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As I get older, I become more and more interested in less and less. This applies both to the organ music I have in my concert repertoire, and the orchestral and chamber music I listen to at home for both pleasure and inspiration.  For me, music is never merely entertainment: it exists to illuminate and reflect my inner world. I could also express it this way: what started out as a broad beam of light in my youth has become, with the advancing years, a razor sharp laser: there is, as it were, a progressive refinement of the essential. It is a development that pleases me greatly. In Jungian terms it is called ‘individuation’. Today I concern myself only with music through which can be discerned an all embracing silence. And through experiencing it, I am aware of approaching a state of enlightenment.

If this were an article for any body of performing musicians other than organists, our hero would appear only as a footnote – if that. It’s true that Rheinberger wrote the occasional piece of chamber music that is still performed today, and his piano concerto is worth a very occasional airing, as are the two organ concerti, but otherwise no one would dream of programming most of his c. 200 opus numbers today. No professional musician, with the wealth of great music at his disposal would ever dream of taking Rheinberger seriously. Apart, that is, from organists. What should make Rheinberger interesting to us, if indeed he is, and what makes us so very different from other performing musicians?

Historically speaking, it was only with the advent of Liszt, that the organ cast off its widows weeds worn since the death of Bach, and was dragged, figuratively speaking, out the pervading gloom of the church into the glorious light of the concert hall. None of Liszt’s three major organ pieces  is especially difficult to play (although one of them, the ’ Weinen Klagen’ variations exists in a more difficult version for piano) – they sound much harder than they really are, and technically they are about on a level with the middle and late Rheinberger sonatas. Neither do they need a large organ to do them justice. A reasonably sized 2-manual classically designed organ is perfect for the task, and a swell box is not an absolute necessity either, although it can of course increase the flexibility of the registration scheme. Liszt’s ‘Ad nos’ Fantasia and fugue is long, of course, but nowhere does it remotely compare with the degree of difficulty encountered in the B minor Piano Sonata, with which it otherwise has a good deal in common. However, comparing Liszt and Rheinberger on a purely musical level is rather like comparing Bach and Buxtehude. The one is a great orator, the other, an occasionally inspired conversationalist.

Let us turn away from the organ for a moment, and examine the Liszt tradition and its progeny. The concert pianist is gloriously attired. Before Liszt we have of course Bach, Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven and Schubert, then Liszt himself, Chopin, Schumann, Brahms, Rachmaninov, Prokofiev, Bartok, Debussy and Ravel. And they all are distinguished by one thing. They are all what we are pleased to call ‘great composers’. All the above mentioned composers wrote fine orchestral music, or at least music for piano and orchestra, as well as immeasurably enriching the solo piano repertoire, and were performer-composers par excellence. And sadly, apart from Bach and Liszt, none of them wrote a single note of real significance for our instrument, the organ. The reason is not hard to find as until well into the19th century the organ was rarely found outside the church, (and not even in the Russian church!). The concert world belonged to chamber music, the virtuoso soloist be he violinist or pianist, and the orchestra - and thus to the concert hall. And not forgetting of course, the opera house.

Even today, very few concert halls have large organs in them that are used in a solo capacity on more than an occasional basis. It is also worth remembering that in identifying the 19th and early 20th composer/performers I mentioned, we are entering a world where the artist is a dynamic and creative force to be reckoned with and he was rarely tied to so conservative an organisation as the church.
He was visible in society both on and off the concert platform: a free spirit often living an unconventional life. A social and even on occasions a political revolutionary. The concert hall and the opera house effectively killed off the already dying church as a vital cultural and musical organisation. Musically speaking it has never recovered from the death blow 19th century musical ideology delivered it – not even to this day. And, as far as the organ is concerned, what to my mind made the situation worse, was the building of the so-called symphonic organ. Even the name is a curious misnomer. The instruments in this category lack the one thing they strived so hard to achieve, and that is an orchestral-like flexibility, although the English cathedral organ sometimes seems to come close to it! The organ per se, is not a flexible instrument, and that is its unique strength and weakness. And to my mind, much of the music written for this symphonic type of instrument is as stillborn as the instrument itself. When Herbert van Karajan said that there was no such thing as vulgar music, only vulgar performances, he proved that his knowledge of the 19th and early 20th century organ repertoire was somewhat limited! The Germans at least had their roots in the Bach aesthetic, however tentatively they clung to it; the poor French had no such roots at all.

