high-pitched stops is not intrusive and the effect produces the dynamic change 
indicated by the più forte. In #5 and #6, the final stage of crescendo would be accomplished by 
opening the box with the expression pedal. 

For the pianist, knowledge of this basic practice of organ registration assists in 
coordinating dynamics and articulation accordingly. For example, in #3, a firmer and deeper 
touch on the keyboard would be very appropriate in realizing the più forte. 
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Figure 6.6: Dupré, “Étude,” Op. 19 No. 1; mm. 16–36.  
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contains clear layers that are relatively close in register, likely under the influence of the 

organ, as the compasses of organ keyboards are smaller than those of the piano. 

Second, one must be aware of two organ-playing techniques in order to 

understand textures in Dupré piano music: “absolute legato” playing and finger 

independence.264 Dupré is always careful with note duration and prefers that notes be 

played for a precisely controlled length of time, which means, for single-note running 

passages, his legato playing on the keyboard is “neither sticky nor dry, and is enlivened 

by respirations.”265 Likewise, when one hand plays legato in two or more voices, finger 

independence is required in addition to absolute legato playing. 

Rhythmic accentuations play an essential role in Dupré’s music. When writing in 

a multi-layered texture for the piano, Dupré assigns different rhythmic patterns in each 

voice to distinguish one from another and to emphasize the forward motion. In particular, 

syncopated or dotted rhythms are common, and at least one recurring rhythmic pattern is 

also applied.  

“Prélude,” No. 1 (Figure 6.7), shows how this kind of rhythmic layering is 

achieved. The syncopated melody in the middle voice is accompanied by stepwise bass 

harmonies and leaping octaves in dotted rhythms in the upper register. This is a typical 
                                                 

264 See Chapter III, section 4 for a more detailed discussion of “absolute legato” playing. 
Finger independence is a fundamental technique for any keyboard performer in which each finger 
executes certain dynamics and touches without disturbing other fingers. In this particular 
discussion, the author refers to the ability of playing two or more voices by one hand with 
different touches or releases (as in a fugue or other polyphonic texture). Finger independence is 
not foreign to pianists at all and commonly applies when interpreting J. S. Bach’s keyboard 
music. It existed concurrently for both instruments. However, Dupré applied a very exact, almost 
scientific approach to it, emphasizing it even more strongly than had his predecessors Lemmens, 
Widor, and Vierne. 

 
265 Murray, French Masters, 153. 
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example of borrowing an organ texture: a solo or foundation 8’ stop for the melody with 

soft registration for bass and soprano. Pianists should be aware of this texture because it 

is easy to play the chordal accompaniments and leaping motifs too loudly, losing track of 

the single-note melody in the inner voice. To distinguish the three voices, Dupré suggests 

maintaining pianissimo for the bass, applying tenuto touch to the middle voice, and 

playing the soprano as light as possible. For pianists with small hands, the legato bass 

line would cause an additional problem, since they would need to rely almost completely 

on the damper pedal. One should change the damper pedal as frequently as needed to 

avoid catching the sixteenth-note anacrusis in the uppermost voice. 

Figure 6.7: Dupré, “Prélude,” Op. 12 No. 1, mm. 1–10. 

 

At the beginning of “Prélude,” No. 5 (Figure 6.8), Dupré applies a pedal point on 

the tonic note F, a gesture borrowed from the organ pedal. It supports a long, sustained 

middle voice of eighth-note intervals grouped in pairs accompanying a melody in the 

uppermost voice. The slurred eighth-note pairs in the middle voices remain constant 
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throughout. Performing this piece requires finger independence in both hands since 

multiple gestures must be executed at the same time; it is necessary to shape the phrase 

by consistently playing the slurred middle voices with a strong-weak character, while 

keeping the outer voices legato.  

Sometimes it can even be helpful to use two different touches at the same time in 

the same hand. For instance, the slurs in the middle voice require both thumbs and index 

fingers while at the same time each hand is also required to manage an additional legato 

voice.  

Figure 6.8: Dupré, “Prélude,” Op. 12 No. 5, mm. 1–7. 

