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Cistercian Chamades!
Fine pipe organs thrive in generous acoustics. The 
stunning, ten-second resonance of the beautiful 
Cistercian Abteikirche in Himmerod adds a  
magnificent halo around the sound of the 1962 
Klais organ. I have had the privilege of giving 
several concerts on this instrument over the past 
decade or so and staying at Himmerod is a unique 
experience. Nestled in amongst the luxuriously-

wooded, rolling German countryside, not far from Trier, the Abbey is a unique 
and peaceful place. There is no internet access but, if you are lucky, there is the 
slightest hint of a cell phone signal in just one particular spot at the top of the 
hill, near to the Abbey restaurant. Staying at the Abbey for even just three days 
has all the fingerprints of a retreat, even if you are there principally to rehearse 
and perform a concert on the organ. Services are sung each day by the fifteen 
or so monks, starting with Laudes at 4am and finishing with Compline in the 
early evening. After that it’s possible to play as late as you like into the night – for 
this recording we began at 9.30pm and finished at around 2am. After leaving 
the church, you return to your room along the dark corridors of the clausur, the 
private area which is reserved for priests and guests (males only). Frequently 
the sound of snoring monks is amplified by acoustics of the seemingly endless 
corridors – and it is normally pitch black, unless it’s a moonlight night. To hear 
the monks sing Gregorian chant during the offices is a humbling experience. 
Often the pitch descends rather more quickly than many keen-eared choir train-
ers would like, but somehow it doesn’t seem to matter. The deep spirituality and 
totality of the experience is what seems to pervade the incense-ridden church.



Founded as a reformist order on the turn from the 11th to the 12th century in Cîtau, 
France, the Cistercians spread like a wildfire all over Europe, especially under  
Bernhard of Clairvaux who entered the monastery in 1113. The strict monastic way 
of life in this centrally organized order had correspondent manifestations in  
architecture and music. Until 1486, according to a resolution of the general chapter, 
the use of organs was not allowed. It is not known when the Cistercian abbey of the 
Himmerod – besides Eberbach in the Rheingau the only foundation of St. Bernhard 
on German territory – received its first organ. The annals of the monastery mention 
the death of organist Pater Matthias Merfeld in the year 1618. In 1695 there is 
mention of the inauguration of a new organ on the western gallery.

From 1739 to 1751 the Romanesque Basilica 
(construction began in 1138/39) was replaced 
by a Baroque church with three naves by Christian 
Kretschmar of Saxony. But the French government’s 
secularization law of 1802 brought the end of the 
monastery for the time being. As part of the inventory 
of the Himmerod estate that was to be auctioned, a 

“marvellous organ” was listed to be handed over to 
Bishop Charles Mannay – who had been instituted by 
Napoleon – for his cathedral in Trier. The specifica-
tion of this late-Baroque instrument showed French 
influence. It had 39 stops distributed over three 
keyboards and pedal. 



It was not until 1922 that the remains of Himmerod monastery were settled  
again by monks from Mariastern/Bosnia. As a Baroque reconstruction, today’s  
monastery church was rebuilt from 1952 to 1960. In 1962 the organ company 
Johannes Klais, Bonn, provided the four-manual organ that was positioned on a 
specially-built tribune in the Southern transept in immediate proximity to the altar 
and the choir stalls.

The case designed by Josef Schäfer corresponds to the simple Cistercian interior 
decoration of the church. The structure appears light and balanced with the 
pointed pillars supporting the parabola, outwardly slanted roofs of the case. The 
harmonically proportioned organ front reflects the werk architecture of the instru-
ment. Above the Rückpositiv is the main organ with the visible horizontal reeds, 

above the Swell organ and Oberwerk. To the right  
and left of the main organ are the pedal towers; the 
Untersatz 32' is located behind the organ case. 

In historical terms, the Himmerod organ – whose 
sound concept essentially was decided by the abbey 
organist at the time, Pater Raimund van Husen –  
represents an aesthetic turnaround for the Klais 
company: for the first time since the end of the war, 
they built a swell organ with a Gamba 8' and also  
a Celeste 8'. Josef Luthen of the Klais company 
provided the voicing. The unmistakable, somewhat 
Romantic sound profile of the instrument is due above 



all to the foundations. It is thus the soulful sound and warm, singing tone –  
embedded in the impressive basilica space – that ensures the great artistic 
reputation of the Himmerod organ to this day.

