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 Richard Lester, organ

1  Théodore Dubois (1837-1924)  Toccata in G from 12 Pièces pour orgues 7:15

2-3 Marcel Dupré (1886-1971)  
 Prelude & Fugue in G minor Op. 7 No. 3 4:16 / 3:44

4  Louis James Alfred Lefébure-Wély (1817-1869)
 Sortie in E-flat ILL 51                  4:34

5  Léon Boëllmann (1862-1897)  Toccata from Suite gothique Op. 25 3:51

6  Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992)  Offrande au Saint Sacrement 4:48

7  Eugene Gigout (1844-1925)  Toccata in B minor                   3:12

8  Louis Vierne (1870-1937)  Berceuse from 24 pièces en style libre Op. 31 3:50

9  César Franck (1822-1890)  Pièce héroïque CFF 104 9:23

10  Louis James Alfred Lefébure-Wély
 Andante «Chœur de Voix humaines» Meditaciones religiosas ILL 37 4:51

11  Charles-Marie Jean Albert Widor (1844-1937)  
 Toccata from Symphony for Organ No. 5 Op. 42 No. 1                   6:05

12  Louis James Alfred Lefébure-Wély  Sortie in B flat ILL 51               4:40
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Penguin Guide to the 1000 Finest Classical 
Recordings. He is currently recording the 
complete keyboard works of Bach 
(recommended by BBC Music Magazine). 
Mark Sealey’s review of volumes 1 and  2 on 
ClassicalNet USA stated, ‘The blend of 
scholarship, understanding and a lifetime’s 
experience with playing – which is both 
infused with life and yet wholly respects 
Bach’s idiom – makes this a release to be 
snapped up immediately.’ 

In 2018, Musicweb International voted 
Lester’s distinguished survey of Bach’s 
Harpsichord works, Volume 2 as one of 
their recordings of the year. As a 
musicologist he has contributed articles on 
early Italian keyboard fingering, organ 
registration and ornamentation; and in 
addition, a compilation of Renaissance 
keyboard music with early fingerings 
together with a DVD and CD publication 
entitled ‘Masterworks and Miniatures’ was 
published by Nimbus. 

As Master of the Choristers at Cirencester 
Parish Church in 1995 he directed courses 
for the Royal School of Church Music in 
Cirencester, and Bristol Cathedral. In 2018 
he was appointed Associate organist at 
Buckfast Abbey.

www.richardlester.org.uk
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Parisian organists in particular have always excelled at writing and playing organ music from 
early times to the modern day. They have set precedents in both improvisatory and classic 
style that in reality is far removed from their global contemporaries.

Studying reviews of their time, composers of the ilk of Widor, Vierne, Dupré, and Messiaen 
to name but a few have been hailed as beacons, their music endearing themselves to an 
admiring public from recordings and reviews. We are fortunate that many composers of the 
late Romantic period were recorded playing their own works. There is a wonderful recording 
of Widor playing the Toccata from the 5th symphony in 1932 when he was 88, and Marcel 
Dupré is recorded playing the Prelude and Fugue in G minor. Vierne also appears in some 
memorable performances, together with a recording of the Toccata in B minor played by 
Gigout on a Welte player organ roll.

© 2020 Richard Lester

Richard Lester

In an international solo career spanning almost fifty years on harpsichord and organ, Richard 
Lester; described by the Daily Telegraph and The Times as ‘one of our leading players’, 
is universally acclaimed as a prominent interpreter of early music on period and modern 
keyboard instruments. In 1982, Dame Janet Baker chose his pre Nimbus recording of 
Scarlatti sonatas as her favourite on BBC Desert Island Discs, commenting that ‘it would 
keep my spirits up so well.’

Richard’s career as an organist is equally celebrated in this country and abroad, where he 
enjoys performing the Romantic and Modern organ repertoire; especially music by Vierne, 
Reger, Hindemith and Messiaen. In 1995 he was invited to perform Elgar’s organ sonata at 
St Paul’s Cathedral for the 50th VJ anniversary celebrations; and in 2013 his recital at St 
Mark’s in Venice and at Bergamo Cathedral drew capacity audiences. 

As one of Nimbus Records’ ‘most popular artists,’ his recordings were lauded by 
Gramophone and twice awarded the ‘outstanding’ accolade from International Record 
Review. More recently his Frescobaldi opus on period instruments gained an entry into the 
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13  Louis Vierne  Lied from 24 pièces en style libre Op. 31                               4:32

14  Louis Vierne  Carillon de Westminster from 24 Pièces de fantaisie Op. 54 7:26

15  Louis Vierne  Finale from Organ Symphony No. 1 Op. 14          7:06

 Total playing time 79:42

Recorded March & July 2020
The organ in St Luke’s church Buckfastleigh

Recording & editing: Paul Arden-Taylor 
(www.dinmore-records.co.uk)

Booklet notes: Richard Lester 

Cover photo : istockphoto.com
c & © 2020 Wyastone Estate Limited

Issued under exclusive licence from the copyright holder
www.wyastone.co.uk

A Brief History

The foundations of French organ music were gently laid by Jean Titelouze (c1562/63-1633) 
in the latter part of the sixteenth and early seventeenth century. I say ‘gently’ because his 
style, although rooted in the Renaissance vocal tradition, was far removed from the distinctly 
French style of organ music that developed during the mid-seventeenth century. However, 
his hymns and Magnificat settings are the earliest known published organ collections, hence 
his significance and relevance as the founder of the French organ school. 