 

In Variation X (Figure 6.9), the theme in the bass is accompanied by a quarter-

note pattern ending with a dotted rhythm in the upper voice. The middle voice consists of 

three-note chords played on offbeats. The tenuto quarter notes in the uppermost voice 

may be held as long as possible to distinguish this voice from the chords in the middle of 

the texture. One should pay attention to the duration of the eighth notes in order to “hear” 
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the eighth rests. Since the voices are often chromatic and located close to each other, it is 

important to minimize the use of the damper pedal to avoid blurriness. For example, in 

order to hear the rests in the middle voice of Figure 6.9, the damper pedal should be 

released immediately after the notes are executed on the next beat. This means that the 

right foot should not hold the pedal longer than an eighth-note value anywhere in the 

entire example. Furthermore, the left hand should be slightly emphasized to identify the 

variation theme. 

Figure 6.9: Dupré, Variations in C-sharp minor, Op. 22; Var. X, mm. 157–158. 

 
 

Use of Octaves 

Similarly to Franck and Widor, Dupré uses octaves in his piano music for 

multiple purposes. In some chordal textures, Dupré regularly envisions the 16’ plus 8’ 

organ sonority in his piano bass lines to provide deeper support and resonance (see, for 

instance, “Prélude” No. 1, Figure 6.7, and Franck, Prélude, fugue et variation, Op. 18, 

Figures 4.1a and 4.1b from Chapter III). This differs from pianist-composers’ customary 

use of octave bass lines because here both notes of the octave are given equal weight 

rather than emphasizing the lower note more strongly as if often done.  
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Besides frequent doubling of bass octaves, Dupré also uses leaping doubles, 

which effectively enlarge the bass volume with an imposing gesture. Comparing the 

climaxes of his piano and organ versions of “Cortège et Litanie,” Op. 19 No. 2 shows his 

solution to this situation. In mm. 110–111, the left hand sixteenth-note octaves in the 

piano (Figure 6.10a) jump between octaves to provide a grandiose atmosphere. Together 

with the damper pedal, these octaves imitate the sonority of a 16’, 8’, and 4’ registration 

in the organ pedal bass line (Figure 6.10b). 

Figure 6.10a: Dupré, Cortège et Litanie, Op. 19 No. 2 (piano version), mm. 109–112. 

 
 

Figure 6.10b: Dupré, Cortège et Litanie, Op. 19 No. 2 (organ version), mm. 109–112. 

 

Dupré also follows Franck’s idea of placing the octave sonority in the middle 

voice (see Franck Prélude, aria et final, Figure 4.6 from Chapter III). In “Cortège et 
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Litanie” (Figure 6.11), Dupré emphasizes the importance of the sixteenth-note “Litanie” 

motif by doubling it with both hands. 

Figure 6.11: Dupré, Cortège et Litanie, Op. 19 No. 2, mm. 103–108. 

 

In addition to the use of octaves in bass lines and middle voices, Dupré sometimes 

doubles the texture in both hands. While the structure of this technique is simple, it can 

pose a substantial technical challenge to the performer. Although this technique is 

sometimes seen in organ works, in this case, it is not the aesthetic that is transferred from 

the organ, but the technical challenge, derived from finger independence. For example, 

Variation XV (Figures 6.12) features the same texture played at the octave in different 

hands. The texture in both hands is equally important and should be performed in a way 

that is balanced. 

Figure 6.12: Dupré, Variations in C-sharp minor, Op. 22; Var. XV, mm. 219–222. 
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“Prélude” No. 2 (Figure 6.13) presents a similar concept clothed in a more subtle 

texture. The legato melody is played in both hands at the octave, and the inner intervallic 

accompaniment requires finger independence. In order to hear the octave melody more 

clearly, the inner notes should be executed with a slightly detached, leggiero quality. 

Figure 6.13: Dupré, “Prélude,” Op. 12 No. 2, mm. 1–4. 
 

