
D e a r U n c l e M a x 

S e n d quest ions to Dear U n c l e M a x , 
A G O National Headquarters, 475 River
side Dr . , Suite 1260, N e w Y o r k , N Y 
10115. 

What past or present celebrities (this 
could mean actors, singers, politicians, 
sports figures, or even famous just for 
being famous) have or have had the 
ability to play the organ? Were any of 
them AGO members? I have a feeling 
the answers could be surprising and 
fun! 

D.R., Westminster, Calif. 

I am sure the answers could be sur
prising and fun. I am also sure I don't 
know where to begin. Let's do it this 
way: if enough people write me with 
names, identifying professions and/or 
G u i l d membership, I'll coordinate them 
and send them to T A O . In the mean
time, I'll check w i t h M i s s Lewinsky; 
would you m i n d calling M r . Starr? 

I'm looking for a reliable and trust
worthy edition of f.S. Bach's organ 
works. My Peters edition is worn out 
and Fd like to replace it with something 
better. Can you make a recommenda
tion? Is the Neue Bach-Ausgabe (Baren-
reiter) the "best" performing edition? 
How about the Alan Ridout (Kevin May-
hew) edition? Can you compare/con
trast the positives and negatives of sev
eral of the best? Is there any book on 
Bach's organ works more current than 
Peter Williams's two-volume set of the 
1980s? 

U.K., Gurnee, 111. 

I am glad that you asked for opinions, 
those I can give and am happy to share. 
It is rather startling to discover that 
there are about 18 current complete edi
tions of Bach's organ works from E u 
rope and America alone. A few are just 
reprints at cheaper prices , but most 
have some reason for existing: a new ar
rangement of the order, better type, eas
ier page turns, elegant bindings, anoth
er look at the sources, etc. 

The selection of an edition for you is 
rather like the purchase of lingerie or 
underwear—it is very personal, had bet
ter fit the uses you have i n m i n d , be rea
sonably priced, be durable, and above 
all be supportive of the user and com
fortable when i n use. 

M a n y more n o n m u s i c a l considera
tions come into play wi th Bach than 
any other organ composer because of 
the frequent use we make of his large 
output. 

Some n o n m u s i c a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s 
would be: 

• H o w often am I carting one or more 
v o l u m e s f rom c h u r c h to h o m e or 
work? 

• What is the weight per volume if I am 
required to lug around three volumes 
on a daily/weekly basis? (Would you 
bel ieve I took six r a n d o m volumes 
from three editions to the post office 
to weigh? Peters, 2 volumes, at 1.85 
pounds; Schweitzer, 2 vo lumes , at 
3.47 pounds; N B A , 2 volumes, at 3.14 
pounds). 

• Is the size of the print comfortable on 
m y music rack? 

• Is the music print concise or exces
sively spacious, requiring unneces
sary page turns? 

• If I need to photocopy a third page, 
can I get the darn thing on the ma
chine for a one-shot one page? 

• W i l l the pages turn brown by the end 
of the year and the corners tear and 
fall off? 

• Is the b i n d i n g durable? W i l l it fal l 
apart wi th hard use? W i l l the pages 
come loose? 

• C a n I train the v o l u m e to lie open 
without loosening the glue? 

N o major publishing company could 
afford to bring out a truly careless edi
tion of Bach—too costly. The more re
cent editions have the advantage over 
the Bach-Gesellschaft (BG) and Peters 
of about 100 years of scholarship. Even 
so, that is not necessarily definitive; any 
edit ion requires editorial choices. A s 
C h r i s t o p h W o l f f wri tes , "He [Bach] 
w o u l d revise and improve a work when 
he was copying it out, and when giving 
further performances wou ld make fresh 
alterations and improvements. He also 
inserted corrections i n works already 
i n pr int . . . the 'f inal' vers ion does 
not represent a definitive one but mere
ly a further state i n search of perfec
tion." Russell Stinson carries this idea 
further: "As he (Bach) had his pupi ls 
copy out the collection, he could have 
instructed them by word of mouth to 
amend passages left 'uncorrected' in the 
autograph. T h i s is prec ise ly h o w he 
appears to have revised such didactic 
collections as the Inventions, the Sinfo-
nias, The Well-Tempered Clavier, and 
the French Suites, where pupils ' copies 
of ten p r e s e r v e r e a d i n g s of greater 
refinement than the autograph." H o w 
difficult then to get T H E R E A D I N G , as 
we don't a lways have an autograph 
copy, and different students passed the 
works down i n varying configurations 
from teacher to student. I suppose the 
marvel is the general consensus we do 
have. 