Following this genesis an aspiring generation of composers in the 17th and 18th centuries 
fomented a unique richly ornamented genre with its own specific and distinctive forms. 



4 NI 5999

Notable amongst others in this musical flowering was Louis Couperin whose organ music 
exerted a great influence over the European continent and represents an important 
transition from strict Renaissance counterpoint to the more colourful organ style of 
contemporary and later Baroque French composers. Louis Couperin was the uncle of 
François Couperin ‘Le Grand’ who further elevated and expanded the art with inventive 
harmonic nuances and imaginative tonal colours in his early organ masses and later 
harpsichord Ordres. This was a particularly fruitful period in the development of organ music, 
with many other French composers contributing works of incredible originality and beauty. 
This fascinating journey was to a large extent shaped by the French classical organ, an 
instrument like no other, displaying many unique characteristics: a battery of reeds that 
provided power and splendour in the Grand jeu, virtually unlimited expressive solo tone 
colours for the more gentle works, plus the wholly important plenum; the very character of 
the French organ. This period established a central monument of endeavour in the Baroque 
period.

It is interesting to note that no less than eight members of the Couperin family, including 
Louis and François, were organists at Saint-Gervais in Paris. The organ was built by the 
French dynasty of Pierre, Alexandre and François Thierry, between 1649 and 1714 and 
rebuilt by François-Henri Cliquot in 1769. The instrument still stands proudly on the Tribune 
above the entrance at the back of the church as a national monument.

During the classical period that followed, very little of any consequence was written for the 
instrument. Organ building in France showed few signs of improvement as little money was 
not available for the building and repair of organs. Many of the fine existing instruments 
escaped damage in the Revolution of the latter part of the 18th century, and were kept in 
reasonable condition, and sadly the organs of St. Suplice and Notre Dame in Paris were 
merely used to accompany pagan orgies. In the post Waterloo period many fell into 
disrepair as few organ-builders were at work. After two decades of war and revolution 
however, the restoration brought peace, quiet and general prosperity. France had at last 
recovered. The second half of the 19th century saw a complete resurgence in organ-building 
and musical composition largely through the innovation and genius of Aristade Cavaillé-Coll 
who is recognised as the most distinguished of French organ builders. 

Charles Marie Widor said of him, “It is he who conceived the diverse wind pressures, the 
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Many performances are played at a rip-roaring tempo that certainly shows off the player’s 
dexterity, but fails to project the composer’s intention. Widor’s Symphony fro Organ No. 5 
was published in 1879 and revised four times with alterations to tempo and phrasing. In 
1887 the tempo marking was a crotchet = 118, with accents added to left hand chords. In 
1927 the tempo was set a crotchet = 100 which was more in keeping with Widor’s 
comments, often complaining that it was taken at a ridiculously fast speed. Many composers 
of that era, including Widor and Vierne gave strict metronomic tempos which unfortunately 
are rarely adhered to.

Widor’s Toccata became universally famous after its performance as a bridal march for 
Princess Anne’s wedding in 1973 at Westminster Abbey. Since then it has been performed 
on numerous royal occasions. The problem for organists is that it was then, and still is, 
requested by countless disappointed couples who hadn’t realized that a large and powerful 
instrument was required to render it justice; not a pedal-less one manual organ with two 
stops and a tremulant.

The finale from Vierne’s Organ Symphony No. 1 (1898-99) is a popular work with audiences 
and often played as a wedding march as an alternative to the Widor Toccata. The 
memorable opening theme heard on the pedals is mildly reminiscent of the Marsellaise. 

                Carillon de Westminster is the final movement from the third of four suites by 
Vierne collectively titled 24 Pièces de fantasie. It is based on the chimes of Big Ben. 
Published in 1927, it is thought that Henry Willis the organ builder, a great friend of Vierne 
sang the Westminster chimes to him upon request. The original theme somehow became 
slightly altered in the opening phrases, but is heard later in its more or less original form. 
From an atmospheric dawning, the whole work to my mind characterizes the gentle hustle 
and bustle of London streets around Westminster that Vierne undoubtedly knew. The work 
is a continuous crescendo from pianissimo through to a triumphant full organ conclusion. 

The end of service voluntary is an excellent vehicle not only for displaying a player’s skill, 
but also for advertising a wealth of hitherto unknown musical delights as the congregation 
departs. The works chosen for this recording represent a mere drop in the ocean, but 
contain some wonderful examples of popular French Bonbons.