The organ was cleaned in October 2008 and partly rebuilt with a new  
combination system and two new reeds: a Trumpet 8’ in the Great and a  
Corno di Bassetto 8' in the Oberwerk.

Grand Choeur Dialogué (Alexandre Guilmant) demonstrates the romantic Tutti 
of the Himmerod instrument to great effect. The Demi Grand Choeur consists 
of all the foundations and reeds of each manual (coupled) – this is contrasted 
with the Grand Choeur (marked by the addition of the Chamades and additional 
reeds, but not high Mixtures). Guilmant was one of the most prolific of all the 
French romantic organ composers. For a quarter of a century, he was titulaire 
at La Trinité, Paris, and was the teacher of Marcel Dupré and Joseph Bonnet at 
the Paris Conservatoire. Guilmant was one of the first French organists to tour 
extensively in the United States.

J S Bach’s Fugue on the Magnificat is a superb five-voice fugue written during 
his time as Court Musician at Weimar. Based on the ‘Tonus Perigrinus’, it may 
have served as a prelude to congregational singing, or perhaps more likely, 
it may have preceded concerted vocal performances of the Magnificat. The 
melody is treated imitatively in four parts before the pedal adds a fifth voice, 
stating the subject in augmentation. The cumulative effect of this pedal entrance 
is very much in keeping with the concept of magnifying praise to God.

TRACK 1

TRACK 2



Born in London, Samuel Sebastian Wesley was the son of the composer Samuel 
Wesley and his partner Sarah Suter, and grandson of Charles Wesley. His middle 
name derived from his father's lifelong admiration for the music of Bach. After 
singing in the choir of the Chapel Royal as a boy, Samuel Sebastian embarked 
on a career as a musician, and was appointed organist at Hereford Cathedral 
in 1832. He moved to Exeter Cathedral three years later, and subsequently held 
appointments at Leeds Parish Church, Winchester Cathedral and Gloucester 
Cathedral. In a period of English Church Music which was not generally of a very 
inspired standard, Wesley was easily the leader of his field, not only as composer 
but also (according to contemporary reports) as performer and improviser. As 
a composer Wesley was much indebted to Mendelssohn. His Larghetto in F# 
Minor is tinged with nostalgia and melodic eloquence.  

Sir Charles Hubert Hastings Parry was born of Gloucestershire aristocratic stock, 
before proceeding to Oxford and finally the Directorship of the Royal College 
of Music in London. He was a highly respected and prolific composer, principally 
remembered now for his German orchestral symphonies, the six Songs of 
Farewell, the magnificent anthem I was glad when they said unto me, as well as 
the ubiquitous setting of William Blake’s Jerusalem. He left some distinguished 
contributions to the organ repertoire, of which the present Fantasia and Fugue 
in G is one of the best-known. His indebtedness to Bach is clear, although the 
music is channeled through a nineteenth-century harmonic prism. His treatment 
of chromaticism is particularly characterful – the music is impulsive and rarely 
remains in one key for very long.
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Percy Whitlock (1903-1946) studied with Vaughan Williams at the Royal College 
of Music. He quickly arrived at an idiom which combined elements of his teacher’s 
output with that of Elgar. The result was immediately striking, particularly since 
his lush harmonic style also bore traces of Gershwin and other popular compos-
ers of the 1920s. Like Vaughan Williams and Delius, he often used themes that 
sounded like folksongs but were, in fact, original creations. Stanford, Quilter and 
Rachmaninov are other important stylistic influences. 

From 1921 to 1930  
Whitlock was assistant 
organist at Rochester 
Cathedral, Kent. Later 
(1930-1935) he served 
as music director at St 
Stephen's Anglican Church, 
Bournemouth, combining 
this from 1932 with the 
role of that town's borough 
organist, in which capacity 

he regularly played at the local Pavilion Theatre. A tireless trainspotter, he wrote 
at length and with skill about his hobby. Sometimes, for both prose and music, 
he used the pseudonym Kenneth Lark. He worked closely with the Bournemouth 
Municipal Orchestra and gave dozens of live BBC broadcasts between 1933-46. 
While only in his 20s Whitlock was diagnosed with tuberculosis; he also suffered 
from hypertension, and near the end of his life he lost his sight altogether. His 
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early death, a few weeks before his 43rd birthday, deprived English music of 
a refreshing voice. For decades afterwards he remained largely forgotten. This 
neglect has eased in recent times, with the increased popularity of romantic and 
post-romantic organ literature; his oeuvre's representation on compact disc 
continues to grow.