During a long life, Rheinberger was active on many fronts. In his early days in the opera house in Munich in 1864, he helped prepare the first performance of “Tristan und Isolde”, and yet remained totally uninfluenced by Wagner’s musical language. Surrounded by such important composers as Brahms, Bruckner, Mahler, Max Reger and Richard Strauss, he seemed to have to remained academically aloof, although perhaps closer in spirit to Brahms than to the others. Appointed piano professor at the Munich Conservatoire at the early age of 19, he became a very famous teacher and much later, as a teacher of counterpoint; the young Wilhelm Furtwängler was one of his last private students.

Rheinberger was both a fine pianist and conductor, and almost always gave the first performance of his own organ sonatas. And this, usually on a smallish 2-manual mechanical instrument with no swell box. His musical god was Beethoven, “as long” he said “as Beethoven was not too modern!”  From this we may deduce that he knew the late piano Sonatas and the late string quartets very well, and in fact none of his organ sonatas is technically more difficult to play than an early Beethoven piano sonata – and some are easier. And some of the incidental pieces easier still. As a pianist, Rheinberger obviously knew and loved Bach’s WTK; otherwise why should he have been prompted to write 20 organ sonatas in almost all the different major and minor keys. Only sonatas in the four remaining keys are missing to complete a Well Tempered Organ. Sadly he died before he could complete the cycle.

As a thirteen-year-old, Rheinberger had studied organ with Prof. Dr. J.G. Herzog  in Munich to whom, incidentally, he dedicated his first sonata (1868) with it’s Bach inspired first movement and  final fugue. It’s the shortest of his sonatas, and perhaps the least successful, although in the fugue, R. demonstrates his willingness to quote directly from the first movement. This cyclic element is a characteristic of many of his sonatas. With Herzog as his teacher, Rheinberger had said that he would probably have to begin again, as true organ playing (my italics) was so very different from what he had experienced up to that time. Herzog was a highly respected representative of the so-called Bach school of playing. Although his concept of Bach playing may well have differed from our own, he placed great emphasis on the contrapuntal element in his organ and composition teaching. And so we reach the heart of the matter. My own personal view is that, despite its keyboards, the organ is essentially a wind instrument, the wind functioning in the same way as breath does for a singer. The organ is not a piano with pipes. 

Thus my proposition is that the best organ music of any period is essentially contrapuntal. And thus the list of 19th composers of whatever nationality you care to mention who understood the true nature of the organ is very small.  And the same applies, sadly, to much of the organ music written in the last century, too. 

The one truly significant exception, and in fact, the only truly great 20th century non-organist composer who interested himself in our instrument, was Paul Hindemith.
His three sonatas are a superb tribute to the very best tradition in organ composition that dates back to the time of Bach.  And his music, like that of the best of composers for our instrument, really sings.

From the very beginning of the 19th century the lied developed as a very important art form. Liszt in particular was inspired to make piano transcriptions of Schubert and Wolf songs, and a composer like Mendelssohn wrote his collection of Lieder ohne Worte for piano alone, and of course, many piano sonata slow movements have the character of a song, including of course the many examples to be found in the Schubert and Beethoven piano sonatas. We also find a quite charming example later in Mendelssohn’s 4th Organ Sonata, and Rheinberger’s sonatas are full of them. Other organ composers took the idea up too. A cantabile melody on one manual and its accompaniment on another was after all an idea that was as old as the hills, and some of the results are quite beautiful indeed.