14
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Vierne studied at the Paris Conservatoire, and became Widor’s assistant at Saint-Suplice; 
subsequently becoming organist at Notre-Dame de Paris in 1900. He had a sad life both 
physically and emotionally - reflected in much of his music. He was almost completely blind 
from birth, caused by congenital cataracts, plus other conditions that rendered him and his 
brother of rather weak constitutions. He was deeply affected by the separation and divorce 
from his wife, Arlette, and he lost both his brother, and his two sons, tragically killed in the 
First World War. A street accident in Paris caused him to seriously fracture his leg and it was 
thought that he would lose it. Surgery saved the limb but meant that he had to revise his 
pedal-technique. In 1937 Vierne suffered either a stroke or heart attack whilst giving his 
1,750th organ recital at Notre-Dame.

             The programme continues with César Franck’s Pièce héroïque, the last of Trois Pièces 
pour Grand Orgue (1878). Franck, a native of Belgium, moved to Paris in 1835 and studied 
privately: counterpoint with Anton Reicha and piano with Pierre Zimmerman, both of whom 
were professors at the Paris Conservatoire. He returned to Belgium, but profitable concerts 
were few. A return to Paris in 1842 proved more rewarding and he gradually built up a 
reputation as organist and composer, firstly at the Basilica Sainte-Clotilde in 1858 where he 
was inspired by the magnificent Cavaillé-Coll organ, and in 1872 as Professor of organ at 
the Paris Conservatoire. Pièce héroïque, was written for the Trocadéro in Paris, a Moorish 
palace built for the World Exhibition of 1878.

Two themes open the work; a sombre left hand motif runs concurrently under a more subtle 
melodic line that floats gently over pulsating chords in the right. In contrast, the middle 
section in the relative major resembles a classic chorale-like melody. Thematic material from 
the opening section returns and the piece climaxes with a grandiose full organ repetition of 
the chorale. Franck’s symphonic style had a lasting influence on all of the organ composers 
of the French Romantic style.

                   In modern times, fashionable aristocracy has brought to light such works as 
Widor’s Toccata, the Finale from his Symphony for Organ No. 5, and the Finale from Vierne’s 
Organ Symphony No. 1. The medium of television has popularised these works which now 
feature as the preferred processionals for wedding couples, and at the end of service 
voluntaries.
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divided wind-chests, the pedal systems and the combination registers; he who applied for 
the first time Barker's pneumatic motors, created the family of harmonic stops, reformed 
and perfected the mechanics to such a point that each pipe—low or high, loud or soft—
instantly obeys the touch of the finger… From this result: the possibility of confining an 
entire division in a sonorous prison - opened or closed at will, - the freedom of mixing 
timbres, the means of intensifying them or gradually tempering them, the freedom of 
tempos, the sureness of attacks, the balance of contrasts, and, finally, a whole blossoming 
of wonderful colours; a rich palette of the most diverse shades: harmonic flutes, gambas, 
bassoons, English horns, trumpets, celestes, flue stops and reed stops of a quality and 
variety unknown before.”

Through the inspirational work of Cavaillé-Coll emerged a particularly important form of 
composition known as the organ symphony, expressed initially in the Grand Pièce 
Symphonique of César Franck; a framework further developed by Widor, Vierne, and a 
select number of other composers centred in Paris.
This enabled musical composition for the organ which mirrored that played by 
the symphony orchestra. For this reason, both the organs and the literature of this time are 
considered symphonic.

The Programme

            The programme opens with the Toccata in G major by Théodore Dubois who studied 
at the Paris Conservatoire, winning the Prix de Rome in 1861. In 1896, he was appointed 
Director of the Paris Conservatoire, but was ‘persuaded’ to bring his retirement forward in 
1905 due to a blatant attempt to prevent Ravel from winning the Prix de Rome. This 
culminated after long standing, and continuous hostility towards Ravel who had not 
conformed to the faculty’s anti-modernism. The Toccata in G major, No. 3 of Douze pieces 
pour orgues, was written in 1889 during his term as organist at L’Église de la Madeleine. It 
is a fully charged neo-classical allegro with a central section of more tranquil mood in B 
major which then returns to the opening theme.

                To my mind Marcel Dupré’s Prelude and Fugue in G minor, from 3 Preludes and 
Fugues Op. 7 written in 1914, is one of the finest organ pieces in the repertoire. It opens 
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with delicate flutes gurgling like Champagne from a bottle. This forms the accompaniment 
to a haunting melody reminiscent of a plainsong antiphon first heard on the pedals and then 
in the right hand. The oboe and other reed combinations present the melody.

The effervescent flutes continue under the antiphonic melody with three and four part 
chords in the right hand together with three and four parts for the feet. The Fugue is a jig, 
and pure French Fairground music replete with a jazzy subject. It is in complete contrast to 
the Prelude, where the antiphonic melody of the Prelude gloriously emerges as through a 
haze of incense.