The Sonata in C minor (1936) is recognised as Whitlock’s masterpiece and the 
Scherzetto stands happily on its own as a witty example of his effervescent and 
characterful writing.

Herbert Howells (1892-1983) never claimed to be an expert organist but his 
output for the instrument has been accepted as core repertoire and shows a 
mastery in both style and technique in writing for this medium. He showed a 
keen interest in composition early in his life and, at the age of eighteen, became 
a pupil of Herbert Brewer, Organist of Gloucester Cathedral. In 1912 he was 
awarded a scholarship to the Royal College of Music and studied under Charles 
Villiers Stanford, Walter Parratt, Charles Wood and Hubert Parry. In 1920, after 
ill-health forced him to relinquish his position as sub-organist of Salisbury  
Cathedral, Howells returned to the RCM to teach composition, an occupation 
which was to interest him until the end of his life. Howells also taught at St Paul’s 
Girls’ School, Hammersmith, and, in 1950, was appointed King Edward VII 
Professor of Music at London University. 
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Unlike his close friend and mentor, Ralph Vaughan Williams, Howells never  
collected or made direct use of folk songs. He did, however, accept their impor-
tance as part of a wider musical heritage but preferred to allow church modes 
and the pentatonic scale to play a more prominent part in the construction of his 
output. In the emotionally-charged Rhapsody No 3 in C sharp minor, Howells 
shows his ability to incorporate a smooth melodic line with an almost disturbing 
harmonic dissonance. 

The compositional style of Sir William Walton 
(1902-1983) was influenced by the works of 
Stravinsky and Prokofiev as well as jazz music, and 
is characterized by rhythmic vitality, bitter-sweet 
harmony, sweeping Romantic melody and brilliant 
orchestration. His output includes orchestral and 
choral works, chamber music and ceremonial 
music, as well as notable film scores. His earliest 
works, especially his incidental music to Edith 
Sitwell’s Façade, brought him notoriety as a 
modernist, but it was with orchestral symphonic 
works and the oratorio Belshazzar’s Feast that he 
gained international recognition. Popular Song 
is taken from Façade and has become one of the 
composer’s most famous works.
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Max Reger was born in Brand, Bavaria and studied music in Munich and  
Wiesbaden with Hugo Riemann. From September 1901 he settled in Munich, 
where he obtained concert offers and where his rapid rise to fame began. During 
his first Munich season, Reger appeared in ten concerts as an organist, chamber 
pianist and accompanist. He continued to compose without interruption. From 
1907 he worked in Leipzig, where he was music director of the university until 
1908 and professor of composition at the conservatory until his death. In 1911 
he moved to Meiningen where he got the position of Hofkapellmeister at the 
court of Georg II, Duke of Saxe-Meiningen. In 1915 he moved to Jena, commuting 
once a week to teach in Leipzig. He died in May 1916 of a heart attack at age 43.

Hallelujah, Gott zu loben is a classic example of a Chorale Fantasia, a form 
which Reger developed and personalised. It is a kaleidoscopic showpiece, 
demonstrating the enormous range of colour and power of the Himmerod Klais 
instrument. The present recording was made in one take at the end of our  
session in Himmerod at approximately 1.30am and is the result of one final push 
of adrenalin, before a much-anticipated beer.
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Improvisation – Tryptique Symphonique on ‘The Old Hundredth’.  
This improvisation, cast in the form Introduction and Allegro — Andante 
cantabile — Final, was recorded during the live concert at Himmerod,  
the evening before the principal recording session. It was based on the 
well-known English hymn tune ‘The Old Hundredth’, which is treated  
à la manière Française, in this instance.
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David Briggs
David Briggs is an internationally renowned organist whose performances are 
acclaimed for their musicality, virtuosity, and ability to excite and engage 
audiences of all ages. With an extensive repertoire spanning five centuries, he 
is increasingly known for his brilliant organ transcriptions of symphonic  
music by composers such as Mahler, Schubert, Tchaikovsky, Elgar, Bruckner,  
Ravel, and Bach. Fascinated by the art of improvisation since a child, David 
also frequently performs improvisations to silent films such as Phantom of the 
Opera, Hunchback of Notre-Dame, Nosferatu, Jeanne d’Arc, King of Kings, as 
well as a variety of Charlie Chaplin films. 