 

 By considering the difference in volume capability between the piano and the 

organ, Dupré carefully manages the same crescendo passages, using different approaches 

with piano octaves and organ registration. In order to save energy for later, Dupré keeps 

one dynamic in the piano version (Figure 6.14a) and simply adds fuller sonorities in a 

natural crescendo from unison (measure 71 beat 1), to octaves (measure 71 beat 2), and  

Figure 6.14a: Dupré, Cortège et Litanie, Op. 19 No. 2 (piano version), mm. 70–73. 
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Figure 6.14b: Dupré, Cortège et Litanie, Op. 19 No. 2 (organ version), mm. 70–73. 

 

finally to double octaves (measure 72 beat 1). In the organ version (Figure 6.14b), Dupré 

calls for 8’ foundation stops with the expression box closed, gradually opening it in 

measure 70, and ending with a manual change in measure 73. 

These various uses of octaves are some of the most direct indications that the 

symphonic organ has influenced Dupré’s piano music. This derivation from organ style is 

consistent with the practice of Franck and Widor, giving the piano music of these 

composers a flavor that distinguishes is from the piano works of other French pianist-

composers of the time. 
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CHAPTER VII 
 

TOWARDS A CROSS-DISCIPLINARY APPROACH  

TO THE PIANO WORKS OF FRANCK, WIDOR, AND DUPRÉ 

This study comes from a performer who considers the piano and the organ as 

equals. While diving into historical keyboard repertoire from a certain region or time 

period, a twenty-first-century keyboardist can enrich their artistry by investigating the 

repertoire of both instruments. This approach results in a better understanding of mutual 

connections and benefits the handling of both instruments. In addition, it reveals the 

interactions and interdependent relationships within keyboard studies. Pianists who wish 

to extend their knowledge of French piano repertoire between the 1880s and the 1920s 

will gain practical insight into the interactions between organ and piano in the works of 

Franck, Widor, and Dupré.  

The majority of today’s academic piano performance training defaults to standard 

repertoire. Pianists often favor certain composers or compositions from selected time 

periods and neglect others. This phenomenon results in a disparity in which certain 

composers’ repertoire is well-researched and studied while others remain largely 

undiscovered. Although Franck, Widor, and Dupré were primarily known as organists, 

they also made worthwhile contributions to solo piano literature, yet most piano works of 

Widor and Dupré are still unfamiliar or even completely unknown to both pianists and 

organists. 

Compared to the solo piano works of more familiar pianist-composers, those of 

Franck, Widor, and Dupré reveal different perspectives on sonority and performance 
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practice stemming from their orientation to the organ. First, these composers’ close 

association with the Cavaillé-Coll's symphonic organ and his new approach to tonal 

design influenced their conception of acoustics and sound colors. Their keyboard works 

exhibit an adaptation of Cavaillé-Coll’s tonal design to the piano. Second, their piano 

works reflect the organ improvisation tradition from the French Organ School through the 

use of chant-style melody, a multi-layered texture, clear formal structures,266 and a high 

frequency of motivic reappearance in different pitch ranges or keys. Franck preferred 

cyclic form and the use of chant-style melody; Widor stresses symphonic structure, 

virtuosic technique, and diversity of timbre; and Dupré follows Widor in employing an 

orchestral rich timbral palette. Moreover, each composer’s intensive studies of the organ 

music of J. S. Bach deeply impacted their compositions for both organ and piano. All 

three apply contrapuntal texture in their works. Finally, in their pedagogy, the “absolute 

legato” technique was consistently and repeatedly emphasized, especially in polyphonic 

textures. It is therefore also appropriate to apply when interpreting their piano music. 

The performance practice implications relevant to these three composers can be 

addressed from a cross-disciplinary perspective that repays the attention of those willing 

to explore the repertoire of both instruments. Any pianist interested in playing the music 

of Franck, Widor, or Dupré will find it a valuable practice to read and listen to examples 

of their organ music in order to gain a more comprehensive understanding of their 

musical language and how it can be realized in pianistic terms. 

