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Track 1 Liszt Fantasia and Fugue on ‘Ad nos, ad salutarem undam’
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NICOLAS KYNASTON

Nicolas Kynaston was born in 1941, the son 
of a painter and a violinist and the youngest 
of seven musical children. His first piano 
lessons, at the age of six, were given to him 
by his mother.

He was a chorister at Westminster 
Cathedral when George Malcolm was 
Director of Music and it was at this time he 
started his organ studies. He progressed 
well and within a year was playing some of 
the simpler cathedral services. 

 

At fifteen he was awarded a scholarship to 
study with Fernando Germani at the 
Accademia Musicale Chigiana in Siena. He 
went again to Siena the following vear and 
was then awarded further scholarships to 
continue his studies with Germani in Rome 
at the Conservatorio Santa Cecilia, and later 
with Ralph Downes at The Royal College of 
Music in London.

At the age of nineteen he was appointed 
organist at Westminster Cathedral, a post he 
held for ten years. 

During this time his reputation as a 
recitalist increased and he made his first 
records for Cathedral Recordings. He 
travelled extensively as an international 
recitalist, particularly on the continent and in 
North America. 

Nicolas Kynaston at the console of Norwich Cathedral



Fantasia and Fugue on ‘Ad nos, ad salutarem undam’.

Composed in 1850, this large-spanned work is typical of the structural and harmonic luxury 
indulged by Liszt at the height of his career. The organ fascinated him all through his life, and his 
flair for colour and sonic exuberance found unfettered release in the quasi-orchestral panorama 
opened up by the large organs built in the 19th century.

In this work, Liszt wedded his enthusiasm for organ textures with another of his passions—
the opportunistic use of contemporary music as the basis for compositions of a strongly 
personal character. Operatic fantasias of one kind or another flowed from his pen, and his own 
performances of them helped appreciably in spreading the fame of composers such as Berlioz, 
Verdi, Wagner, and Meyerbeer. It was the latter’s opera Le Prophète which provided the choral 
theme of this organ Fantasia.

The vast span of the work and the many passages of an improvisatory character should not 
blind us to the structural power of Liszt’s design. After a magnificent opening flourish, the full 
flood of Liszt’s invention takes charge, and the first section of the work moves relentlessly 
forward, offering the soloist numerous opportunities for solo passage work in contrast of floods 
of richly harmonized episodes for full organ. A feature of the whole work is the freewriting for 
pedals. A quiet middle section makes poetic use of the main theme. This is linked with a final 
episode of considerable expansiveness constructed on fugal lines. This builds up to a towering 
climax in which mighty chords on the manuals are matched against a powerful pedal part. No 
finer organ writing can be found in the entire output of 19th-century composers. The work is at 
once adventurous and disciplined, lyrical and heroic, solemn and exultant.

Prelude and Fugue on B.A.C.H.

This, the second largest of Liszt’s organ works, was intended as a tribute to the Cantor 
of Leipzig, venerated by Liszt throughout his life. Constant study of Bach’s music found 
overexpression in many transcriptions, but this thrilling work is the grandest of all the memorials 
erected by Liszt in honor of one whom he regarded as the fountainhead of German music. It was 
composed in 1855.

The theme is a four-note paradigm—B flat, A, C, B natural. In the Prelude, it is developed with 
astonishing flexibility after a seven-fold pedal announcement against huge chords. Particularly 
striking are the pedal recitatives, amplifying the theme and being answered by tumultuous 
passage work on the manuals. Every factor of organ technique is exploited, yet the overall 
effect is one of strong musical purpose and intense dedication to an idea of overmastering 
grandeur. Before the Fugue is introduced, we hear a passage of high nobility in which quiet slow 
work succeeds crashing chords whose harmonic substance is profoundly characteristic of the 
composer.
 
The Fugue is cunningly devised to present the theme in a totally fresh light. This is achieved 
by rhythmic variance and startling dynamic contrasts. The dazzling final episode calls for the 
utmost virtuosity. Notice in particular the original use of trills as organic devices—advancing the 
argument and not merely decorating it.

In a unique manner, the work reflects Liszt’s reactions to the free play of imagination found 
in Bach’s Preludes and Toccatas and the disciplined organization blended with harmony and 
contrapuntal daring of his Fugues. Repeated hearings only serve to reveal fresh facets of the 
many-layered thinking embedded in this unique piece.

Geoffrey Crankshaw. (Text taken from the original Cathedral Recordings LP release on the Philips label in 1968)
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