                  Léfebure-Wély’s organ music is often dismissed by the clergy as inappropriate 
for ecclesiastical dignity. The two Sorties on this disc come from his collection of 34 pieces 
published in 12 volumes under the title L’Organiste moderne in 1857. They are wonderful 
examples of fun, perhaps more akin to ‘musique risquée’ than ecclesiastical dignity. I was 
once reprimanded by a priest for playing the Sortie in E flat as the voluntary whilst the 
Bishop, clergy and choir processed to the vestry. It didn’t help of course that the choristers 
had latched on to the jazzy mood, and adopted a pop style hip swing in time with the music 
where I emphasized the 2nd and 4th beats. This came at a time when as a young and rather 
naïve Director of music at a prominent Prep School in Twickenham, I trained the junior choir 
for a performance of Swingin’ Samson by Michael Hurd. One verse read, ‘Samson, cut your 
hair, you want to be with it but you’re really a square, be guided by this golden rule, at you 
age man you should play it cool.’ It continued ‘Samson, shave your nut, you’re in the height 
of fashion, but…. and so on. The one problem that hadn’t occurred to me, and possibly the 
composer was that boys being boys, added a fortissimo, ‘s’ to the word nut. After several 
failed attempts to train out the offending consonant, I had to substitute the word ‘nut’ for 
‘head,’ and so the final lyrics read, ‘Samson, shave your head, you’re golden locks should 
now be shed….’ This, needless to say saved the day, and my embarrassment at the school 
concert.

               In complete contrast to the Sorties is the serene Andante «Chœur de Voix humaines» 
from his Meditaciones religiosas of 1858. It perfectly portrays a message of tranquillity and 
devotion. Voix Humaines are reed stops with a distinctly individual and prominent colour on 
French organs. Because they are usually foully out of tune, the tremulant is often employed 
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to disguise the problem by causing the stop’s amplitude and pitch to fluctuate. The organ 
at St Luke’s does not own a Vox Humana and so I have adapted the registration.

              Léon Boëllmann’s Toccata forms the concluding movement of his Suite gothique 
published in 1895 two years before his untimely death at the age of 35. He was the nephew 
as well as a pupil of Eugène Gigout, and was choirmaster and then organist of the church 
of St-Vincent–de-Paul in Paris. The brilliant, if not slightly eerie Toccata was endlessly 
requested by the choristers as the retiring voluntary when I was master of the choristers at 
Cirencester Church, as it reminded them of the film music from Star Wars.

                L’Offrande au Saint-Sacrement was discovered by Messiaen’s wife, Yvonne in 1997. 
Olivier Latry writes, ‘some elements of the second theme are related to Le Banquet Céleste 
of 1928, and would thus seem to indicate a similar date for the work.’ The work, an offering 
to the Sacred Sacrament, is quite hypnotic. A chromatic somnolent theme floats high on a 
flute, conveying a spiritual atmosphere of floating incense, accompanied by slow moving 
chords. Messiaen’s short ‘trademark’ theme can be heard clearly in the last two bars before 
the recapitulation. c \b /d#\a, and repeated at the end.

                Composed in 1890, the Toccata in B minor ranks as Eugene Gigout’s most popular 
work. He was a pupil of Camille Saint-Saëns and served as organist at L’Église Saint 
Augustin from 1863 until his death in 1935. The toccata, from his set of Dix Pièces (1892), 
ranks as the most popular, and reflects Gigout’s impressive abilities in improvisation with 
brilliant flourishes and figurations. The melody, first scantily heard in the manuals is then 
boldly announced in the pedals as the work moves through several powerful sequences. 
The work ends broadly and abruptly with three powerful chords on full organ.   

                   As this programme mainly concentrates on grand scale works, as a contrast I 
have sprinkled four gentler pieces in more reflective mood. Berceuse, or cradle song from 
Louis Vierne’s 24 Pièces en style libre (1914) is dicated ‘à ma fille Colette,’ and the poignant 
melody, has a rather sad story attached. Vierne’s wife, Arlette, gave birth to a daughter in 
1907, but two years later admitted infidelity: Colette wasn’t Vierne’s daughter after all. The 
work is a wistful example of Vierne’s genius. Lied, from the same set of pieces, has a 
charming melodic line in reflective mood. 
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with delicate flutes gurgling like Champagne from a bottle. This forms the accompaniment 
to a haunting melody reminiscent of a plainsong antiphon first heard on the pedals and then 
in the right hand. The oboe and other reed combinations present the melody.

The effervescent flutes continue under the antiphonic melody with three and four part 
chords in the right hand together with three and four parts for the feet. The Fugue is a jig, 
and pure French Fairground music replete with a jazzy subject. It is in complete contrast to 
the Prelude, where the antiphonic melody of the Prelude gloriously emerges as through a 
haze of incense.