The connection between Rheinberger and Beethoven is well worth pursuing a little further. As far as the visual aspect is concerned, a careful look at the sonatas of each shows some similarities, despite the difference in medium. I’m not suggesting for a moment that there is a parity of quality, but one can see clearly how Beethoven could be a source of inspiration for Rheinberger. Neither composer wrote an unnecessary note, and both composers have a wonderfully and totally integrated contrapuntal and harmonic sense. They wrote superbly well for their chosen instrument. On a purely musical level though, Beethoven always begins with conflict, which he ultimately resolves. His driving force is to be found in the dynamic of the spiritual world he inhabits. Not so Rheinberger. His inspiration is his own musical talent: nothing more, nothing less. He achieved what he wanted quite easily, without any trace of a struggle. Not so Beethoven. Beethoven was a profound creative genius, Rheinberger a talented journeyman in comparison. Nevertheless, both composers fascinate me. The one as a composer whose immensely difficult journey I feel compelled to share, the other an uncomplicated musical personality, who chose to write 20 sonatas for my instrument that reflect a measure of simple charm and unbridled joy. Most of the sonatas are better than the sum of their individual parts. Nothing really profound, of course: not even in the slow movements. As organists we have to return to old Bach for that: there is no one else.

To see Rheinberger as the German equivalent of Widor is to misunderstand both composers approach to writing for the organ, and to do both composers an injustice. If you doubt the wisdom of my words, then examine the scores side by side, and play them 
through in your head. Neither can be considered a great composer – if it were otherwise, then the world’s professional musicians would be falling over themselves to perform the rest of their music. They are not. If we perform  it at all, it’s because we don’t have very much else of any reasonable quality from that period. Anyway, in instrumental terms and to pursue the keyboard connection, French piano music simply requires a good concert grand, whereas almost all French organ music requires a French ‘symphonic’ organ to do it justice. Rheinberger on the other hand, writes for an instrument that has its roots in the classical organ. Rheinberger requires a well balanced sound, well defined colours and above all else, clarity. To drastically change the tone colours required by many of the French organ composers is the equivalent of re-scoring a string quartet for 4 bassoons! And it can sound equally ridiculous. Not so the music of the German and English school: the choice of tone colours is almost entirely up to the player, and there is also a good deal of freedom concerning relative dynamics. And this applies as much to Rheinberger as it does to Bach. 
As with any organ music, I believe that the formal character of the music must dictate the registration scheme, be it loud or soft. Rheinberger does not usually indicate manual changes in his scores, although he gives a very limited clue to what he expects by way of registration at the start of some of the sonatas. As the music progresses, he frequently gives only a indication of a dynamic change, from f to p for example, and although this does not necessarily imply a keyboard change, one can be made to great advantage. His arrangements of the sonatas for piano duet do, of course, include many more dynamic indications than are found in the corresponding organ version. It is not advisable to perform a whole organ movement loudly throughout without any change of registration. Have a care for the listener! It can be as killing to Rheinberger’s music as it is to Bach’s played in the same manner. I am totally indifferent to so-called performance practice, regardless of who the composer might be.

In preparation for performance, each work must be created anew, with no regard for someone else’s so-called inherited ‘tradition’. And that includes my own! My prime concern is to reflect the architectural scheme of a movement and thus to illuminate its structure, and make it clear to the listener. To my mind this is vital; otherwise we build a dishonest musical edifice that, in architectural terms is called ‘unauthentic’. Classical organs with their roots in the north German tradition are a very good starting point. I believe that the sonatas of Rheinberger are best served by an instrument built in this tradition. They can better reflect the clear structural nature of his music, and compel me to concede that the music is better than the instrument for which it was originally written. 