                                                 
266 See Chapter III, footnote 141. 
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Furthermore, this research can be applied as a model for other topics within 

keyboard studies. Most modern musicians focus their attention to one instrument and its 

repertoire—an understandable tendency due to the sheer quantity of repertoire and the 

increased specialization that has gradually developed over the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. As a result, knowledge and expertise today often exist as isolated disciplines, 

even in areas as closely related as piano and organ. However, the music field would 

benefit from a balanced approach between specialization and diversification. The author 

wishes to encourage further cross-disciplinary research in keyboard studies so that other 

scholars will enrich performance studies with their contributions.
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APPENDIX A. 
 
 

I. ÉGLISE DE SAINTE-CLOTILDE 
 
Inaugurated: December 19, 1859      Compass: Manuals, 54 notes: C1—F5 

Pédale, 27 notes: C1—D3 

 
  I. Grand-Orgue 
16 Montre 
16 Bourdon 
  8 Montre 
  8 Flûte 
harmonique 
  8 Bourdon 
  8 Viole de 
gambe 
  4 Prestant 
  4 Octave* 
  3 Quinte* 
  2 Doublette* 
     Plein jeu VII* 
16 Bombarde* 
  8 Trompette* 
  4 Clairon* 
 
 

     II. Positif 
16 Bourdon 
  8 Montre 
  8 Flûte harmonique 
  8 Bourdon 
  8 Salicional 
  8 Viole de gambe 
  4 Prestant 
  4 Flûte octaviante* 
  3 Quinte* 
  2 Doublette* 
     Plein jeu harmonique III-VI* 
  8 Trompette* 
  8 Cromorne* 
  4 Clairon* 
 
     III. Récit expressif 
  8 Flûte harmonique 
  8 Bourdon 

  8 Viole de gambe 
  8 Voix céleste 
  4 Flûte octaviante* 
  2 Octavin* 
  8 Trompette* 
  8 Basson-hautbois 
  8 Voix humaine 
  4 Clairon* 
 
     Pédale 
32 Quintaton 
16 Contrebasse 
  8 Flûte 
  4 Octave 
16 Bombarde* 
16 Basson* 
  8 Trompette* 
  4 Clairon*

 
 
 

PÉDALES DE COMBINAISON 
 

  Effets d’orage 
  Tirasse du Grand-Orgue 
  Tirasse du Positif 
  Anches Pédales 
  Octaves graves Grand-Orgue 
  Octaves graves Positif 
  Octaves graves Récit au Positif 

Anches du Grand-Orgue 
Anches du Positi 
Anches du Récit 
Positif au Grand-Orgue 
Récit au Positif 
Tremblant du Récit 
Expression du Récit 

 
 
 

SOURCES 
Joseph Bonnet, “Preface,” The Three Chorals of César Franck, July–September 1942 (New 

York: J. Fischer, 1948), 4. 
Félix Raugel, Les Grandes Orgues de Paris, 205–206. 
Albert Schweitzer, Deutsche und französische Orgelbaukunst und Orgelkunst (Leipzig: Breitkopf 

& Härtel, 1906), 49. 
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Rollin Smith, Toward An Authentic Interpretation of the Organ Works of César Franck, 2nd ed. 
(Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 2002), 135.
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II. ÉGLISE DE SAINT-SULPICE 
 
Inaugurated: April 29, 1862        Compass: Manuals, 56 notes: C1—g3 
(The 1903 changes are incorporated.)     Pédale, 30 notes: C1—f1 

 
      I. Grand-Chœur 
   8 Salicional 
   4 Octave 
      Grosse Fourniture IV 
      Grosse Cymbale VI 
      Plein jeu IV 
      Cornet V 
 16 Bombarde 
 16 Basson 
   8 1ère Trompette 
   8 2ème Trompette 
   8 Basson 
   4 Clairon 
   2 Clairon-Doublette 
 
      II. Grand-Orgue 
 16 Principal harmonique 
 16 Montre 
 16 Bourdon 
 16 Flûte conique 
   8 Montre 
   8 Diapason 
   8 Bourdon 
   8 Flûte harmonique 
   8 Flûte traversière 
   8 Flûte à pavillon 
5⅓ Grosse Quinte 
   4 Prestant 
   2 Doublette 

