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The Chorale Prelude stands as one of the most significant liturgical and artistic contributions of the Baroque era, 

finding its zenith in the works of Johann Sebastian Bach. While originally conceived for the pipe organ to support 

Lutheran congregational singing, these works underwent a radical transformation in the early 20th century through 

the transcriptions of Ferruccio Busoni. This technical analysis explores the structural evolution, pedagogical 

significance, and performance mechanics of Bach’s chorale preludes, specifically focusing on the 10 Chorale 

Preludes cataloged as BV B 27.

Understanding the Theoretical Framework of the Chorale Prelude

A chorale prelude is a short liturgical composition for organ using a chorale tune as its basis. Historically, its 

primary function was to introduce the hymn (chorale) to be sung by the congregation. Bach’s approach to this form 

transcended mere utility, evolving into a sophisticated display of contrapuntal mastery and theological 

symbolism.

The Structural Typologies of Bach’s Preludes

To understand the 10 Preludes transcribed by Busoni, one must first recognize the underlying Baroque structures

Bach employed. These can generally be categorized into four technical frameworks:

•  Melody Chorale: The cantus firmus (the main hymn tune) is presented clearly in the upper voice, often highly 

ornamented, supported by an independent accompaniment in the lower voices.

•  Ornamented Chorale: Similar to the melody chorale, but the tune is embellished with extensive 16th-century 

style melismas, making the original melody less recognizable to the untrained ear.

•  Cantus Firmus Chorale: The melody is played in long, unadorned notes, often in the pedal (tenor or bass), 

while the manual parts engage in complex motivic imitation.

•  Chorale Motet: Each phrase of the chorale is treated as a separate point of imitation, with all voices 

participating in the development of the theme.

The Bach-Busoni Synthesis: BV B 27 Analysis

In 1898, Ferruccio Busoni completed his transcriptions of ten of Bach’s organ chorale preludes. These are not 

merely translations from one instrument to another; they are re-compositions designed to utilize the full 

resonance and sustain of the modern concert grand piano. The collection, often referred to as the 10 Chorale 

Preludes (BV B 27), represents a bridge between 18th-century polyphony and late-Romantic pianism.

Technical Characteristics of the Busoni Edition

Busoni faced the immense challenge of replicating the organ’s pedalboard and its sustained registrationon the

piano. He achieved this through several technical innovations:

1.  Octave Doublings: To simulate the 16' and 32' organ stops, Busoni frequently employs deep bass doublings 

in the left hand.



2.  Textural Redistribution: Three-stave organ scores (Right Hand, Left Hand, Pedals) are compressed into two 

staves, often requiring the pianist to utilize sophisticated middle-pedal (sostenuto) techniques.

3.  Dynamic Layering: Busoni provides detailed instructions on voicing to ensure the cantus firmus remains 

prominent despite the dense harmonic textures surrounding it.

Detailed Comparison Matrix: Organ vs. Piano Transcription

The following table illustrates the mechanical shifts required when moving from the original Bach organ scores to

the Busoni piano transcriptions.



Feature Original Organ Version (Bach) Piano Transcription (Busoni)

Bass Production Executed by feet on the pedalboard; 
consistent volume and sustain.

Executed by the left hand; requires 
weighted touch and frequent use of 
the damper pedal.

Polyphonic Clarity Separated by different manuals/stops 
with distinct timbres.

Relies entirely on the pianist's finger 
independence and voicing control.

Registration Changed via mechanical stops (e.g., 
Principal 8', Reed 16').

Simulated through touch sensitivity, 
chord spacing, and octave 
displacement.

Acoustic Space Designed for the resonant acoustics 
of stone churches.

Designed for the controlled 
environment of the modern concert 
hall.

An Exhaustive Review of the 10 Preludes in BV B 27

Each of the ten preludes selected by Busoni serves a specific aesthetic and technical purpose. Below is a

breakdown of the most prominent pieces in the collection.

1. Komm, Gott Schöpfer, heiliger Geist (BWV 667)

Based on the Pentecostal hymn, this prelude is characterized by its rhythmic vitality. In the transcription, Busoni 

emphasizes the toccata-likequality of the accompaniment. The challenge here lies in the rapid-fire repeated

chords and the leap-driven bass line that mimics organ pedals.

2. Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme (BWV 645)

Perhaps the most famous of all chorale preludes, originally from the Schübler Chorales. The technical focus here 

is the independence of the three layers: the walking bass, the famous counter-melody in the middle, and the

chorale melody itself. Busoni’s transcription requires the pianist to maintain a "quasi-string" legato in the counter-

melody while keeping the bass light and rhythmic.

3. Nun komm' der Heiden Heiland (BWV 659)

This is an example of an ornamented chorale. The melody is florid and expressive. Busoni’s version is a 

masterclass in dark, sonorous textures. Pianists must master the art of "singing" at the keyboard, ensuring the

highly decorated upper line flows naturally over the somber, pulsating accompaniment.

