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Example 26 shows how Kempff indicated phrases by means of slurs.  Kempff 

maintains Bach’s phrases, except for in mm. 11–14, where Kempff connects two phrases 

to create one longer thought: the text is, “which you wish to give me, [is] to live unto 

you.”  It is interesting to note that there is a deceptive cadence in m. 12, precisely where 

Kempff chooses to continue without a pause.  

Because this piece is a cantus firmus chorale, it is essential to correlate the text to 

the chorale melody.  Saying the text out loud may give the performer a good sense for 

both the inflection and meaning of the text.  Singing the cantus firmus melody with the 

words will also give the performer a sense of the appropriate shaping of the melody as it 

relates to the text.  On the organ, one can express melodic inflection with nuances of 
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timing, but on the piano it is possible to express melodic inflection with both timing and 

the subtle dynamic gradation, such as crescendos and decrescendos (example 27).128    

 
 
Example 27.  Piano score of Ich ruf zu dir, Herr Jesu Christ (mm. 8–18).  This 
               writer’s recommended dynamic inflections.  

 

  

 In seeking to bring to life a rich relationship between the three parts of the texture, 

it may be helpful to envision this chorale prelude as work for a mixed Baroque ensemble. 

Because soprano lines in cantus firmus chorales are vocally inspired, pianists should play 

the soprano line with a legato singing quality.  The tenor line may be imagined as a viola 

line and the bass line should bring to mind a basso continuo played by low stringed 

instruments such as the viola da gamba, cello, or double bass.  Therefore, one of the 

performance suggestions is to articulate each voice slightly differently, keeping in mind 

that in the Baroque period the mixed ensemble was the favored sound.  

                                                 
128 The dynamic inflections for the inner voice should be executed with subtlety, never disrupting the 
simple and continuous flow.   
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 As discussed above, the soprano line should be played in a legato singing style; 

since many of the notes in the soprano line are long, relative to the more moving bass and 

tenor lines, a projecting tone quality is essential.  The tenor line, which consists of nearly 

constant sixteenth notes and which Kempff marks legatissimo and piano, should be 

played in a smoothly flowing manner.  As mentioned above, imagining a quiet, well-

shaped string line may help the pianist produce the sensitive, fluid motions necessary to 

play the tenor line.  It may even help the pianist to keep in mind that a string player must 

always maintain a supple hand and wrist in the bow arm, particularly when playing 

softly.  It is essential for the pianist to be aware of the balance between three voices.  In 

order to project the cantus firmus in the soprano line, the player should play the sixteenth 

notes of the tenor voice significantly quieter than the soprano line.   

 As may be seen in example 28, this writer recommends legato pedaling in this 

chorale.  The pace of the pedal changes should reflect the pace at which the harmony 

changes (Example 28).  However, this writer approaches the bass line with a sense of 

portato129 rather than a seamlessly smooth legato.  In other words, each bass note should 

have some gravity and its own distinguishable but subtle gesture.  The bass line consists 

of many repeated pairs of bass notes; this pattern lends itself to a portato style of 

articulation.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
129 “Portato” (It.). ‘Carried’; a kind of bowstroke between legato and staccato. 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy.lib.uiowa.edu/subscriber/article/opr/t114/e5294?q=portato&sear
ch=quick&pos=2&_start=1#firsthit (Accessed November 7, 2012). 
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Example 28.  Piano score of Ich ruf zu dir, Herr Jesu Christ (mm. 8–10). Author’s 
                   Recommended pedaling. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

When the soprano is played cantabile style, the player should keep the timing of 

the sixteenth notes on the tenor line flowing.  No rhythmic fluctuation in the tenor voice 

is recommended.  It is suggested that only the melody line be played with a slight rubato 

while the other two voices maintain a predictable pulse.  In other words, each phrase 

should flow organically.  The uneven sixteenth notes with agogic rubato in the middle 

voice would cause the loss of the flow of the phrases.  Thus, the pianist needs to plan the 

timing cohesively.  
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Music and Text 
 

This modest three-voiced chorale expresses a humble prayer.130  Bach chose 

minor keys for the beginning four phrases and phrase seven and major keys for phrases 

five, six, eight and nine.  Bach used half cadences for the minor key areas and perfect 

cadences for the major key areas.  Considering the contents of the text, phrases one to 

four, in minor keys, express a human perspective, while the second part of the chorale 

prelude, which is generally in major keys, expresses human hope in God.  Thus, at the 

beginning of the prayer, one begins with a desperate heart with many worries, but from 

the introduction of Ab major (“the key of grave – death, grave, putrefaction, judgment, 

eternity lie in its radius”131), from the fourth beat of m. 8, the fifth phrase, one is handing 

over one’s burdens—human instability—to the perfect God; thus the music moves to F 

major.    

