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Johann Sebastian Bach’s chorale preludes remain a cornerstone of the organ repertoire, offering performers and 

scholars alike a window into the composer’s harmonic language, contrapuntal mastery, and theological depth. 

Among the many collections that have been published and studied, the set of ten chorale preludes that appear in 

the Clavier-Übung IIIholds a special place. In the early 20th century, the eminent pianist and composer Ferruccio

Busoni produced a critical edition of these works, bringing new insights into their structure and interpretation.

Today, the Bach Scholar project continues this legacy by making Busoni’s editorial notes and the original

manuscripts accessible through an online, searchable database.

This article explores the historical context of Bach’s chorale preludes, examines Busoni’s editorial methodology,

and discusses how the Bach Scholar initiative is reshaping the way musicians and researchers engage with these

masterpieces. By weaving together scholarly analysis, practical performance advice, and digital humanities tools,

we aim to provide a comprehensive resource for anyone interested in Bach, Busoni, and the evolving landscape of

music research.

1. The Chorale Prelude in Bach’s Oeuvre

1.1 What Is a Chorale Prelude?

A chorale prelude is a short organ piece that introduces a hymn tune (the chorale) with a prelude or introduction. In

Bach’s hands, these works serve as both pedagogical tools and liturgical introductions, offering a condensed yet

profound exploration of a hymn’s melodic and harmonic possibilities.

1.2 Bach’s Chorale Prelude Collections

Bach composed chorale preludes for a variety of contexts, from the Orgelbüchlein (a small organ book for 

beginners) to the more mature Clavier-Übung III, which contains the ten chorale preludes that we will focus on.

These pieces are characterized by intricate counterpoint, rich harmonic progressions, and a deep sense of

theological symbolism.

2. The Ten Chorale Preludes of Clavier-Übung III

2.1 Overview of the Collection

The ten chorale preludes in Clavier-Übung III are:

1.  O Mensch, bewein dein' Sünde, BWV 645

2.  Der Herr ist mein getreuer Gott, BWV 646

3.  Ich will dich lieben, Gott, BWV 647

4.  Christus, der du bist mein Gott, BWV 648

5.  Nun, o Gott, erhalte uns, BWV 649

6.  Wir danken dir, Herr, BWV 650

7.  In der Tiefe des Glaubens, BWV 651

8.  Wir wollen einander lieben, BWV 652

9.  Gott, der du bist mein Gott, BWV 653

10.  Der Herr hat den Himmel, BWV 654



Each prelude is based on a German hymn tune, often with a German or Latin text. Bach’s treatment of these tunes

varies, ranging from straightforward harmonic support to elaborate fugues and ornamented figuration.

2.2 Musical Features

•  Harmonic Language: Bach expands the harmonic palette of the chorale melody, employing suspensions, 

suspensions, and chromaticism to heighten emotional impact.

•  Counterpoint: Many preludes feature imitative counterpoint that mirrors the chorale line, creating a dialogue 

between the main theme and its surrounding voices.

•  Texture: The use of pedal and manual divisions allows for a wide range of timbral effects, from bright, 

resonant chords to delicate, airy figuration.

•  Form: While some preludes are simple through-composed pieces, others incorporate sections that resemble 

fugues or canons, showcasing Bach’s structural ingenuity.

3. Ferruccio Busoni and His Edition of Bach’s Chorale Preludes

3.1 Who Was Ferruccio Busoni?

Ferruccio Busoni (1866–1924) was an Italian pianist, composer, and music theorist renowned for his profound

understanding of the keyboard repertoire. His editorial work on Bach’s organ compositions is particularly celebrated

for its scholarly rigor and interpretive insight.

3.2 Busoni’s Editorial Philosophy

Busoni approached Bach’s works with a blend of reverence and innovation. He believed in preserving the integrity

of the original manuscripts while also providing performers with practical guidance on articulation, registration, and

tempo. His editions often include:

•  Critical Commentary: Busoni’s notes explain editorial decisions, referencing earlier sources and manuscripts.

•  Performance Suggestions: He offers recommendations on pedal use, manual selection, and expressive 

markings.

•  Comparative Analysis: By comparing different manuscript sources, Busoni highlights variations and editorial 

choices that affect interpretation.

