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        David Rogers 



The Chaconne is most often heard as a stand-alone work but it is the fifth movement of the 
Partita in D minor for unaccompanied violin and undoubtedly dates from Bach's Cöthen period
(1717 -23).  One of the marvels of history is that this manuscript, thought to be in the hand of 
Anna Magdalena Bach, has survived.

By  the year 2008, approximately 200 recordings had been posted by violinists on YouTube, and  
about 150 performances by pianists using Ferruccio Busoni's transcription. In addition,   
arrangements for guitar, lute, flute, four cellos, marimbas, the Japanese shamisen, carillon have 
also been made, not forgetting Brahms’ piano version for the left hand. 

Mendelssohn (1809 -1847) and Schumann (1810 -1856)  each wrote piano accompaniments for 
the work. They are available from www.scribd.com/doc6701897  

Transcriptions for Organ

1. The earliest arrangement for organ is by W.T.Best, Organist of the City of Liverpool until
his death in 1897. His version can be obtained from http://www.musicroom.com/  priced  at 
£12.95.

2.  John Cook, sometime copyist for Vaughan Williams and Britten, published his transcription 
in 1955.  In the Preface he writes: 

  
        The Chaconne is sublimely satisfying in its original form, yet many will agree that a single violin is only able
to hint at the vast implications of much of this music………….. It is perhaps not unreasonable to suppose that 
Bach would have chosen the organ, had he transcribed the Chaconne himself, as the instrument best suited to 
the scale of his ideas………... A good performance on the violin may be taken as the best guide to interpretation 
on the organ — the two instruments are not without their points in common, and both were beloved of Bach. 

Cook’s version is available from http://www.musicroom.com  for £15.95 . 
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           Yehudi Menuhin calls 
it, in his Autobiography  
Unfinished Journey p.326. 
“The greatest structure for 
solo violin that exists…”        

Bruno Walter with the 
young Menuhin, who 
played the work at his 
Carnegie Hall debut 
when aged 11.

http://www.musicroom.com/
http://www.scribd.com/doc6701897


3.  Bärenreiter published the organ arrangement by Wilhelm Middelshulte (1863–1943) in 
2011. The Chaconne is to be found in Volume 4 priced at £29.00.

 4.  Walter Henry Goss-Custard made a
transcription during his period as organist of
Liverpool Cathedral (1915-55). This was recorded
by the Cathedral's present organist, Ian Tracey,
and was issued as a DVD by Priory Records in
2004. The arrangement has not been published (at
the request of the Goss-Custard family members)
and remains in manuscript in the cathedral
archives. 

5. A  transcription by Henri Messerer (1838 – 1923) Organist of St Charles, Marseille is available 
in France. 

6.  A version for organ by Arno Landmann is known in Germany and his was the first organ 
arrangement to be posted on YouTube.

The organ fraternity has never responded to the Chaconne with the enthusiasm that pianists have 
shown, and the six transcriptions cited above were the only ones available for a long time.  In 
almost half-a-century of attending recitals and reading organ programmes I have never known 
any of those arrangements to be included.   Within the past few years, however, things have begun
to change.  D'Arcy Trinkwon played the W.T.Best transcription in Claremont, California and the 
Cook arrangement in Plymouth, Devon, in 2012. Cameron Carpenter included his memorised 
version in the first of two solo-organ Proms that year; and in 2013 Olivier Latry played the 
Messerer arrangement at a St Alban's Abbey recital.

All six versions were made before 1955 and therefore pre-date Gould who revolutionised our 
approach to Bach keyboard playing. Clarity and flow are now expected and the thickened textures 
of the past are no longer acceptable. I believed there was a place for an arrangement that could 
exist alongside those of Best, Middelschulte and Cook. So, armed with Bach’s original, together 
with copies of Raff’s and Busoni’s piano transcriptions, plus Mendelssohn’s and Schumann’s 
piano accompaniments,  I made an organ transcription in 2010. My three-fold aim was clarity of 
texture, accessibility and loyalty to the original. 

Busoni, Raff, Best, Messerer and Cook transfer all of Bach's arpeggiation : 840 demi-semi quavers
directly to the keyboard almost without alteration.  In my view this passage constitutes a weak 
point in all the above-cited transcriptions. One solution is to present Bach's harmonies as 
sustained as chords. The result admirably suits the organ; it forms an effective largo interlude 
which can gradually reduce in volume before bar 121. 

 The first performance was given in Wells Cathedral in 2012                                                DR
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Wells Cathedral
23rd August 2012 1.05 pm

David Rogers
 

                   Praeludium in E flat, Clavierübung Part 3………...........................J.S. Bach (1685—1750)
                   Three Dances from Terpsichore …………......................... Michael Praetorius (1571—1621) 
                   Chaconne from Partita No. 2 for solo violin......................J. S. Bach, transcribed Rogers
                   Toccata in G.......................................................................Théodore Dubois (1837—1924)  

4