      III. Bombarde278  
 16 Sousbasse 
 16 Flûte conique 
   8 Principal   
   8 Bourdon  
   8 Flûte harmonique 
   8 Gambe 
   8 Violoncelle 
   8 Kéraulophone 
5⅓ Grosse Quinte* 
   4 Prestant 
   4 Flûte octaviante 
   4 Octave* 
3⅕ Grosse Tierce* 
2⅔ Quinte* 
   2 Octavin* 
      Cornet V* 
 16 Bombarde* 
   8 Trompette* 
   8 Baryton*279  
   4 Clairon* 
 
      IV. Positif 
 16 Violon-basse 
 16 Quintaton 
   8 Flûte traversière 
   8 Quintaton 
   8 Salicional 
   8 Viole de gambe 
   8 Unda maris 
   4 Flûte octaviante 
   4 Dulciana 
2⅔ Quinte* 
   2 Doublette* 
1⅗ Tierce* 

1⅓ Larigot* 
   1 Piccolo* 
      Plein jeu harmonique 

III-VI* 
 16 Euphone* 
   8 Trompette* 
   8 Clatinette*280  
   4 Clairon* 
 
      V. Récit 
 16 Quintaton 
   8 Flûte harmonique 
   8 Bourdon 
   8 Violoncelle 
   8 Voix céleste 
   4 Prestant 
   4 Flûte octaviante 
  4 Dulciana* 
  2 Doublette 
  2 Octavin* 
     Fourniture IV* 
     Cymbale V* 
     Cornet V* 
16 Bombarde* 
16 Cor anglais281 
  8 Trompette 
harmonique*282  
  8 Trompette* 
  8 Basson-hautbois 
  8 Cromorne 
  8 Voix humaine 
  4 Clairon* 
     Machine à pluie 
     Rossignol 
 

 
 
 
278 Smith, Toward, 138. In 1903, this division was moved to the fifth manual and renamed “Solo.” 
279 Ibid. In 1903, this stop was replaced with a 22/7 Septième. 
280 Ibid. This stop is a free reed. 
281 Ibid. In 1903, this free reed was replaced by a 8’ Diapason. 
282 Ibid. In 1903, this stop was moved to the solo as 8’ Trompette chamade. 
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Pédale 
32 Principal-basse 
16 Contrebasse 
16 Sousbasse 
  8 Flûte 

  8 Violoncelle 
  4 Flûte 
32 Contre-Bombarde* 
16 Bombarde* 
16 Basson* 

  8 Trompette* 
  8 Ophicléide* 
  4 Clairon 

 
 
 

PÉDALE DE COMBINAISON 
Effets d’orage 
Tirasse du Grand-Orgue 
Tirasse du Positif 
Anches Pédales 
Octaves graves Grand-Orgue 
Octaves graves Positif 
Octaves graves Récit au Positif 

Anches du Grand-Orgue 
Anches du Positi 
Anches du Récit 
Positif au Grand-Orgue 
Récit au Positif 
Tremblant du Récit 
Expression du Récit

 
 
 

SOURCES 
Abbé Pierre-Henri Lamazou, Étude sur l’orgue monumental de Saint-Sulpice et la facture 

d’orgue modern (Paris: Repos, 1863), 23–26. 
Rollin Smith, Toward An Authentic Interpretation of the Organ Works of César Franck, 2nd ed. 

(Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 2002), 137–138. 
Graham Steed, The Organ Works of Marcel Dupré (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 1999), 237–

237. 
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Pipe Divisions at Saint-Sulpice 
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SOURCE 
The Genius of Cavaillé-Coll, DVD (UK: Fugue State Films, 2012), brochure, 41. 
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III. PARIS CONSERVATOIRE 
 

Inaugurated: 1871?   Compass: Manuals, 54 notes: C1—F5 

Pédale, 25 notes: C1—C3 

 

     I. Grand-Orgue 
  8 Montre 
  8 Flûte 
  8 Bourdon 
  4 Prestant 
  8 Trompette* 
 

     II. Récit 
  8 Flûte 
  8 Viole de gambe 
  8 Voix céleste 
  4 Flûte 
  8 Hautbois 
  8 Trompette* 

     Pédale 
16 Soubasse 
  8 Flûte 
  4 Flûte 
  8 Basson* 

 
 