There seem to be two general editori
al processes at work i n arriving at a per
formance text. T h e first is to decide (ed
ucated opinion) on the best readings 
extant, then compare them i n great de
tail, and come up with the best reading 
possible (judgment call). A l a n Ridout, 
in commenting on his new edition (see 
below) writes i n T A O (June 1995) that 
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he was sustained by "a growing aware
ness over the years of documentary 
evidence of Bach's own down-to-earth 
musicianship. No one could have been 
less precious i n his approach. . . . It was 
performance and above all communica
t ion he was interested in—never the 
letter of the law." The second approach 
appears to give the best of variant read
ings, such as in the N B A , V o l . 6, w h i c h 
gives three dif fering readings of the 
Fuga in C Minor (tiber ein Thema 
von Legrenzi): page 19, B W V 574; page 
82, B W V 574a; and page 88, B W V 574b. 
N o t to be p l a y e d s i m u l t a n e o u s l y ! 
T h e editors leave y o u w i t h choices 
you may or may not always be grateful 
for. A p a r t i c u l a r l y interes t ing m i d 
d l e g r o u n d c a n be seen i n H e i n z 
L o h m a n n ' s e d i t i o n of the E i g h t e e n 
Great Chorale Preludes (Vol. 7, p. 78). 
Komm Heiliger Geist, B W V 652, is si
multaneously printed i n more than one 
version. 

It has always been of interest to me 
that two people w h o m I know as Bach 
scholars of d is t inct ion both feel that 
the Bach Gesellschaft frequently has a 
better r e a d i n g than the Neue Bach-
Ausgabe for the organ works. I am pass
ing that on, not verifying it. If I reincar
nate as other than a green bug, perhaps 
I can decide for myself. 

Right now, I mostly play from the Pe
ters edition for the following reason—if 
there is a way of laying the music out so 
the per former can t u r n , it has been 
done. This makes both practice and per
formance easier and more pleasurable. 
T h e in i t ia l page layout is a bit com
pressed from left to right, but after prac
ticing from it, you appreciate not turn
i n g pages u n n e c e s s a r i l y . H a b i t is a 
factor and many, many notes are pen
ci led in . 

I w i l l give a brief summary of some 
of the most frequent ly encountered 
editions. 

The following have been about a long 
time: 

1. Oeuvres completes pour orgue de J.S. 
Bach, ed. M a r c e l Dupre . O n c e m u c h 
used, its dated performance practice 
leaves it a historic document on its own 
right. Occasionally useful for fingering 
problems, a basic direction i n registra
tion and tempo (generally a bit slow for 
my taste), and older insights into man
ual changes. 
2. Complete Organ Works, ed. Widor , 
Schwei tzer , a n d Nies-Berger. S t i l l a 
good overall edition—prefaces interest
ing but dated. 
3. Bach-Gesellschaft, B r e i t k o p f u n d 
Hartel . St i l l an excellent edition. See 
also the Dover reprints; though some
what small print, they are still usable 
and the most reasonably priced. Ideal 
for students with little cash who are just 

interested in "learning a bit about the 
organ and organ music." A good copy to 
use to compare with other editions. Lea 
p o c k e t s c o r e s — i f y o u c a n s t i l l get 
them—are wonderful for study, as you 
can have all the volumes on your desk 
and still work with a book or two and go 
back and forth without spil l ing things 
on the floor. 
4. Johann Sebastian Bachs Kompo-
sitionen fur die Orgel, Peters , ed . 
Griepenkerl and Roitzsch plus Keller. 
I have said w h y I like it. W h e n your 
question arrived, I happened to have 
V o l u m e II o n the o r g a n . G l a n c i n g 
through it, I was surprised at how many 
smal l changes have been penci led i n 
here a n d there, m o s t l y of not great 
c o n s e q u e n c e , s u c h as Prelude and 
Fugue in C Major, B W V 545, the next to 
last bar: 

Peters: 

h^=H [ f * -

r - — 

i : n 

Gesellschaft: 