                  Léfebure-Wély’s organ music is often dismissed by the clergy as inappropriate 
for ecclesiastical dignity. The two Sorties on this disc come from his collection of 34 pieces 
published in 12 volumes under the title L’Organiste moderne in 1857. They are wonderful 
examples of fun, perhaps more akin to ‘musique risquée’ than ecclesiastical dignity. I was 
once reprimanded by a priest for playing the Sortie in E flat as the voluntary whilst the 
Bishop, clergy and choir processed to the vestry. It didn’t help of course that the choristers 
had latched on to the jazzy mood, and adopted a pop style hip swing in time with the music 
where I emphasized the 2nd and 4th beats. This came at a time when as a young and rather 
naïve Director of music at a prominent Prep School in Twickenham, I trained the junior choir 
for a performance of Swingin’ Samson by Michael Hurd. One verse read, ‘Samson, cut your 
hair, you want to be with it but you’re really a square, be guided by this golden rule, at you 
age man you should play it cool.’ It continued ‘Samson, shave your nut, you’re in the height 
of fashion, but…. and so on. The one problem that hadn’t occurred to me, and possibly the 
composer was that boys being boys, added a fortissimo, ‘s’ to the word nut. After several 
failed attempts to train out the offending consonant, I had to substitute the word ‘nut’ for 
‘head,’ and so the final lyrics read, ‘Samson, shave your head, you’re golden locks should 
now be shed….’ This, needless to say saved the day, and my embarrassment at the school 
concert.

               In complete contrast to the Sorties is the serene Andante «Chœur de Voix humaines» 
from his Meditaciones religiosas of 1858. It perfectly portrays a message of tranquillity and 
devotion. Voix Humaines are reed stops with a distinctly individual and prominent colour on 
French organs. Because they are usually foully out of tune, the tremulant is often employed 
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to disguise the problem by causing the stop’s amplitude and pitch to fluctuate. The organ 
at St Luke’s does not own a Vox Humana and so I have adapted the registration.

              Léon Boëllmann’s Toccata forms the concluding movement of his Suite gothique 
published in 1895 two years before his untimely death at the age of 35. He was the nephew 
as well as a pupil of Eugène Gigout, and was choirmaster and then organist of the church 
of St-Vincent–de-Paul in Paris. The brilliant, if not slightly eerie Toccata was endlessly 
requested by the choristers as the retiring voluntary when I was master of the choristers at 
Cirencester Church, as it reminded them of the film music from Star Wars.

                L’Offrande au Saint-Sacrement was discovered by Messiaen’s wife, Yvonne in 1997. 
Olivier Latry writes, ‘some elements of the second theme are related to Le Banquet Céleste 
of 1928, and would thus seem to indicate a similar date for the work.’ The work, an offering 
to the Sacred Sacrament, is quite hypnotic. A chromatic somnolent theme floats high on a 
flute, conveying a spiritual atmosphere of floating incense, accompanied by slow moving 
chords. Messiaen’s short ‘trademark’ theme can be heard clearly in the last two bars before 
the recapitulation. c \b /d#\a, and repeated at the end.

                Composed in 1890, the Toccata in B minor ranks as Eugene Gigout’s most popular 
work. He was a pupil of Camille Saint-Saëns and served as organist at L’Église Saint 
Augustin from 1863 until his death in 1935. The toccata, from his set of Dix Pièces (1892), 
ranks as the most popular, and reflects Gigout’s impressive abilities in improvisation with 
brilliant flourishes and figurations. The melody, first scantily heard in the manuals is then 
boldly announced in the pedals as the work moves through several powerful sequences. 
The work ends broadly and abruptly with three powerful chords on full organ.   

                   As this programme mainly concentrates on grand scale works, as a contrast I 
have sprinkled four gentler pieces in more reflective mood. Berceuse, or cradle song from 
Louis Vierne’s 24 Pièces en style libre (1914) is dicated ‘à ma fille Colette,’ and the poignant 
melody, has a rather sad story attached. Vierne’s wife, Arlette, gave birth to a daughter in 
1907, but two years later admitted infidelity: Colette wasn’t Vierne’s daughter after all. The 
work is a wistful example of Vierne’s genius. Lied, from the same set of pieces, has a 
charming melodic line in reflective mood. 
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Vierne studied at the Paris Conservatoire, and became Widor’s assistant at Saint-Suplice; 
subsequently becoming organist at Notre-Dame de Paris in 1900. He had a sad life both 
physically and emotionally - reflected in much of his music. He was almost completely blind 
from birth, caused by congenital cataracts, plus other conditions that rendered him and his 
brother of rather weak constitutions. He was deeply affected by the separation and divorce 
from his wife, Arlette, and he lost both his brother, and his two sons, tragically killed in the 
First World War. A street accident in Paris caused him to seriously fracture his leg and it was 
thought that he would lose it. Surgery saved the limb but meant that he had to revise his 
pedal-technique. In 1937 Vierne suffered either a stroke or heart attack whilst giving his 
1,750th organ recital at Notre-Dame.

             The programme continues with César Franck’s Pièce héroïque, the last of Trois Pièces 
pour Grand Orgue (1878). Franck, a native of Belgium, moved to Paris in 1835 and studied 
privately: counterpoint with Anton Reicha and piano with Pierre Zimmerman, both of whom 
were professors at the Paris Conservatoire. He returned to Belgium, but profitable concerts 
were few. A return to Paris in 1842 proved more rewarding and he gradually built up a 
reputation as organist and composer, firstly at the Basilica Sainte-Clotilde in 1858 where he 
was inspired by the magnificent Cavaillé-Coll organ, and in 1872 as Professor of organ at 
the Paris Conservatoire. Pièce héroïque, was written for the Trocadéro in Paris, a Moorish 
palace built for the World Exhibition of 1878.