 

PÉDALES DE COMBINAISON 
Tirasse du Grand-Orgue 
Tirasse du Récit 
Récit au Grand-Orgue 

Expression à cuiller à deux crans sur tout 
l'instrument 

  
 

SOURCES 
Jack Reed Crawford, “Mes Souvenirs by Louis Vierne: An Annotated Translation.” DMA Diss., 

University of Miami, 1987, 29.272 
Norbert Dufourcq, Autour des Orgues de Conservatoire National et de la Chapelle des Tuileries 

(Paris: Floury, 1952), 26. 
Rollin Smith, Toward An Authentic Interpretation of the Organ Works of César Franck, 2nd ed. 

(Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 2002), 147. 

 
272 Crawford informs the installation date as 1872 and the pedal as 30 notes with compass 

of C1—F3. 
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IV. DUPRÉ ORGUE-DE-SALON AT ROUEN CATHÉDRALE 
 

Inaugurated: 1896   Compass: Manuals, 56 notes: C1—G5 
       Pédale, 32 notes: C1—G3 

 
I. Grand-Orgue 
8 Montre 
8 Bourdon 
4 Prestant 
 
 
  

  II. Récit expressif 
8 Cor-de-nuit 
8 Salicional 
8 Unda maris 
4 Flûte dolce 
8 Trompette 
8 Hautbois-Basson 
   Tremblant  

 Pédale 
16 Sousbasse

SOURCES268 
Graham Steed, The Organ Works of Marcel Dupré (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 1999), 51. 

 
268 As Dupré recalled, the organ was installed with eleven stops instead of ten in 1896 

(Dupré, Recollections, 29). Nonetheless, Steed points out that when the organ was relocated to 
Rouen Cathédrale, a 16’ Basson on the Pédale was added (Steed, 52). 
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V. ALEXANDER GUILMANT/MARCEL DUPRÉ’S  
RESIDENCE ORGAN AT MEUDON 

 
Mutin-Cavaillé-Coll Organ, 1900  Compass: Manuals, 73 notes: C1—C7 
Enlarged and electrified, 1933     Pédale, 32 notes: C1—G3 
Inaugurated: April 27, 1934 
 
 I.  Grand-Orgue 
16  Bourdon 
 8  Montre 
 8  Salicional 
 8  Flûte harmonique 
 4  Prestant 
 
II.  Positif ecpressif 
16  Quintaton 
 8  Principal 
 8  Cor-de-nuit 
 4  Flûte douce 
2⅔  Nazard 
 2  Quarte de Nasard 
1⅗  Tierce 
 8  Clarinette 

III.  Récit expressif 
 8  Diapason 
 8  Dulciane 
 8  Voix céleste 
 8  Flûte harmonique 
 4  Flûte octaviante 
 2  Doublette 
  Plein jeu III 
 8  Trompette 
 8  Hautbois 
 
  

IV.  Solo expressif 
 8  Gambe 
 8  Voix céleste 
16/8  Basson 
 8  Flûte 
 8  Hautbois 
 8  Clarinette 
 
Pédale 
16  Contre-basse 
16  Sousbasse 
16  Violoncelle 
 8  Flûte 
 8  Bourdon 
 8  Bombarde 
 
 
 

 
PÉDALES DE COMBINAISON 

 
Trémolo Positif 
Trémolo Récit 
Trémolo Solo 
Sostenuto G.-O. 
Sostenuto Positif 
Sostenuto Récit 
Sostenuto Solo 
Suppression Grand-Orgue 
Suppression Positif 
Suppression Récit 
Suppression Solo 
Coupere Positif 
Coupure Récit 
Coupure Pédale 
Annulation Pédale 
Pédale Octave aiguë 
Tirasse Grand-Orgue 