T h e Gesellschaft reading ought to be 
used on a day when the sun is stream
ing into the church through the Trans
figuration window! (Dr. Hancock take 
note, start improv i sa t ion training by 
filling in the thirds.) More problematic 
w o u l d be the Fantasia and Fugue in G 
Minor, B W V 542. In the Peters edition, 
eight bars from the end , surely this 
should read an A for the top C in the 
changing note figure on the second half 
of beat two; some changes in acciden
tals appear from edition to edition. The 
Fugue i n the Peters is more problemat
ic; I cop out by playing it from the Widor-
Schweitzer—too many changes to write 
in . The Peters is playable all right, but 
the tightness of the motivic accompany
ing lines is better and the subject entries 
are more clearly defined in other read
ings. Peters does give alternate readings 
to both on pages 89 and 93 for what they 
are worth. 
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Some Bri t i sh editions are not so fre
quently encountered i n this country: 

1. Complete Organ Works, Augener . 
Rarely seen. 
2. The Organ Works of J.S. Bach, ed. 
Dykes-Bower , E m e r y , Br idge , Higgs , 
and Atkins. Whi l e actually i n 19 vol 
umes, the 20th volume gives "Four-Part 
Harmonizations of the Chorales Used i n 
the Organ Works." I find this very use
ful—most editions, when they offer the 
Chorales at all, give a tune version. I of
ten l ike (hardly original) to p lay the 
chorale before or after the Prelude, but 
I'm not about to pop up and sing a solo 
line! 

Some newer spaciously l a id out edi
tions that seem to be excellent: 

1. Bach, Samtliche Orgelwerke, Breit-
kopf u n d Hartel, ed. Heinz Lohmann. 
2. Complete Organ Works, Edit io M u s i -
ca Budapest, ed. Tamas Zaszkaliczky, 
Boosey and Hawkes, Presser. Zaszka
l iczky writes i n his introduct ion that 
the Peters, Bach-Gesellschaft, and the 
Neue Bach-Ausgabe, as wel l autograph 
sources, have been consulted to pro
duce a wholly practical edition. Devia
tions are discussed i n the footnotes, 
leaving the performer w i t h choices . 
Th i s edit ion also inc ludes the three-
and six-part Ricercars from the Musical 
Offering, the Neumeister Chorales, and 
closes w i t h an ed i t ion of The Art of 
Fugue. Musical Opinion (May 1991) 
says this "must be one of the most prac
tical and economically viable collected 
editions of Bach's organ music on the 
market." It is lovely. 

In a s p e c i a l category is the Bach 
Orgelwerke, Neue Bach-Ausgabe— 
N B A , Barenreiter. This is not l imited to 
the organ works and comes with a sep
arate set of Critical Commentaries set
ting forth the whys and wherefores of 
the edition. A n edition for the serious 
scholar, organist or not, it should retain 
a central place in Bach scholarship for 
years to come. 

Last, you ask me about The Complete 
Organ Works of J.S. Bach, K e v i n M a y -
hew L t d . , ed. A l a n R i d o u t . T h i s re
quired a trip to the Boston Publ ic L i 
brary, an institution with w h i c h I have 
a love-hate r e l a t i o n s h i p go ing back 
many years. After filling out m y request 
slip, washing my hands i n germicidal 
soap, putting on surgically hypoaller-
genic gloves, a gauze mask on m y face, 
and a blue smock, I approached the 
desk with my request. I am accustomed 
to encountering a frazzled head of hair 
with a part in it, clearly telling when the 
last dye job was done, that w i thout 
s h o w i n g any face at a l l snarls i n a 
drawn-out way, "Yees!" Then , on look
ing at your request, still without show
ing any identity, further snarls in a uni 
sex voice, "Why w o u l d you want to see 
that book\" Y o u grovel a bit and wait. I 
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was prepared to remind her that I am 
a taxpayer and, further, didn't she know 
I was (distantly) related to the M c K i m 
w h o was the b u i l d i n g ' s arch i t ec t? 
(Name dropping! Disgusting.) Not nec
essary. The l ibrarian, apparently new 
and not yet broken into the ethos of that 
venerable institution, cou ld not have 
been nicer. She handed the request to 
the attendant slave, who scurried off to 
the tomb for the tomes, saying it w o u l d 
be about 20 minutes and that I should 
sit (where I could be watched for revo
lutionary activities). 

In 15 minutes , the slave re turned 
bookless. After a brief consultation, he 
departed again, this time returning with 
success. I was read my rights: no photo
copying, no wandering about with the 
books, or leaning on them while using 
them—bad for the b inding , etc. T h e y 
were handed over. I must say, this is the 
coffee-table edition, beautifully boxed, 
finely bound in four large volumes, gen
erously printed. The ad for the edition 
proclaims "40% fewer page turns." Like 
salad dressing ads with their 40% less 
fat and cholesterol, you are not told to 
what it is being compared. Peters, N B A ? 