Two themes open the work; a sombre left hand motif runs concurrently under a more subtle 
melodic line that floats gently over pulsating chords in the right. In contrast, the middle 
section in the relative major resembles a classic chorale-like melody. Thematic material from 
the opening section returns and the piece climaxes with a grandiose full organ repetition of 
the chorale. Franck’s symphonic style had a lasting influence on all of the organ composers 
of the French Romantic style.

                   In modern times, fashionable aristocracy has brought to light such works as 
Widor’s Toccata, the Finale from his Symphony for Organ No. 5, and the Finale from Vierne’s 
Organ Symphony No. 1. The medium of television has popularised these works which now 
feature as the preferred processionals for wedding couples, and at the end of service 
voluntaries.
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divided wind-chests, the pedal systems and the combination registers; he who applied for 
the first time Barker's pneumatic motors, created the family of harmonic stops, reformed 
and perfected the mechanics to such a point that each pipe—low or high, loud or soft—
instantly obeys the touch of the finger… From this result: the possibility of confining an 
entire division in a sonorous prison - opened or closed at will, - the freedom of mixing 
timbres, the means of intensifying them or gradually tempering them, the freedom of 
tempos, the sureness of attacks, the balance of contrasts, and, finally, a whole blossoming 
of wonderful colours; a rich palette of the most diverse shades: harmonic flutes, gambas, 
bassoons, English horns, trumpets, celestes, flue stops and reed stops of a quality and 
variety unknown before.”

Through the inspirational work of Cavaillé-Coll emerged a particularly important form of 
composition known as the organ symphony, expressed initially in the Grand Pièce 
Symphonique of César Franck; a framework further developed by Widor, Vierne, and a 
select number of other composers centred in Paris.
This enabled musical composition for the organ which mirrored that played by 
the symphony orchestra. For this reason, both the organs and the literature of this time are 
considered symphonic.

The Programme

            The programme opens with the Toccata in G major by Théodore Dubois who studied 
at the Paris Conservatoire, winning the Prix de Rome in 1861. In 1896, he was appointed 
Director of the Paris Conservatoire, but was ‘persuaded’ to bring his retirement forward in 
1905 due to a blatant attempt to prevent Ravel from winning the Prix de Rome. This 
culminated after long standing, and continuous hostility towards Ravel who had not 
conformed to the faculty’s anti-modernism. The Toccata in G major, No. 3 of Douze pieces 
pour orgues, was written in 1889 during his term as organist at L’Église de la Madeleine. It 
is a fully charged neo-classical allegro with a central section of more tranquil mood in B 
major which then returns to the opening theme.

                To my mind Marcel Dupré’s Prelude and Fugue in G minor, from 3 Preludes and 
Fugues Op. 7 written in 1914, is one of the finest organ pieces in the repertoire. It opens 
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Notable amongst others in this musical flowering was Louis Couperin whose organ music 
exerted a great influence over the European continent and represents an important 
transition from strict Renaissance counterpoint to the more colourful organ style of 
contemporary and later Baroque French composers. Louis Couperin was the uncle of 
François Couperin ‘Le Grand’ who further elevated and expanded the art with inventive 
harmonic nuances and imaginative tonal colours in his early organ masses and later 
harpsichord Ordres. This was a particularly fruitful period in the development of organ music, 
with many other French composers contributing works of incredible originality and beauty. 
This fascinating journey was to a large extent shaped by the French classical organ, an 
instrument like no other, displaying many unique characteristics: a battery of reeds that 
provided power and splendour in the Grand jeu, virtually unlimited expressive solo tone 
colours for the more gentle works, plus the wholly important plenum; the very character of 
the French organ. This period established a central monument of endeavour in the Baroque 
period.

It is interesting to note that no less than eight members of the Couperin family, including 
Louis and François, were organists at Saint-Gervais in Paris. The organ was built by the 
French dynasty of Pierre, Alexandre and François Thierry, between 1649 and 1714 and 
rebuilt by François-Henri Cliquot in 1769. The instrument still stands proudly on the Tribune 
above the entrance at the back of the church as a national monument.

During the classical period that followed, very little of any consequence was written for the 
instrument. Organ building in France showed few signs of improvement as little money was 
not available for the building and repair of organs. Many of the fine existing instruments 
escaped damage in the Revolution of the latter part of the 18th century, and were kept in 
reasonable condition, and sadly the organs of St. Suplice and Notre Dame in Paris were 
merely used to accompany pagan orgies. In the post Waterloo period many fell into 
disrepair as few organ-builders were at work. After two decades of war and revolution 
however, the restoration brought peace, quiet and general prosperity. France had at last 
recovered. The second half of the 19th century saw a complete resurgence in organ-building 
and musical composition largely through the innovation and genius of Aristade Cavaillé-Coll 
who is recognised as the most distinguished of French organ builders. 