To my mind, combinations involving the célèste are best avoided even in the slow movements, as they have a tendency to reduce contrapuntal writing to mere harmony, and they reduce the possibility of dynamic change through the touch to just about zero. Anyway, Rheinberger only included the célèste in his organ specifications toward the end of his life, and his designs for 3-manual organs did not include a swell. Although I would not wish to limit anyone’s creativity and their personal concept of registration, in no sonata does the music demand a ‘symphonic’ crescendo.  This applies even to the late sonatas, composed at a time when Rheinberger had come into contact with organs that were considered suitable for Karg-Elert and Reger.  He was evidently less than enthusiastic about them and was just about unique in this respect. In my opinion the swell box has no place in his music. My aim is always to give, as it were, an X-ray image of the music, and the swell simply serves to blur rather than clarify. It functions at the best of times only as a artificial volume control, and although it is useful in choir accompaniment and other organ music – particularly that from England  - I would suggest that you think seriously about using the swell box very sparingly, if at all, in this music. 

Most of the sonatas’ slow movements crave a more elaborate registration scheme than that suggested by the composer, as in fact do almost all the movements in the sonatas. Although the composer has not always indicated this, one can quite often solo a long melodic line in a slow movement without too much trouble. Crescendi and diminuendi at a quiet dynamic level, together with the balancing of contrapuntal lines in general can of course be achieved through the touch. What interests me, is giving the sonic equivalent of an x-ray picture of all the music I play, be it Bach, Rheinberger or Reger.  Clarity is of paramount importance, and using the swell box simply blurs the lines.
Every movement of the 20 sonatas has a clear architectural structure which should be reflected in the performance. Several movements are in sonata form, a form that strangely enough, Mendelssohn never employed in his six so-called organ sonatas. They were originally to be published in England under the unprepossessing title “Voluntaries for the Organ”: the title was changed by the publisher to 6 Sonatas in the hope that they would sell better. They probably did! Seventeen of Rheinberger’s sonatas have fugues, some combining fugal and sonata form, and in some, as I pointed out with regard to the first sonata, the cyclic element is also often found. Not only are themes re-used within the context of a sonata, but codas sometimes comprise longish quotes from previous movements. The conclusions of sonatas 4 and 8 are particularly interesting in this respect. The 8th sonata in E-minor has a glorious passacaglia as its finale, which has the whole of the sonata’s introduction as its beautifully integrated coda. This works so convincingly, that one is tempted to wonder which idea came first! The Passacaglia also exists in aversion Rheinberger made for orchestra, albeit transposed into f-minor, so he obviously thought very highly of it.  And with justification.
The best edition I know for playing from is Amadeus, an uncluttered and beautifully laid out text, although there are some misprints, some of which are more easily discernable than others. Other ‘obvious misprints’ – to quote the editor - have been corrected, but without indicating which ones. Decidedly not good editorial practice! The Carus Verlag urtext with the complete sonatas in two volumes is excellent for private study, but even here one comes across the occasional mistake. The background information on the sonatas in these editions is well researched and very valuable, as it is in the English edition by Harvey Grace.

Grace includes registration suggestions, intended for the early 20th century ’symphonic’ English organ, and these editorial additions are hard to ignore during the learning process.  All his textual changes are, however, carefully noted. Harvey Grace has also changed time signatures and thus note values on occasions with the result that some of the pieces have lost their original musical identity. In Grace’s favour however, I should point out that his little book on Rheinberger – now sadly out of print – is well worth a read if you can get hold of it.

As far as learning the sonatas is concerned, I would recommend the same process that I use for learning all music. Study the work away from the instrument and, of course, do not under any circumstances listen to recordings of the work that you are in the process of learning! Sing the various voices through and examine the formal structure of the piece, its melodic structure, counterpoint and harmony. Functional analysis can be a very useful work tool in this regard. And learn the score from memory. Then, and not before, take the piece to the piano and work out any difficult passages, and then, finally, practice the piece at the organ,  by which time of course, one knows precisely what the music demands of us how it should sound. Use a metronome if necessary, and a good tape-recorder can also be a great help. 