Bach could have used long notes in the pedal line, but he chose to use repeated 

notes.  For this writer the walking bass line is suggestive of heartbeats and reflects the 

highly charged pathos of this chorale prelude.  The bass line also serves as a wonderful 

study piece for pedal work.  Thus, Bach’s repeated pedal notes fulfill both purposes of 

Orgelbüchlein: for worship service and pedagogy, expressing pathos and practicing 

pedals.  

 

 

                                                 
130 In Christianity, humbleness is a cherished characteristic.  Jesus said, “Whoever humbles himself like this 
child is the greatest in the Kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 18:4. 
131 Christian Schubart's Ideen zu einer Aesthetik der Tonkunst (1806), 
Translated by Rita Steblin in A History of Key Characteristics in the 18th and Early 19th  Centuries. UMI 
Research Press (1983).  http://www.wmich.edu/mus-theo/courses/keys.html (Accessed July 6, 2012). 
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CONCLUSION 

While preparing to write this essay, this writer has experienced the contrapuntal 

beauty and deep expressivity of both the original organ chorale preludes and Kempff’s 

piano transcriptions.  As a piano student, this writer has been learning from teachers 

about articulation, dynamics, timbre and color, phrasing and the layers of texture.  Now 

after having written about these chorale preludes, the musical facets of the works have 

become clearer and more vivid.   

Through the detailed study and thorough analysis of two chorale prelude 

transcriptions, this writer was impressed by Bach’s composition (the beautiful voice-

leading, the expressive harmony, the gracious phrasing) and by his sensitive response to 

the theological meaning of each chorale prelude based on his solid understanding of 

Lutheran theology.  Kempff made almost no changes to the musical substance of Bach’s 

organ chorale preludes, but his score indications are great lessons.  Kempff’s deep and 

spiritual interpretations of the chorale preludes reflect Kempff’s own engagement with 

the meaning of the texts.  As a future transcriber of Bach’s sacred music pieces, this 

writer was greatly challenged by both Bach and Kempff’s deep understanding of the 

music, text, and theology.  

This writer’s wish is that more pianists play transcriptions of J. S. Bach’s spiritual 

music in churches and in concert halls, and piano teachers use them in their piano studios 

as teaching materials.  The lack of pipe organs and professional organists has created an 

environment in which the public rarely has the chance to hear the wonderful organ music 

of J. S. Bach.  Thus, the performance of piano transcriptions would bring this literature to 

a wider audience.  Furthermore, this writer hopes there will be more scholarly studies on 
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Kempff’s solo piano transcriptions, including not only those of Bach, but also on his 

transcriptions of pieces by Handel, Gluck and Mozart. 

This writer believes that playing the piano transcriptions of J. S. Bach’s music 

will be an inspiration to the present and next generations of church pianists.  As a 

Christian classical pianist, this writer feels a great responsibility to worship God and to 

introduce a variety of genres of sacred music to the congregation and does not wish to 

yield the ground completely to contemporary Christian music genres. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW WITH MAESTRO BIRET 

 
Author’s on-line (E-mail) interview with Maestro Id il Biret on January 25, 2011 

Dear Maestro Biret,  
 
1. Why did you record the Kempff transcriptions?  Did you have lessons from Master 
Kempff? 
 

“These transcriptions are wonderfully well written.  The Bach arrangements of 
chorales are more faithful to the spirit of the original than the too ornate, baroque 
transcriptions of Busoni.  I was working on and off with Prof. Kempff since I was 8 years 
old.  The real lessons however started since I finished the Paris Conservatory at the age of 
15.” 
 

2. What were Master Kempff’s pianistic and musical sources and inspiration? 

 “A profound classical culture which was rooted in the Greco-Roman tradition.  
Prof. Kempff would always refer to mythology, to the classical texts that he was able to 
cite by heart.  A vast knowledge in music which enabled him to indicate the relation 
between the works.  W Kempff admired the great musician that Busoni was and would 
often mentioned [sic] his name.” 
 

3. What prompted master Kempff to transcribe Baroque pieces?  And what do you 
remember of Kempff talking about his compositions and arrangements? 
  

“W. Kempff didn’t mention often his own works.  He would sometimes play them 
to show a passage.  He was also an organist.  His knowledge of Bach’s music was deep 
rooted in his Christian faith and the true respect he felt for all the religions as well as all 
the other forms of mysticism in any civilization.  In my opinion, to understand the 
uniqueness of his personality, one has to listen to the recording of Liszt’s Legend No. 1 
St. Francis of Assisi preaching to the birds which remains one of the most perfect and 
inspired.” 
 