Tirasse Positif 
Tirasse Récit 
Tirasse Solo 
Tirasse Grand-Orgue 4’ 
Tirasse Positif 4’ 
Tirasse Récit 4’ 
Tirasse Solo 4’ 
Positif au Grand-Orgue 
Récit au Grand-Orgue 
Solo au Grand-Orgue 
Récit au Positif 
Solo au Positif 
Solo au Récit 
Positif au Grand-Orgue 16’ 
Récit au Grand-Orgue 16’ 
Solo au Grand-Orgue 16’ 
Récit au Positif 16’ 

Solo au Positif 16’ 
Solo au Récit 16’ 
Positif au Grand-Orgue 4’ 
Récit au Grand-Orgue 4’ 
Solo au Grand-Orgue 4’ 
Récit au Positif 4’ 
Solo au Positif 4’ 
Solo au Récit 4’ 
Grand-Orgue 16’ 
Positif 16’ 
Récit 16’ 
Solo 16’ 
Grand-Orgue 4’ 
Positif 4’ 
Récit 4’ 
Solo 4’
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SOURCES 
Graham Steed, The Organ Works of Marcel Dupré (Hillsdale, NY: Pendragon Press, 1999), 243–

244. 
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APPENDIX B. 

LIST of SOLO PIANO WORKS BY CÉSAR FRANCK 

Opus Compositional Date Title 
3 1834   Grand Rondo 

1835   Trois Piéces 

10 1836   Première Grande Sonate 

12 ca. 1836  Première Grande Fantaisie 

14 ca. 1836  Deuxième Fantaisie    

15 ca. 1837  Deux mélodies 

18 ca. 1838  Deuxième Sonate 

19 ca. 1838  Troisième Grande Fantaisie 

   ca. 1838  Ballade Irlandaise 

   ca. 1838  Air écossais 

3 1842   Première Églogue 

5 1843   Premier Grand Caprice 

7 ca. 1843  Souvenir d’Aix-la-Chapelle 

9 1844   Première Ballade 

11 1844   Première Grande Fantaisie sur les motifs  

de Gulistan de Dalayrac 

12 1844   Deuxième Fantaisie sur l’Air et le virelay  

«Le point du jour» de Gulistan de Dalayrac 

13 1844   Fantaisie 

15 1844   Fantaisie sur deux airs polonais 

16 1846   Trois petits riens 

18 1848   Deux mélodies à Félicité 

19 ca. 1848  Polka 

   ca. 1848  Quadrille « Le Délicieux » 

   1865   Les Plaintes d’une poupée 

   n.d.   Morceau de lecture à vue 

1876   Pièces 

1884   Prélude, choral et fugue 
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1885   Danse lente 

1887   Prélude, aria et final 

 
 
 

SOURCES 
Joël-Marie Fauquet, César Franck (Paris: Librairie Arthème Fayard, 1999), 849–853. 
Paul Liang, “An Analysis of the Major Solo Piano Works of César Franck.” DMA diss., Boston 

University, 2002, 235. 
Jo-Chi Lin, “From Virtuoso to Master: César Franck as a Composer of Solo Piano Music.” DMA 

diss., The University of Texas at Austin, 2000, 7–8. 
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APPENDIX C. 

LIST of SOLO PIANO WORKS BY CHARLES-MARIE WIDOR 

Opus Compositional Date Title 
1 1867   Variations de concert sur un thème original 

2 1867   Pages intimes, six pensées musicales 

4 1868   Airs de ballet 

5 1868   Scherzo-Valse 

6 1868   Deux suites italiennes 

9 1869   Caprice en ut mineur 

11 1871   Trois valses269 

12 1871   Impromptu en ré bémol 

15 1872   Six morceaux de salon 

17 1874   Prélude, andante et final 

20 1874   Scènes de bal (2 livres) 

26 1876   Six valses caractéristiques 

31 1876   Douze feuillets d’album (2 livres) 

33 1877   Six valses (Op. 33 No. 6 is a revision of  

Op. 31 No. 6) 

44 1878   Dans les bois (5 pièces) 

51 1881   Suite polonaise 

n.op. 1885   Marche gauloise 

58 1887   Suite en si mineur 

n.op. 1888   Gaillarde 

[10] 1889   Sérénade en si bémol majeur (transcription  

of a chamber work of 1870) 

61 1889   Carnaval (12 pièces) 