A s Dr. Ridout says in speaking of his 
underly ing principles for the edition, 
" . . . one major recurring concern was 
that, as far as possible, page turns w o u l d 
be reduced, and that, when they d id oc
cur, w o u l d be placed in such a way that 
the player could happi ly still perform a 
piece without either a page turner or 
constant worry." This appears to have 
been successfully done to a remarkable 
degree—no smal l achievement. T h i s 
e n d is a i d e d by a somewhat larger, 
wider format. 

Another concern was that all pages 
w o u l d lie flat. I certainly can't speak to 
that—they weren't ly ing flat i n the l i 
brary, but most l ikely w o u l d after use. 
One d i d have visions of a volume, like 
an unwaxed moustache, drooping over 
the sides of the music rack. However 
grand the four volumes look in their ex
cellent b inding, I think I w o u l d prefer 
eight volumes i n paperback (perhaps 
the publisher w i l l come to that), as then 
more than one volume could be used 
on the music rack at once (and perhaps 
a h y m n a l as well). One further goal Dr. 
Ridout states: "To make a performing 
edition, one as free as possible of prob
lems for the modern player, and one 
w h i c h makes dec i s i ons , somet imes 
b o l d ones , so that the p r o b l e m s of 
s c h o l a r s h i p a n d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of 
minutiae were not s imply passed on." 
In other words, p ick it up and play. It is 
good. 

A n y single edition that d id all of the 
things the various editions set out to do 
w o u l d be costly, impract ical , and in 
timidating. Don't expect one final end-
all edition. The next generation w i l l feel 
the need to re-edit again, regardless. 

I think in summary, were I starting 
again, I w o u l d most l ike ly work this 
way: 

1. If I just wanted to play Bach, I would 
get the A l a n Ridout, Kev in Mayhew edi
t i o n — " b o l d d e c i s i o n s " m a d e , page 
turns easy. 
2. If I had some interest in the variant 
readings where they exist, I wou ld prob
ably choose the Tamas Zaszkal iczky, 
E d i t i o M u s i c a Budapes t , w h i c h i n 
cludes a number of works probably— 
questionably—marginally for organ but 
certainly playable on the organ. 
3. If I had interests in the whole area of 
B a c h research, I w o u l d get the Neue 
Bach-Ausgabe. 
P.S. I wouldn't throw away my Peters or 
any other edition I owned! 

B O O K S 
Y o u have the Peter Wil l iams two-vol

ume set that gives sources for the M S S 
and so m u c h more useful information. 
Y o u may also have, and w i l l want to 
have if you don't, Peter Wil l iams, The 
Organ Music of J.S. Bach: A Back
ground, V o l . Ill, Cambridge University 
Press, 1984. Th i s volume has articles 
under the headings of "The M u s i c in 
Service and Recital," "The M u s i c and 
Its Composit ion," "The M u s i c and Its 
Organ," and "The Mus ic and Its Perfor
mance," plus some additions and cor
rections to Vols. I and II. Y o u wi l l enjoy 
it. Less of a reference volume and more 
to sit down and enjoy than the other vol
umes. A n d don't forget Will iams's Play
ing the Organ Works of Bach, wh ich is 
published by the A G O . 

Stauffer, George, and Ernest May , edi
tors, J.S. Bach as Organist. Blooming-
ton, Ind. : Indiana U n i v e r s i t y Press, 
1986.1 think all serious students wou ld 
p r o f i t e s p e c i a l l y f r o m M a y ' s " T h e 
Types, Uses, and Historical Position of 
Bach's O r g a n Chorales" a n d George 
Stauffer's "Fugue Types in Bach's Free 
Organ Works." 

Stinson, Russell, Bach: The Orgelbilch-
lein. New York: Schirmer Books, 1996. 
C o m p o s i t i o n types w i t h i n the Orgel-
biichlein, dating, formal features, and so 
forth. I n d i v i d u a l comments on each 
chorale prelude. 

Wolff, Christoph, Bach: Essays on His 
Life and Music. Cambridge, Mass.: Har
vard University Press, 1991. Wide-rang
ing, but plenty of essays of specific in
terest to the organist , s u c h as "The 
Neumeister Collection" and "Schubler 
Chorales." 

The important thing is not to be para
lyzed by what you or we don't know, 
but to play the music Soli Deo Gloria as 
was the Master's intent. 
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