Charles Marie Widor said of him, “It is he who conceived the diverse wind pressures, the 
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Many performances are played at a rip-roaring tempo that certainly shows off the player’s 
dexterity, but fails to project the composer’s intention. Widor’s Symphony fro Organ No. 5 
was published in 1879 and revised four times with alterations to tempo and phrasing. In 
1887 the tempo marking was a crotchet = 118, with accents added to left hand chords. In 
1927 the tempo was set a crotchet = 100 which was more in keeping with Widor’s 
comments, often complaining that it was taken at a ridiculously fast speed. Many composers 
of that era, including Widor and Vierne gave strict metronomic tempos which unfortunately 
are rarely adhered to.

Widor’s Toccata became universally famous after its performance as a bridal march for 
Princess Anne’s wedding in 1973 at Westminster Abbey. Since then it has been performed 
on numerous royal occasions. The problem for organists is that it was then, and still is, 
requested by countless disappointed couples who hadn’t realized that a large and powerful 
instrument was required to render it justice; not a pedal-less one manual organ with two 
stops and a tremulant.

The finale from Vierne’s Organ Symphony No. 1 (1898-99) is a popular work with audiences 
and often played as a wedding march as an alternative to the Widor Toccata. The 
memorable opening theme heard on the pedals is mildly reminiscent of the Marsellaise. 

                Carillon de Westminster is the final movement from the third of four suites by 
Vierne collectively titled 24 Pièces de fantasie. It is based on the chimes of Big Ben. 
Published in 1927, it is thought that Henry Willis the organ builder, a great friend of Vierne 
sang the Westminster chimes to him upon request. The original theme somehow became 
slightly altered in the opening phrases, but is heard later in its more or less original form. 
From an atmospheric dawning, the whole work to my mind characterizes the gentle hustle 
and bustle of London streets around Westminster that Vierne undoubtedly knew. The work 
is a continuous crescendo from pianissimo through to a triumphant full organ conclusion. 

The end of service voluntary is an excellent vehicle not only for displaying a player’s skill, 
but also for advertising a wealth of hitherto unknown musical delights as the congregation 
departs. The works chosen for this recording represent a mere drop in the ocean, but 
contain some wonderful examples of popular French Bonbons.

14
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Parisian organists in particular have always excelled at writing and playing organ music from 
early times to the modern day. They have set precedents in both improvisatory and classic 
style that in reality is far removed from their global contemporaries.

Studying reviews of their time, composers of the ilk of Widor, Vierne, Dupré, and Messiaen 
to name but a few have been hailed as beacons, their music endearing themselves to an 
admiring public from recordings and reviews. We are fortunate that many composers of the 
late Romantic period were recorded playing their own works. There is a wonderful recording 
of Widor playing the Toccata from the 5th symphony in 1932 when he was 88, and Marcel 
Dupré is recorded playing the Prelude and Fugue in G minor. Vierne also appears in some 
memorable performances, together with a recording of the Toccata in B minor played by 
Gigout on a Welte player organ roll.

© 2020 Richard Lester

Richard Lester

In an international solo career spanning almost fifty years on harpsichord and organ, Richard 
Lester; described by the Daily Telegraph and The Times as ‘one of our leading players’, 
is universally acclaimed as a prominent interpreter of early music on period and modern 
keyboard instruments. In 1982, Dame Janet Baker chose his pre Nimbus recording of 
Scarlatti sonatas as her favourite on BBC Desert Island Discs, commenting that ‘it would 
keep my spirits up so well.’

Richard’s career as an organist is equally celebrated in this country and abroad, where he 
enjoys performing the Romantic and Modern organ repertoire; especially music by Vierne, 
Reger, Hindemith and Messiaen. In 1995 he was invited to perform Elgar’s organ sonata at 
St Paul’s Cathedral for the 50th VJ anniversary celebrations; and in 2013 his recital at St 
Mark’s in Venice and at Bergamo Cathedral drew capacity audiences. 

As one of Nimbus Records’ ‘most popular artists,’ his recordings were lauded by 
Gramophone and twice awarded the ‘outstanding’ accolade from International Record 
Review. More recently his Frescobaldi opus on period instruments gained an entry into the 
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13  Louis Vierne  Lied from 24 pièces en style libre Op. 31                               4:32

14  Louis Vierne  Carillon de Westminster from 24 Pièces de fantaisie Op. 54 7:26

15  Louis Vierne  Finale from Organ Symphony No. 1 Op. 14          7:06

 Total playing time 79:42

Recorded March & July 2020
The organ in St Luke’s church Buckfastleigh

Recording & editing: Paul Arden-Taylor 
(www.dinmore-records.co.uk)

Booklet notes: Richard Lester 

Cover photo : istockphoto.com
c & © 2020 Wyastone Estate Limited

Issued under exclusive licence from the copyright holder
www.wyastone.co.uk

A Brief History

The foundations of French organ music were gently laid by Jean Titelouze (c1562/63-1633) 
in the latter part of the sixteenth and early seventeenth century. I say ‘gently’ because his 
style, although rooted in the Renaissance vocal tradition, was far removed from the distinctly 
French style of organ music that developed during the mid-seventeenth century. However, 
his hymns and Magnificat settings are the earliest known published organ collections, hence 
his significance and relevance as the founder of the French organ school. 