48 1891   Pages intimes (6 pièces—completely  

different from Op. 2) 
 

269 Fabrikant, 7–8. J. Maho first published Op. 11 in 1871. Widor might prefer to perform 
these three waltzes as a set, as he wrote an Introduction before the first waltz sometimes after 
1876 as well as an Intermezzo between the first and the second waltz in 1903. All pieces are 
included in the 1903 revised edition, which was reissued and published by J. Hamelle. 
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64 1891   Conte d’Avril (19 pièces—transcriptions  

of suite d’orchestre of 1890) 

n.op. 1891   Air en style ancien 

29 1892   Variations sur un thème original  

(revision of Op. 1) 

n.op. 1892   Prélude en sol mineur 

n.op. 1894   Marche française en ré majeur 

n.op. 1894   Feuillet d’Album  

(2 pièces for sight-reading examination) 

n.op. 1896   Pièce en style ancient en sol mineur270 

[13] 1900   Cantabile  

(transcription of Andante cantabile from  

the 4th organ symphonie, Op. 13 No. 4) 

[42] 1900   Toccata (transcription of Toccata from  

the 5th organ symphonie, Op. 42 No. 1) 

n.op. 1900   Mélodrame (transcription of comédie  

Le Capitaine Loys of 1878) 

26a 1903   Six valses caractéristiques 

(with different titles than Op. 26 of 1876) 

71 1903   Cinq pièces 

1903   Valses  

(2 collections with 14 pieces in each; selected  

from Opuses 11, 15, 26, 31, 33, 71, and more) 

n.op. 1904   En route 

n.op. 1904   Conte d’automne  

(transcription of Allegro cantabile from the  

5th organ symphonie, Op. 42 No. 1) 

78 1905   Suite ecossaise 

37/5 1908   Chanson du chasseur  

(transcription of a song of 1877) 

 
270 Near indicates this piece is different from Air en style ancient of 1891 while Fabrikant 

claims this is a revision of Prélude en sol mineur of 1892. 
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3c 1909   Quatre pièces  

(transcription of Quatre pièces en trio) 

n.op. 1910   Fugue sur le nom d’Haydn 

n.op. 1911   Pavane Guerrière (transcription of the  

pantomime Jeanne d’Arc of 1890) 

n.op. 1920   France! Marche militaire (transcription—lost) 

n.op. n.d.   Improm[p]tu en mi bémol majeur (unpublished) 

n.op. n.d.   MS18140, Pièce en la majeur (incomplete) 

n.op. n.d.   MS18192, Pièce en la mineur (unpublished) 

 
 
 

SOURCES 
John Richard Near, Widor: A Life beyond the Toccata (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester 

Press, 2011), 409–454. 
Fabrikant, Harold. The Pianists Hardly Spoil Me with Too Much Attention: A Study of the 

Forgotten Piano Works of Charles–Marie Widor, 1844–1937 (Caulfield, Vic: Harold 
Fabrikant, 2015), 7–8. 
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APPENDIX D. 

LIST of SOLO PIANO WORKS BY MARCEL DUPRÉ 

Opus Compositional Date Title 
  1898   Marche des Paysans (unpublished) 
  1899   Barcarolle (unpublished) 

  1899   Canon à deux voix (unpublished) 

1899   Danse du Tambourin (unpublished) 

  1900   Valse en ut dièse mineur (unpublished) 

  1902   Pièce caractéristique (unpublished) 

  1907   Romance sans Paroles (unpublished) 

  1910   Impromptu en si mineur (unpublished) 

  1910   Fugue en sol majeur (unpublished) 

14 1915   Marche militaire (unpublished) 

12 1916   Six Préludes 

19 1921   Quatre pièces 

22 1923   Variations en ut dièse mineur 

 
 
 

SOURCES 
Marcel Dupré, Recollections, trans and ed., Ralph Kneeream (Melville, NY: Belwin-Mills 

Publishing Corp., 1972, 1975), 140–145. 
John Pagett, “The Music of Marcel Dupré,” DSM diss., Union Theological Seminary, New York, 

1975, 582–588. 
 


