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Disc One
Welcome to the exhilarating and kaleido-
scopic sound canvas of the Gloucester 
Cathedral organ!  All the tracks on this CD 
were recorded ‘live’ (with the exception of 
three 5-second patches, which I hope you 
can’t detect!). The first six tracks comprise 
the public recital on Wednesday 20th April 
2016 and the last two tracks are taken 
from a private recital for members of the 
Gloucester Organists’ Association, a week 
later. The recording was made in the Quire, 
so you can hear the Gloucester instrument 
with all its pristine clarity and uniquely 
scintillating attack. 

The cantata Wir danken dir, Gott, wir danken dir! BWV 29, was composed 
for the service celebrating the election of the new town council in Bach’s 
home town of Leipzig on 27 August 1731. Subsequent performances of the 
work can be established for 1739 and 1749, thanks to published editions of 
the text. The text, by an unknown poet, draws on Psalm 75. In keeping with 
the festive occasion the work was scored for four-voice choir (in which all four 
voices took on a solo role) and an orchestra of three trumpets, timpani, two 

oboes, strings and continuo. Bach later arranged the opening sinfonia for 
obbligato organ and orchestra. This virtuoso movement is based on the 
opening preludio of Bach’s Partita no.3 for violin solo. Bach added an or-
chestral accompaniment to the unaccompanied solo line of great finesse. 
During the performances of the cantata the composer most probably 
played the organ solo and delegated the time-beating to the senior choir 
prefect, who officially represented the cantor. The present version  
is literally a transcription of a transcription, Dr. Arthur Wills (formerly  
Organist of Ely Cathedral) having created a version this time for organ 
solo. The celebratory nature of the music seems to shout out for a  
grandiose treatment, thereby ending with the Gloucester tutti.

Marcel Dupré was, without a shadow of doubt, one of the very greatest 
organists of the twentieth century. From 1934-1971 he was the famous 
titulaire at St Sulpice, Paris, presiding every week over the world-famous 
five-manual Cavaillé-Coll organ. People flocked from many countries to 
hear his renowned improvisations. The name Marcel Dupré often conjures 
up a Horowitz-like image, like a concert pianist who also excelled with his 
feet. He certainly had a transcendental technique and many of his compo-
sitions reflect this. However, pieces like the Prelude and Fugue in F minor 
from his Opus 7 illuminate the fact that he also had a highly emotional 
musical core, full of expression and saturated with ravishing harmony. 
The Prelude is luminous, with the Swell 8’ and 2’ flutes pointing the long, 



expressive Flute contours with rain-drop-like delicacy. The Fugue envelops 
you in the all-embracing warmth of the Gloucester 8ft foundations. Many 
of the pipes you are hearing date back to the organ’s initial Thomas Harris 
incarnation, back in 1686.

For a period of eleven years, from 1986-1997, I spent many hundreds of 
hours transcribing the famous improvisations of Pierre Cochereau from LP 

and (later) CD. Cochereau, a pupil 
of Marcel Dupré and Maurice  
Duruflé at the Paris Conservatoire, 
was the Titulaire des Grandes 
Orgues of Notre-Dame de Paris 
from January 1955 until his pre-
mature death in March 1984. He 
was something of a vedette, both 
in his home country and also on 
the worldwide musical platform. 
Two thousand people used to 
crowd into his weekly concerts at 
Notre-Dame. I heard him only once 
(on a family vacation in August 
1980) but will never forget the  
sensation. For the Sortie  
Improvisée (Postlude) of the 11am 

Mass, nobody moved. I had never experienced anything quite like it.  
Having spent eleven years (almost daily) transcribing the most famous of 
his improvisations I came to feel very close to Cochereau, in spirit. 

Pierre Cochereau’s main mission was to promote the organ to all people, 
and not only in Notre-Dame. He was treated like a rock star in the USA 
and Canada, where he toured extensively, over 35 times. In France, he 
commissioned the organ builder Philippe Hartmann to construct a small, 
two-manual pipe organ, which he transported in a mobile trailer, pulled 
along behind his smart Mercedes open-top sports car. The idea was to 
give organ concerts in venues which had no existing instrument, and 
to bring organ music and improvisation to a new audience. The present 
improvisation was created on a tour of the south of France in 1969, in 
the tiny sea side village of Collioure. The melody, Cantem toto la Gloria, 
is a local folk-tune and Cochereau’s development of the original material 
shows his endless and innate creative genius. On this small instrument 
those who are curious about Cochereau’s style can hear his musical 
techniques, perhaps even more clearly than at Notre-Dame. In this perfor-
mance, you can experience the beguiling blend of the Gloucester flutes, 
the lemongrass piquancy of the Choir Sesquialtera (on which the theme is 
announced), the sumptuous generosity of the 16’ 8’ 4’ foundations, and 
the glitzy, articulate brilliance of the mixtures. The registrations replicate 
those on Cochereau’s small touring organ.



illustrates that the 
Gloucester organ can 
sound smooth, symphonic 
and blended. It’s possible 
to make the final descent 
from fff to ppp without 
hearing any stop changes, 
partly thanks to the  
luxuriant acoustic.