Following this genesis an aspiring generation of composers in the 17th and 18th centuries 
fomented a unique richly ornamented genre with its own specific and distinctive forms. 
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 French Bonbons
 Richard Lester, organ

1  Théodore Dubois (1837-1924)  Toccata in G from 12 Pièces pour orgues 7:15

2-3 Marcel Dupré (1886-1971)  
 Prelude & Fugue in G minor Op. 7 No. 3 4:16 / 3:44

4  Louis James Alfred Lefébure-Wély (1817-1869)
 Sortie in E-flat ILL 51                  4:34

5  Léon Boëllmann (1862-1897)  Toccata from Suite gothique Op. 25 3:51

6  Olivier Messiaen (1908-1992)  Offrande au Saint Sacrement 4:48

7  Eugene Gigout (1844-1925)  Toccata in B minor                   3:12

8  Louis Vierne (1870-1937)  Berceuse from 24 pièces en style libre Op. 31 3:50

9  César Franck (1822-1890)  Pièce héroïque CFF 104 9:23

10  Louis James Alfred Lefébure-Wély
 Andante «Chœur de Voix humaines» Meditaciones religiosas ILL 37 4:51

11  Charles-Marie Jean Albert Widor (1844-1937)  
 Toccata from Symphony for Organ No. 5 Op. 42 No. 1                   6:05

12  Louis James Alfred Lefébure-Wély  Sortie in B flat ILL 51               4:40
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Penguin Guide to the 1000 Finest Classical 
Recordings. He is currently recording the 
complete keyboard works of Bach 
(recommended by BBC Music Magazine). 
Mark Sealey’s review of volumes 1 and  2 on 
ClassicalNet USA stated, ‘The blend of 
scholarship, understanding and a lifetime’s 
experience with playing – which is both 
infused with life and yet wholly respects 
Bach’s idiom – makes this a release to be 
snapped up immediately.’ 

In 2018, Musicweb International voted 
Lester’s distinguished survey of Bach’s 
Harpsichord works, Volume 2 as one of 
their recordings of the year. As a 
musicologist he has contributed articles on 
early Italian keyboard fingering, organ 
registration and ornamentation; and in 
addition, a compilation of Renaissance 
keyboard music with early fingerings 
together with a DVD and CD publication 
entitled ‘Masterworks and Miniatures’ was 
published by Nimbus. 

As Master of the Choristers at Cirencester 
Parish Church in 1995 he directed courses 
for the Royal School of Church Music in 
Cirencester, and Bristol Cathedral. In 2018 
he was appointed Associate organist at 
Buckfast Abbey.

www.richardlester.org.uk
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The organ in St Luke’s church Buckfastleigh is an instrument by Eminent organ builders. The sound 
is produced from digitally recorded pipe samples and completed by a professional organ "voicer" 
who finishes the instrument in its location, much like the process of regulating and voicing a pipe 
organ. This organ also utilizes a very high-quality custom-designed audio system affording a 
splendid recreation of a Cathedral organ in a moderately spacious acoustic. The specification is as 
follows:-

Swell                                            Great                                             
Open Diapason      8’                   Double Open Diapason    16’      
Gedackt                    8’                   Open Diapason                   8’       
Echo Gamba           8’                   Dulciana                              8’      
Voix Celeste            8’                   Principal                              4’                       
Principal                   4’                   Flute                                     4’       
Rohr Flute               4’                   Twelfth                            22/3        
Fifteenth                  2’                   Fifteenth                             2’                                            
Mixture          19, 22, 26     Mixture    19, 22, 26                      
Scharf             26, 33, 39     Sesquialtera    12, 17                     
Contra Fagotto      16’              Trumpet                               8’
Oboe                       8’
Cornopean             8’
Clarion                    4’

Pedal                                         Choir
Contra Bourdon         32’         Stopped Diapason     8
Open Diapason          16’         Dulciana                     8’
Bourdon                      16’         Flute                           4’
Octave                           8’         Dulcet                        4’                    
Bass Flute                     8’         Nazard                  22/3
Contra Bombarde       32’         Blockflute                  2’ 
Trombone                    16’         Sifflote                       1’                                           
Trumpet                        8’         Clarinet                     8’
Schalmei                       4’          Tuba                         8

Couplers               8 Swell manual pistons                                       Choir Tremulant                   
Swell to Pedal       8 Great manual pistons                                      Great Tremulant            
Great to Pedal       8 Choir manual pistons                                       Swell Tremulant
Swell to Great       16 General Channels                                            Balanced Swell Pedal
Choir to Great        8 General Pistons below swell manual             Balanced Choir Pedal
Swell to Choir         General Cancel
Choir to Pedal          5 Reversible coupler pistons under Great
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