4. How would you describe Kempff’s playing of his own transcriptions and his own 
compositions? 
  

“There is a sense of evidency [sic] in W. Kempff’s playing: One has the feeling 
that it couldn’t be played differently: it simply sounds true.” 
 

5. What was his philosophy on composition and arrangements? 
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 “W. K. didn’t really enjoy serialism or an aggressive atonalism.  What may not be 
known is that he admired the French impressionistic music and played it at home for 
himself.  He was not a believer in an overly calculated way in composing.  Music had 
first to be innerly [sic] [inwardly] heard as the result of the inspiration.” 
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APPENDIX B: MS. ANNETTE VON BODECKER IN INTERVIEW WITH WERNER 
        GRÜNZWEIG 
 

 
                        He was a man inspired by the moment.132  

 
Q: In the early 60’s you accompanied Kempff on his concert tours.  What memories do 
you have? 
 
A: The German tours were particularly strenuous–every day a new city, parties following 
the performance, and at 8 am the next day we would be at the train station.  When I 
started out with him, he didn’t have any idea what program he would play in the evening.  
He visited churches, friends and in the evening he would ask for the program and what 
they expected him to play.  This changed with the later years.  It was almost always a 
different program.  Only years later did he have a specific program for a concert season.  
Nearly every artist is doing this today. 
 
Q: Did you always accompany him on the tours? 
 
A: Not always.  Sometimes it was me or his wife.  His daughter Mechthild, who 
accompanied him one time, can tell you how exhausting these trips were.  At the railway 
station he would say, “Please bring me the newspaper.  I will sleep until you return.”  He 
was one of those humans who does not need to sleep much.  
 
Q: You mentioned that later on he began to prepare more for his performances.  What 
was a typical concert day like? 
 
A: He ate banana and yogurt.  In the morning he would go to the concert hall, check the 
piano and adjust the seat to the correct height, leaving a note for the tuner not to change 
the seat.  He did not want to make adjustments in front of the audience.  Later on he 
played part of his program in order to listen to the acoutics of the hall. 
 

Q: You were also responsible for the organization of music courses in Positano.  The 
theme “Kempff as Teacher” can be traced back to the 1920’s, when he held the position 
of director of the Stuttgart Music Conservatory.  Later he taught master classes at the 
“Deutsche Musikinstitute fuer Auslaender” (German Music Institute for Foreigners) in 
Potsdam.  But he never sought a position as professor. 
 
A: The ‘German Music Institute for Foreigners” was disbanded during the Nazi era, 
toward the end of the war.  Right afterwards it was not possible to organize anything  
similar.  But his desire to teach was still strong.  He said he wanted to hand down his own 

                                                 
132 Werner Grünzweig et al., I am not a Romantic - The pianist Wilhelm Kempff (1895 – 1991) (Berlin: the 
Academy of Arts, 2008), Excerpts from 85-99, translated by Johanna Jones. 
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experiences in the music world to a new generation.  He didn’t want to teach in places 
like Salzburg with all its hustle and bustle.  He wanted a place where musicians could 
meet and fully concentrate only on music. Positano was suggested to him by my mother.  
And in 1954 he built the Casa Orfeo. 
 
Q: When was Casa Orfeo completed? 
 
A: In 1957 and the courses started that same year.  Pages 88-89 give an interesting 
detailed discussion about the construction of Casa Orfeo and Casa Virgilio.133   
 
Q: Was it Kempff’s intention from the beginning to deal exclusively with Beethoven? 
 
A: This was his explicit wish from the beginning.  He was of the opinion that 
Beethoven’s work needed to be interpreted; it was not enough only to play the notes  
according to Beethoven’s specifications.  He wanted to bring the works closer to the 
students through his own experiences. 
 
All thirty-two Beethoven sonatas were included in each course, with each course lasting 
fourteen days [sic].  There were no concerts during these courses.  At first Kempff 
allowed listeners, but he later decided against having any non-participating auditors. 
 
Annette Von Bodecker remembers Kempff’s last performances.  The last concert took 
place in Paris in 1981.  At the beginning of the tour he became very ill, but his doctor had 
misjudged the situation.  He had a great sense of responsibility.  “I have given my word 
and I have to do it.”  In Paris, for the first time in his life, he lost his place in the sonata 
and had to leave the stage.  He returned and played the piece all the way through.  In 
Brussels he came down with a fever but carried on to Paris anyway.  This was his last 
performance. 
 
Q: Were you present during recordings.  Did he prepare himself in a particular way for 
recordings? 
 