4. Ich ruf' zu dir, Herr Jesu Christ (BWV 639)

Sourced from the Orgelbüchlein, this is a trio-sonata style prelude. It features a continuous 16th-note middle voice, 

an 8th-note bass, and the melody in quarters. On the piano, this requires extreme finger independenceto keep

the middle voice from obscuring the outer parts.

The Orgelbüchlein and the "Great Eighteen": Historical Context

Bach’s chorale preludes are primarily found in four major collections. Understanding these provides context for why

certain pieces were selected for transcription by scholars like Busoni and Spada.

•  Orgelbüchlein (Little Organ Book): A collection of 46 short preludes intended to teach the organist how to 

develop a chorale and master the use of pedals. These are often the first Bach pieces studied by intermediate 



students.

•  German Organ Mass (Clavier-Übung III): A more complex, theological set of preludes based on the parts of 

the Lutheran Mass.

•  The Great Eighteen (Leipzig Chorales): These are large-scale, virtuoso works Bach revised toward the end of 

his life, showcasing his most mature contrapuntal style.

•  Schübler Chorales: Transcriptions Bach made himself from his own cantatas, proving that the art of 

transcription was a practice Bach himself endorsed.

Pedagogical Approach: How to Practice Bach Chorales

For the modern pianist or organist, practicing these works requires a systematic approach to polyphony. According 

to methodologies championed by BachScholarand other technical experts, the following workflow is

recommended:

Phase 1: Harmonic Analysis

Before playing a single note, the student must identify the Chorale Tune . Stripping away the accompaniment to see

the basic four-part harmony (if applicable) helps in understanding the underlying structural logic. Identify the key

modulations, particularly the common Bach-style transitions to the dominant or relative major/minor.

Phase 2: Voice Isolation

In a three-voice or four-voice prelude, each voice must be practiced independently. For the Busoni transcriptions, 

this is particularly difficult as voices often cross or are shared between hands. Ghost-playing(depressing keys

without making sound) one voice while playing the other at full volume is a highly effective technique for developing

neurological independence.

Phase 3: Articulation Mapping

Bach’s scores rarely contain original articulation marks. Performers must decide on a consistent scheme. For 

example, a common Baroque practice is to play leaps staccato and steps legato. In the Busoni transcriptions, the 

pianist must balance this Baroque sensibility with the Romantic requirement for cantabile playing.

Comparison of Difficulty: Bach’s Keyboard Works

The following table ranks various Bach works to help students and teachers place the 10 Chorale Preludes in the

broader context of technical difficulty.



Work Collection Difficulty Level (1-10) Core Technical Challenge

Notebook for Anna Magdalena 1-3 Basic phrasing and binary forms.

Two-Part Inventions 4-6 Beginning independence of hands.

Orgelbüchlein (Organ) 6-8 Pedal/Manual coordination.

10 Chorale Preludes (Busoni) 8-9 Orchestral voicing and complex 
sustain.

The Art of Fugue 10 Abstract polyphony and extreme 
mental endurance.

Common Technical Failure Modes and Solutions

When performing the Bach-Busoni preludes, several common errors occur due to the physical demands of the

transcriptions.

Problem: Over-pedaling in Dense Textures

Because Busoni uses wide intervals and low-register doublings, the sound can easily become "muddy."Solution: 

Use fractional pedaling(half or quarter pedal) and prioritize finger-legato in the upper voices. The sustain should

come from the fingers wherever possible, rather than relying solely on the damper pedal.

Problem: Loss of the Cantus Firmus

The main melody often gets buried under the weight of the Romantic-style accompaniment.Solution: Apply 

weighted touch (arm weight) specifically to the fingers playing the melody notes. Practice the melody in a forte 

dynamic while playing the accompaniment pianissimo to build the necessary tactile contrast.

Problem: Rhythmic Inconsistency in Ornaments

Baroque ornaments (mordents, trills, turns) can disrupt the rhythmic flow of the piece.Solution: Practice ornaments 

as measured rhythmic values (e.g., turning a trill into specific 32nd notes) before attempting a free, improvisatory 

feel. Ensure the ornament starts on the beataccording to Baroque convention, unless otherwise specified by the

Busoni edition.

The Broader Implications of the Chorale Prelude

The study of Bach’s chorale preludes is more than a musical exercise; it is an exploration of how a fixed melodic 

idea can be transformed through infinite variation. The 10 Chorale Preludes (BV B 27) represent a unique moment 

in music history where the rigorous discipline of the Baroque met the expressive power of the Romantic era. For 

the modern musician, these works provide the ultimate training in polyphonic listening, tonal control, and 

architectural phrasing. 

As we look at the legacy of these works, from the original registrations of the Orgelbüchleinto the modern

interpretations by Pietro Spada or BachScholar, it is clear that the chorale prelude remains a vital, living form.

Whether performed in a cathedral or a concert hall, these pieces continue to challenge our technical limits while

offering a profound sense of musical and spiritual resolution. The technical rigor required to master these

transcriptions ensures that they remain a staple of the advanced piano repertoire, serving as a bridge between the



instrument's mechanical capabilities and the eternal genius of Johann Sebastian Bach.
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