I composed Disneyrama  
in 2009 at the request 
of my good friend and 
brilliant concert organist, 

Douglas Cleveland, from Seattle, USA. The result is a twelve-minute collage, 
based on five themes from Walt Disney. There was a rather unusual  
template: I was only allowed to use the first seven notes of each theme, for 
USA copyright reasons. However, it’s possible to do quite a lot with seven 
notes! The form is that of an extended symphonic triptyque, and there 
is ample opportunity to show off the contemporary French accent of the 
Gloucester instrument. See if you can pick out the themes!

German-composer Max Reger (1873-1916) lived a relatively short but 
extremely action-packed life, as an organist, composer and pedagogue. 
Many of his organ pieces have more black-ink on the page than white, 
and his music is perhaps some of the most contrapuntally dense ever 
to have been written for the instrument. The Chorale Fantasia on ‘Straf’ 
mich nicht in deinem Zorn’ pushes the Gloucester instrument absolutely 
to its limits of symphonic colour. Reger wrote it in 1899, during a period 
when he was suffering from some rather manic and all-encompassing 
depressions – this is reflected very directly, within the significantly volatile 
musical tapestry. The final apotheosis is highly triumphant, emotional and 
climactic, gleaming in a gloriously-resounding E major.

Gustav Mahler composed his famous Adagietto in 1901 as a wedding 
present to his new wife, Alma Schindler. He included it in his Fifth  
Symphony (1901-2) and it has become perhaps his most famous piece. 
I first came across it as a 14-year old viola player in the National Youth 
Orchestra of Great Britain and I vividly recall what a profound impact it 
had on me, as a growing musician - I could hardly sleep! In 1998 I made 
an organ transcription of the complete Fifth Symphony and premiered it in 
the Gloucester Three Choirs Festival, that August. The Priory Records CD 
became one of their best-selling recordings and is still in the catalogue, 
eighteen years later. I hope you will enjoy this performance, which  



Disc Two 
These tracks were recorded in a private concert for members of the  
Gloucestershire Organists’ Association. The concert coincided with the 
weekly cathedral bell-ringing practice. I sincerely hope you will not find this 
an intrusion and think it actually enhances the aspect of ‘live performance!’

Jehan Alain was born at St Germain-en-Laye in 1911 and was killed at 
Saumur in 1940. His musical background was prodigious – his father, Albert 
Alain was a famous organist and composer, and his grandmother was a 
second-generation pupil of Chopin. He studied for eleven years (principally 
due to fragile health) at the Paris Conservatoire, where he became under 
the influence of Paul Dukas, Roger-Ducasse (composition), Marcel Dupré 
(organ), Georges Caussade (Fugue), and André Bloch (harmony). His style 
is unique. Litanies was composed in 1937 and, according to Marie-Claire, 
sister of the composer, it demonstrates her late brother’s ‘absolute  
sincerity, a natural abandon sometimes coupled with humorous traits.’ In 
the latter comment, she is perhaps referring to the rhythmic imitation of a 
train, such a memorable hallmark of this piece! The composer advises that 
the work should be played as fast as possible, without sacrificing clarity.

Maurice Ravel composed his Pavane 
pour une enfante défunte in 1899, 
when he was studying in the composi-
tion class of Gabriel Fauré. A decade 
later he orchestrated it. Ravishingly 
beautiful and colourful, this arrange-
ment for organ was made by Emile 
Seutin. Ravel described the piece as 
“an evocation of a pavane that a little 
princess might, in former times, have 
danced at the Spanish court.” The  
pavane was a slow processional 
dance that enjoyed great popularity 
in the courts of Europe during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

This antique miniature is not meant to pay tribute to any particular 
princess from history, but rather expresses a nostalgic enthusiasm for 
Spanish customs and sensibilities, which Ravel shared with many of his 
contemporaries (most notably Debussy and Albéniz) and which is  
evident in some of his other works such as the Rapsodie espagnole and 
the Boléro.