A: For the first recordings he just sat down and played his program.  Later on he prepared 
intensively for the recordings and also used sheet music.  Soon he received requests from 
Deutsche Grammaphone.  Initially DG didn’t want to hear any Schubert pieces, but later 
he recorded two sonatas, and they were well received.  Somehow Germany didn’t want to 
identify with romantic music, possibly because of the Nazi era.  Dietrich Fischer-Diskau 
did a great deal for this kind of music and through his success the German attention was 
directed back to Schubert.  Later DG offered Kempff the opportunity of recording the 
entire Schubert sonatas.  He worked on them intensively in Positano and was very 
grateful to DG, because they had offered him the opportunity to work on sonatas he 
previously had not played.  He was particularly fascinated by the incomplete F minor 
sonata.  When he recorded pieces he worked intensively on the contents.  He had 
recorded Bach’s Goldberg Variations very early on, but he toyed with the idea of playing 

                                                 
133 Casa Orfeo is a house with concert hall, and Casa Virgilio is a house with small resident rooms. 
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them without pedal and leaving out the trills.  The preparations usually took place in 
Positano, where he had his peace and quiet. 
 
Q: His name is bigger in France than in Germany… 
 
A: Yes, that is true.  This can be partly explained by the inability of the Germans to 
accept their identity.  After the war the Germans didn’t want any German artists and  in 
particular no German music, especially no “romantic” music.  This explains the difficulty 
in reintroducing Schubert and Schumann into the concert programs or recording 
catalogues.  Liszt was even worse.  Kempff sometimes played Liszt in concerts, but it 
was difficult.  And when he played Beethoven’s Eb Major Concerto in Sweden, the 
critics remarked “Now the Germans are getting really bold again.” 
 
Q: Would he have ever considered immigration? 
 
A: No, he would never have immigrated; he felt too German for that… His intellectual 
upbringing was determined by his parental home, where he learned about Bach and 
Goethe.  He would not have been able to separate himself from this.  He could not have 
lived in an American city.  Aside from that, he had a large family. 
 
Q: Furtwaengler’s pathos moved the people.  Was Kempff impressed by this as well? 
 
A: Not at all.  Pathos was not in his nature. 
 
Q: Didn’t he exude pathos when he was on stage? 
 
A: Some pictures of him might give this impression, but that was not in him.  One can 
say that he was not a man of pathos; otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to laugh about 
himself. 
 
Q: But there is a public and a private persona, and they don’t have to be identical. 
 
A: Yes, but that was not Kempff.  He could not manipulate himself to give a certain 
impression.  He didn’t exert any influence regarding the choice of pictures used for 
publication- unlike von Karajan who approved every single picture. 
 
Q: Did Kempff consider himself a chosen one, a man with a mission, a destiny? 
 
A: The idea of destiny has undergone changes over time.  In the past it was not 
considered a bad concept but today it has a negative connotation. 
 
Q: I don’t mean it negatively. 
 
A: Then we have to clarify the meaning.  Of course he told himself: I have been given a 
gift, and I would like to express to people what I feel about music.  He saw himself only 
as a middle man, the facilitator for the composer.  What he communicated through his 
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music he took very seriously.  When one sees oneself as a facilitator then this goes 
definitely along with a sense of mission or destiny.  But that doesn’t mean self-promotion.  
 
Q: How do you see his self-assessment as a composer? 
 
A: As far as I know, he dreamed of becoming a composer since childhood.  In the course 
of his life he recognized that he was not meant to be a great composer.  He said that it 
was at least enough to understand the great composers.  Once in a while he would play 
one of his sonatas, but he had a critical relationship with his work.  That part was closer 
to him and he knew where he stood just as he knew after a concert how he had played. 
 
 
Q: When he was described as a “Romantic pianist” he felt this was not fitting and 
considered it too one-sided. 
 
A: Exactly.  He was very versatile.  He played in equal measure Bach, Mozart and Liszt.  
He always said that whichever piece he was working on was his favorite one.  He could 
feel himself a part of a piece in such a way that you had a sense that the composer was 
right in front of you. 
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APPENDIX C: NUN KOMM DER HEIDEN HEILAND, BWV659A 
 
  
Performer’s Edition Specifically Created for Pianists with Smaller Hands 

 
The principles this writer followed for the performance suggestions found in this edition 

are as follows: 

 
1. Finger substitutions wherever needed are strongly recommended. 
 
2. For most of this chorale prelude a performer can change the pedal every eighth 

note; this follows the rhythmic motion of the walking bass line.  The exceptions 

are in mm. 5, 11, 32, and 33, where Kempff has explicitly indicated longer pedals 

in order to maintain the soprano notes.  In mm.  32 and 33, this writer 

recommends the use of half or flutter pedals. 

 
3. This writer moved large intervals such as the tenth to a higher octave so that the 

sonority of the bass octaves is maintained.  In this edition, the notes which have 

been moved to a higher register appear within a red square.  
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