At the age of 17, David obtained his FRCO (Fellow of the Royal College of  
Organists) diploma, winning all the prizes and the Silver Medal of the Worshipful 
Company of Musicians. From 1981-84 he was the Organ Scholar at King’s 
College, Cambridge University, during which time he studied organ with Jean 
Langlais in Paris. The first British winner of the Tournemire Prize at the St Albans 
International Improvisation Competition, he also won the first prize in the  
International Improvisation Competition at Paisley. Subsequently David held 
positions at Hereford, Truro and Gloucester Cathedrals.

David’s schedule includes more than 60 concerts a year, spanning several 
continents. Deeply committed to making organ music vibrant for future  
generations, he enjoys giving pre-concert lectures designed to make organ music 
more accessible to audiences. In addition, he teaches at Oxford and Cambridge, 
frequently serves on international organ competition juries, and gives  
masterclasses at colleges and conservatories across the U.S. and Europe. 

David Briggs is also a prolific composer and 
his works range from full scale oratorios to 
works for solo instruments. He has recorded 
a dvd, and 29 cds, many of which include his 
own compositions and transcriptions.  
 
For more information,  
Please visit: www.david-briggs.org.
 



Pedal

1 I – P

2 II – P

3 III – P

4 IV – P

5 Untersatz  32'

6 Principalbass 16'

7 Subbass 16'

8 Zartbass 16'

I. Rückpositiv

9 III – I

10 IV – I

11 Tremolo

12 Principal 8'

13 Spitzflöte 8'

14 Octav 4'

15 Rohrflöte 4'

16 Quinte 2 2/3'

17 Schweizerpfeife 2'

18 Cornett 4fach 5'

19 Mixtur 4fach 1 1/3'

20 Dulzian 16'

21 Krummhorn 8'

Manuale: C – a3
Pedal: C – g1

Traktur: mechanisch
Koppeln: elektrisch

Walze

Elektronischer Setzer:
9 Ebenen à 1000 Kombinationen
Sequenzer vor/zurück



II. Hauptwerk

22A Sub III – II

22 I – II

23 III – II

24 IV – II 

25 Principal 16'

26 Octav 8'

27 Rohrgedackt 8'

28 Gemshorn 8'

29 Superoctav 4'

30 Blockflöte 4'

31 Hohlflöte 2'

32 Sesquialter 2fach 2 2/3'

33 Mixtur 5fach 2'

34 Cymbel 2fach 1/4'

35 Trompeta magna 16'

36 Trompeta de batalla 8'

36A Trompete 8'

III. Schwellwerk

37A Sub III – III

37 IV – III

38 Tremolo

39 Gedacktpommer 16'

40 Holzflöte 8'

41 Viola di Gamba 8'

42 Schwebung 8'

43 Principal 4'

44 Koppelflöte 4'

45 Zartgeige 4'

46 Flachflöte 2'

47 Scharff 4fach 1'

48 Noncymbel 4fach 2/7'

49 Schalmei-Oboe 8'

50 Clairon 4'



IV. Oberwerk

51 Tremolo

52 Holzgedackt 8'

53 Quintadena 8'

54 Traversflöte 4'

54A Rohrnasard 2 2/3'

55 Principal 2'

56 Terz 1 3/5'

57 Larigot 1 1/3'

58 Octav 1'

59 Acuta 3-4fach 2/3'

59A Trompete [36A] 8'

60 Corno di Bassetto 8'

60A Glockenspiel G – g1

(Röhrenglocken/Chimes)

Pedal

61 Octavbass 8'

62 Gedacktbass 8'

63 Choralbass 4'

64 Quintade 4'

65 Nachthorn 2'

66 Hintersatz 5fach 2 2/3'

67 Posaune 16'

68 Trompetenbass 8'

68A Trompete [36A] 8'

68B Trompete [36A] 4'