J S Bach’s Fugue à la Gigue is unique in his organ output. It is often 
played very delicately, but I can’t resist the clatter of the Gloucester tutti 
for this performance! 

By way of complete contrast, the Chorale Prelude ‘O Mensch bewein, 
deine Sünde groß’ BWV 622, is taken from the Orgelbüchlein (“Little 
Organ Book”), a collection of 46 chorale preludes which were composed 
during the period 1708–1717, while Bach was court organist at the ducal 
court in Weimar. In 1873, Bach’s biographer Philip Spitta said of the 
Orgelbüchlein:

A further step towards perfecting this form was taken by Bach when 
he made the contrapuntal elements in his music a means of reflecting 
certain emotional aspects of the words. Pachelbel had not attempted 
this; he lacked the fervid feeling which would have enabled him thus to 
enter into his subject. And it is entering into it, and not a mere depicting of 
it. For, once more be it said, in every vital movement of the world external 
to us we behold the image of a movement within us; and every such image 
must react upon us to produce the corresponding emotion in that inner 
world of feeling. 

Charles-Marie Widor was a pivotal figure in the history of the French 
Romantic Organ School and an influential figure in the cultural life of Paris 
for over half a century. He was the Titulaire of the great organ of St Sulpice 

for 64 years and invented a new genre, that of the Organ Symphony. The 
Sixth Symphony was composed in 1885 and published three years later. 
Hugely influenced by the glorious sound of the St Sulpice Cavaillé-Coll, 
Widor penned a first movement which is a taughtly-constructed symphonic 
Allegro, juxtaposing the Tutti with the Demi Grand Choeur (Fonds 16’ 8’ 4’ 
on all manuals and Anches Récit). It demonstrates the Gloucester organ’s 
distinctly gallic accent with a truly authentic panache. You can almost smell 
the Gauloises.



As long as I can remember, I have loved to improvise. As an art form, 
improvisation is as old as music itself. I have always been intrigued and 
inspired by the inherent combination of freedom and construction. The 
first improvisation on this disc is based on the well-known hymn tune 
‘Darwell’s 148th’, often sung to the words ‘Ye holy angels bright’. I chose 
to adopt a strictly contrapuntal style (perhaps influenced in large degree 
by J S Bach) and used the fabulous Gloucester plenum (Foundations and 
Mixtures on all manuals). Astute listeners will notice the two main thematic 
ingredients: the upward rising chordal figure duly counter-balanced by  
the descending scalic motif, from the original theme. One of these 
contrasting elements is always present, through the many modulations 
and episodes. A general crescendo begins at 4:44, there are stretti 

(overlapping statements of the theme) marking the return to the original 
d minor (4:55), more stretti over a dominant pedal (5:48), and a surprise 
diminished cadence (à la Fantasia in G BWV 572, Passacaglia in C minor 
BWV 582, Fugue in G major BWV 541 etc at 6:23). At the summit of the 
crescendo J S Bach’s signature in music - ‘B-A-C-H’ - is introduced fugally 
at 6:46 . At 7:34 you can hear the Darwell theme in inversion (downwards 
arpeggio and upward-rising scalic motive) and this is subsequently  
combined with the ‘B-A-C-H’ motive, at 7:55. How marvelous it would be 
to hear J S Bach himself improvise!

The second improvisation, based on the Samuel Sebastian Wesley’s hymn 
tune ‘Hereford’ is unashamedly romantic and perhaps a reflection that I 
have been very immersed in transcribing Mahler symphonies over the past 
few years. Perhaps there are shades of Elgar, Scriabin and Strauss as well. 
It is, in truth, a huge and passionate outpouring of love for the Gloucester 
instrument in all its glory.  

  —David Briggs, Reykjavik, Iceland, May 2016



The Organ
Gloucester Cathedral’s famous organ was originally constructed in 1666 
by Thomas Harris. It is the only complete 17th century cathedral organ 
case surviving in this country, and the pipes displayed on the front of the 
case still speak to this day.

Over the next three centuries the organ was extended and modified by 
nearly all of the established organ builders, notably ‘Father’ Henry Willis.  
The then young Henry Willis described his work on the organ in 1847 as 
‘my stepping stone to fame’, and he returned to rebuild the organ in  
1888-9. Harrison & Harrison rebuilt it again in 1920, and this organ 
served the Cathedral for over 50 years.