I would suggest that the preparation for performance takes place on three levels. Learning is, after all, a process rather than an event.

1. 
I play the piece
2. 
The piece plays me
3.
The piece plays itself: very much a Zen-like concept
When, in the pianist Alexis Weissenberg’s words, one can take a piece of music for a walk and it has an independent life, it is ready for performance and not before. One needs patience of course, as this process can take months and indeed usually does. In the case of some pieces, it can take years. After all is said and done, worthwhile music has a tendency to reveal itself slowly, rather like a good friendship.

Not just organists but all performers, and here I include conductors of course, can be very clearly divided into two categories: those that are aware of and clearly demonstrate the structure of the music though their performance, and thus make sense of the music, and those that do not. I concern myself only with the first group, and any experienced listener can hear after the first few bars which group the performer he is listening to belongs.  If the structure and the pulse are not clear, then the music falls apart rather like shopping falling through a wet paper bag. A certain degree of rhythmic freedom over the length of a long phrase of course can be acceptable in some music, but this should never destroy a clearly felt, firm pulse. I call this ‘structural rubato’. The use of ‘piano rubato’ on the organ – so widespread these days in organ music of every period – seems to me to be utterly ridiculous. To quote Weissenberg again: ‘music should be timeless, but not out of time’.
Klemperer’s complete Beethoven and Brahms symphonies, Karajan’s Bruckner, and Celibidache’s Beethoven, Brahms and Bruckner performances are a perfect demonstration of absolutely the very best of what I mean.  Celibidache’s recorded performances on both CD and DVD will repay countless hours of study - preferably with a score to hand. They are a perfect example of the ‘progressive refinement of the essential’. 
After all, this connection is worth pursuing as in his lifetime Rheinberger was regarded as the equal of both Bruckner and Brahms. An intimate knowledge of the Beethoven string quartets and the piano sonatas and concerti is also very necessary. These were Rheinberger’s source of inspiration, and they should also be ours.   I recommend the complete Beethoven recordings of the piano music by Alfred Brendel. Not only are they an immeasurable joy in themselves, but they help stimulate our creative thinking with regard to the understanding and performance of Rheinberger - and other composers too, of course.  We learn to balance musical ideas, to demonstrate the internal balanced contrast between them, and to balance them sonically. And we learn a host of other things too: not least the importance of various aspects of touch which are just as relevant  to organ playing as they are to playing the piano.  I was very privileged to attend a whole week of piano master classes given in the early 70’s in the Elisabeth Hall in London by Alfred Brendel: I learnt more in that week about touch and how I could apply it to the organ, than one could possibly imagine!  Every Brendel CD play-through is a master-class in itself and there is enough inspiration to be found here for several lifetimes! And to complete my personal trinity of pianists everything that I have written concerning Alfred Brendel also applies to Alexis Weissenberg and of course to Glenn Gould.

I have deliberately avoided writing in any detail about individual pieces, as I believe that this is a journey of discovery that must be undertaken by the performing artist alone.  My intention has been to place Rheinberger in a musical perspective, to explain what it is about him that fascinates me, and to hope that my enthusiasm may be infectious! If, as a performer, you do not already know the sonatas, then I might suggest beginning with the 4th in a-minor. It’s eminently playable and like its fellows, is as enjoyable to listen to as it is to play, and in all of its three movements, Rheinberger typically combines drama and lyricism with contrapuntal ingenuity. 

All the 20 sonatas are beautifully written and finely balance the integration of the opposites of the song and the sonata: of the vocal and the instrumental, and of the harmonic and the contrapuntal. Here we have the work of a composer with a rare gift indeed. In Rheinberger we have a composer who, though no obvious revolutionary, followed his own path. To my mind, he lived out the Chinese proverb as well as one could wish for. “It is not our goal in life that should be perfect, but the road we travel”. And the road Rheinberger travelled was uniquely perfect for him. That was his revolution and our great and lasting joy.
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