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Programme 

 

Organ Sonata in C minor 1935/6 

Grave – Animato   Canzona   [Scherzetto   Finale (Chorale)] 

Percy WHITLOCK 1903 – 1946 

 

Prelude and fugue in A major BWV 536 

J. Sebastian BACH 1685 – 1750 

 

March on a theme of Handel op 15 no 2 

Alexandre GUILMANT 1837 - 191 

 

 

 

 

 



Programme Notes 
The large-scale Sonata is by far Whitlock’s biggest solo organ work, though there are equally 

large-scale pieces such as the Symphony for organ and orchestra of 1936 - 7. The Sonata was 

composed between July 1935 and February 1936, and was first performed in St Stephens 

Church in Bournemouth in February 1938 by the composer. Whitlock had been the organist at 

St Stephen’s until moving to the Pavilion Theatre in Bournemouth, at around the time he 

started work on the Sonata. The Sonata was provided with an intriguing dedication to D.L.S 

and Harriet – Dorothy L.Sayers and her heroine Harriet Vane (in the Lord Pater Wimsey 

detective novels.) Another clue to Whitlock’s allegiances is a Greek cryptogram which can be 

translated as ‘On hearing the Second Rachmaninow in spring’: Whitlock had been 

overwhelmed with the beauty of Rachmaninov’s 2nd Symphony when it was played by the 

Bournemouth Municipal Orchestra in March 1933. Another favourite composer who 

influenced Whitlock deeply was Frederick Delius (cf On hearing the first cuckoo in spring). 

It’s possible that DLS in the dedication refers to DeLiuS as well as Sayers! 

 

The sonata stretches to well over 40 minutes, and the outer movements both extend to at least 

10 minutes duration each; the inner movements, strongly contrasted but both gorgeous, only 

last around 5 minutes each. Both the outer movements contain a rich variety of themes which 

hold the attention throughout. For this recital we shall hear the first two movements only, 

leaving the Scherzetto and massive finale to a future programme  

   

The Prelude and fugue in A is one of Bach’s most serene organ works, with gentle arpeggios 

and broken chords tootling along peacefully in the prelude, and a very smooth fugue subject 

largely moving by adjacent notes in a tranquil triple time. 

 

Alexandre Guilmant was a very prolific composer for the organ including 8 sonatas and 

literally hundreds of short pieces. The March on a theme of Handel takes the theme of ‘Lift up 

your hearts’ from Messiah, and turns it into a gentle march which grows in grandeur and 

intensity. A contrasting middle section takes the form of a fugue on an animated subject in 

semiquavers, before resuming with the Handel theme in the splendour of Full Organ. This is 

an early piece, dating from 1861 and published in the first volume of ‘Pièces dans different 

styles’, 66 in all, which appeared in 18 volumes over the next 30 years. Guilmant served as 

organist of La Trinité in Paris for 30 years, and succeeded Widor as Professor of organ at the 

Conservatoire in 1896. His pupils included Vierne, Dupré and Nadia Boulanger. He obviously 

held Handel in very high regard; two of his other most popular pieces are the Grand Chœur 

‘Alla Handel’ and the Paraphrase on a chorus from Judas Maccabæus. 

 

Christopher Rathbone has been Director of Music at St Margaret’s for 12 years, and previously 

worked at Carlisle Cathedral, Marlborough College, Meanwood Church, Leeds and St Pater’s 

Bexhill. 

 

Thank you for supporting our series of monthly recitals (normally on the first Friday of each 

month). If you enjoyed the music, please contribute to the collection towards the Music Fund 

which keeps our choral tradition alive, especially encouraging our young choral scholars to 

sing in the choir. As ever, the use of a Gift Aid envelope increases the amount collected at no 

additional expense to you! 

The next recital will be on Friday 5th November at 12.30 pm. 