In 1971 Hill, Norman and Beard carried out a total redesign of the organ, 
under the instruction of Dr. John Sanders as Cathedral Organist and Ralph 
Downes as consultant. In 1999 Nicholson & Co. overhauled the organ,  
renovating the soundboards, pipework and wind supply and updating the 
computer system. A Swell sub-octave was installed, and a French-style  
cornet-separé and a Bombarde 32’ were added to the pedal division, as well 
as a pedal divide facility. In 2010 Nicholson also added a solo reed, the Trom-
pette Harmonique, playable from both the Choir and West Positive manuals.

The organ comprises four manuals and pedals and is designed particularly 
to play from its position on the Quire screen to both East and West. This  
stipulation has brought about some unique design features. The Swell,  
situated in the centre of the case at console level, is controlled by two swell 
pedals, one for each side of the case. The Great organ, directly above the 
Swell, is split into East and West division, comprising two separate principal 
choruses. And the fourth manual is a West Positive, mirroring the Choir 
organ in function for the west side of the cathedral. The organ’s position 
underneath the eastern part of the nave roof takes full advantage of the 
unparalleled acoustics of the Cathedral, projecting into both sides of the 
building with the utmost clarity.  The organ is essentially ‘neo-classical’ 
in its approach, with balancing choruses in each division based on the 
Werkprinzip ideal.

 Organ historical details by Jonathan Hope 
 Assistant Director of Music, Gloucester Cathedral



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. He is currently Artist-in-Residence at St James Cathedral, 
Toronto.

David’s schedule includes more than 65 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 Cambridge 
(UK), 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 two DVDs and 35 
CDs, many of which include his own compositions and transcriptions. 

For more information, Please visit:  www.david-briggs.org.

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. Master of an extensive 
repertoire spanning five centuries, 
he is known across the globe 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, Metropolis, 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 



West Positive  

Gedecktpommer 8 

Spitz Flute 4 

Nazard 2 2/3  

Doublette 2 

Tierce 1 3/5 

Septième 1 1/7

Cimbel III

Tremulant

Trompette Harmonique 8

Gt Flues on Manual IV  

Gt Reeds on Manual IV

Pedal  

Flute (open wood) 16 

Principal 16 

Subbass 16  

Quint 10 2/3 

Octave 8 

Stopped Flute 8

Tierce 6 2/5

Septième 4 4/7 

Choral Bass 4 

Open Flute 2

Mixture IV  

Contra Bombarde 32

Bombarde 16

Trumpet 8

Shawm 4

Pedal Divide

Couplers

West Positive  
to Great

Swell to Great

Choir to Great

Manual IV to Choir

Swell to Choir 

Manual IV to Pedal

Swell to Pedal 

Great to Pedal 

Choir to Pedal

Great & Pedal  
Pistons Combined

Generals on Swell 
Toe Pistons

Great  

Gedecktpommer 16 

Open Diapason (West) 8 

Open Diapason (East) 8  

Spitz Flute (West) 8 

Bourdon (East) 8 

Prestant (West) 4

Octave (East) 4

Stopped Flute (East) 4 

Flageolet (East) 2 

Quartane II (West)  

Mixture IV-VI (East)  

Cornet IV (East)  

Posaune  16

Trumpet 8

Clarion 4

Great Flues Suboctave

Swell  

Chimney Flute 8 

Salicional 8 

Celeste 8  

Principal 4 

Open Flute 4 

Nazard 2 2/3

Gemshorn 2

Tierce 1 3/5

Mixture IV  

Cimbel III  

Fagotto 16

Trumpet 8

Hautboy 8

Vox Humana 8

Tremulant

Swell Suboctave

Gloucester Cathedral Organ Specification
Thomas Harris 1666  Hill, Norman and Beard 1971
Henry Willis 1847 and 1888  Nicholson 1999
Harrison and Harrison 1920

Choir  

Stopped Diapason 8 

Principal 4 

Chimney Flute 4  

Fifteenth 2 

Nazard 1 1/3 

Sesquialtera II

Mixture III

Cremona 8

Tremulant  



Tech Details:
Rig 1:  AMS Soundfield ST250 mic > modified Alice line amplifiers > Fostex D824 
hard disk recorder, recording at 44.1kHz/24bits, across four channels.

Rig 2:  AKG C460’s with CK62 omni capsules, at 350mm spacing > modified Alice 
Micamp 2 > Fostex D824 hard disk recorder, recording at 44.1kHz/24bits, across 
two channels. 

The Soundfield was outputting B-format, decoded into classic crossed Figure 8’s 
configuration, and edited in ProTools. Monitoring was on Etymotic ER4’s, driven by 
a Mackie 1202.