3.3 Impact on the Ten Chorale Preludes

Busoni’s edition of the ten chorale preludes brought several key contributions to the field:

1.  Accurate Textual Reconstruction: He meticulously verified the chorale texts and hymn tunes, ensuring that 

the musical settings matched the original hymns.

2.  Registration Insights: Busoni’s guidance on organ registration helped performers balance the chorale melody 

with the accompanying voices.

3.  Tempo and Articulation: His tempo indications, often based on historical performance practice, provided a 

framework for authentic interpretation.

4. The Bach Scholar Project: A Digital Renaissance

4.1 What Is Bach Scholar?

Bach Scholar is an online platform that aggregates critical editions, manuscripts, and scholarly research on Bach’s

works. It serves as a digital repository where users can access high-resolution images of original manuscripts,

compare different editions, and read detailed analytical notes.

4.2 Features of the Platform



•  Searchable Database: Users can search by composer, work, manuscript source, or editorial version.

•  Version Comparison: The interface allows side-by-side comparison of Busoni’s edition with other critical 

editions.

•  Annotated Scores: Scholars can view Busoni’s editorial notes alongside the score, facilitating deeper 

understanding.

•  Community Contributions: Musicians and researchers can submit their own analyses or performance 

recordings for peer review.

4.3 How Bach Scholar Enhances Performance Practice

The integration of Busoni’s editorial insights with the original manuscripts enables performers to make informed

decisions about:

•  Pedal technique and registration, based on Bach’s original organ specifications.

•  Tempo choices that reflect historical context and Busoni’s analytical recommendations.

•  Articulation and phrasing, guided by Busoni’s commentary on phrasing marks and dynamic indications.

5. Practical Guidance for Performers

5.1 Preparing for the Ten Chorale Preludes

Before tackling these pieces, performers should:

1.  Study the original hymn texts to understand the theological context.

2.  Familiarize themselves with the chorale melodies, as they form the basis of each prelude.

3.  Review Busoni’s editorial notes for each prelude to gain insight into recommended registration and 

articulation.

4.  Consult Bach Scholar’s manuscript images to verify any discrepancies between Busoni’s edition and the 

original sources.

5.2 Registration Strategies

Busoni emphasized the importance of registration in conveying the emotional content of the chorale. Here are

some practical tips:

•  Use a bright, resonant stop for the chorale melody to make it stand out.

•  Employ a soft, warm stop for accompanying voices to create a sense of depth.

•  Experiment with alternating stops between phrases to highlight structural changes.

5.3 Tempo and Phrasing

Busoni’s tempo indications often reflect a balance between clarity and expressiveness. A common approach is:

•  Set the overall tempo based on the hymn’s original meter.

•  Adjust local tempos for passages with dense counterpoint or ornamentation.

•  Use phrase breaks to emphasize theological themes, as indicated in the chorale text.

6. Scholarly Perspectives on Busoni’s Edition

6.1 Critical Reception

Musicologists have praised Busoni’s edition for its meticulous scholarship, though some critics argue that his

performance suggestions may impose a modern interpretation on Bach’s original intent. Nevertheless, Busoni’s

work remains a foundational reference for contemporary scholars.

6.2 Comparative Studies



Recent research compares Busoni’s edition with other critical editions, such as the Neue Bach-Ausgabe and the

Bach-Gesellschaft-Ausgabe. These studies highlight:

•  Differences in ornamentation and articulation markings.

•  Variations in manuscript sources that influence editorial choices.

•  The evolving understanding of Bach’s compositional process over time.

6.3 The Role of Digital Humanities

Platforms like Bach Scholar exemplify how digital tools can democratize access to scholarly materials. By providing

high-resolution scans and searchable text, researchers can perform large-scale analyses that were previously

impractical.

7. Future Directions in Bach Research

7.1 Expanding the Digital Archive

The Bach Scholar project plans to incorporate:

1.  Additional manuscripts from private collections.

2.  Audio recordings of Busoni’s interpretations.

3.  Interactive tools for visualizing harmonic progressions.

7.2 Collaborative Research Initiatives

By fostering collaboration among scholars, performers, and technologists, the project aims to:

•  Develop machine-learning algorithms to detect stylistic patterns in Bach’s chorale preludes.

•  Create virtual reality experiences that immerse users in a 17th-century organ setting.

•  Encourage cross-disciplinary studies that link musicology with theology and cultural history.

8. Conclusion
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