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This recording was made on the four-manual 
Arp Schnitger organ (1693) at St James 
Church, Hamburg. Great as this instrument 
is, I am not convinced that a large organ in a 
large church is the ideal vehicle for the Bach 
trio sonatas. 
They were probably written as study pieces 
for the composer’s eldest son, Wilhelm 
Friedemann Bach. They are very different in 
style from most baroque organ music in that 
they have the character of chamber music. I 
believe they are heard to best advantage on 
instruments with a somewhat light and clear 
tone. The Schnitger heard here was designed 
to have a large sound to fill a large space. 
Even the quieter registers have a dense and 
powerful tone that is at odds with the 
liveliness and transparency of the music. For 
example, the first movement of Sonata 5 in C 
is one of the most cheerful of Bach’s works, 
but here the sound is simply too big to be 
playful. These are very ponderous 
performances. The organ sounds 
uncomfortably close, presumably so recorded 
for the sake of clarity, but there is still a lively 
reverberation that obscures the details of the 
part writing. 
In general, I prefer the recordings by 
Margaret Phillips (Regent), Olivier Vernet 
(Ligia), or the classic recordings of Marie-
Claire Alain (Erato). Among more recent 
recordings, Todd Fickley has demonstrated a 
keen feel for the style of the trio sonatas in 
the two that have appeared so far in his 
“Bach Project” using Hauptwerk computer 
technology (Vol. 1: MSR 1561; S/O 2015; 
Vol. 2: MSR 1562 below). Of the pieces 
recorded here, the organ is heard to best 
advantage in the broad gestures of the 
Toccata, Adagio & Fugue in C. The Dorian 
Toccata & Fugue needs greater clarity. The 
fugue in particular is a rich fabric of 
contrapuntal argumentation with intense 
chains of suspensions. Here it comes across 
as a jumble of sound in a reverberant cloud. 
The other two pieces are the single-
movement Trio in D minor and the Canzona 

in D minor, given here in an understated 
performance at slow tempo. 
Kare Nordstoga is organist of Oslo Cathedral 
and a professor at the Norwegian Academy 
of Music. His technique is more than equal to 
the Bach trio sonatas, widely regarded as the 
most demanding of his organ works. 
Sometimes the playing sounds abrupt and 
impatient, especially in the Toccata, Adagio, 
& Fugue in C, where Nordstoga does not 
convey the spacious rhetorical pacing of the 
music. 
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