
Chorale preludes and some of the shortest 
and richest pieces ever composed for the 
king of instruments. So what about the other 
end of the spectrum, some of the longest and 
loudest – and well, still enormously rich – 
works in the organ’s repertoire? Here’s a 
small selection of the gargantuan, the 
extreme and the experimental in the organ’s 
long history of ruling the musical roost for 
sheer size, pipes, and sonic and architectural 
grandeur.

Let’s start with the English composer 
Kaikhosru Sorabji. He composed three 
organ symphonies: the first is the shortest, 
lasting a couple of hours, but Sorabji goes for 
the extremes of musical behemothery in the 
next two. The second, completed in 1932, 
lasts around eight and a half hours (yes, you 
read that right!), and the third is roughly the 
same length – although no-one knows for 
sure, since it’s never actually been performed. 
Kevin Bowyer is the only organist who has 
attempted to scale the Second Symphony in 
performance, giving heroic readings of 
Sorabji’s music of transcendent complexity, 
density and saturated harmonic intensity.

Mind you, Sorabji’s piece pales in comparison, 
when it comes to sheer length, with John 
Cage’s As Slow as Possible, which has been 
performed by a human organist in an 
interpretation that lasted nearly 15 hours  
and another that was 24 hours long. But 
that’s not really playing the piece ‘as slow  
as possible’ – how slow can you go? – and  
it took a colloquy of musicians and 
philosophers in 1997 to really take Cage’s 
ideas to their logical conclusion. What would 
be the slowest possible performance of this 
piece? Their answer is happening right now, 
because there is a performance of As Slow as 
Possible that has been in progress since 2001, 

which will last 639 years, finishing in the year 
2640. (The piece begins with a pause, so 
there was four years of silence at the start.) 
It’s taking place at the St Buchardi Church in 
Halberstadt, Germany, and the duration was 
decided because the church was 639 years 
old in the year 2000, when it was thought 
the piece would start. Get along for the next 
chord change, which will happen in 2020 …

György Ligeti’s Volumina is much, much 
shorter than Sorabji’s or Cage’s pieces –  
a mere 15 minutes. And yet this piece, 
completed in 1966, is one of the most 
apocalyptically shattering sounds that any 
composer has ever made from a single 
instrument. Ligeti alienates the organ from 
any of the conventional characteristics of its 
repertoire, like counterpoint or harmony –  
or chorale preludes! Instead he focuses on 
the astonishing things that organs do with the 
stuff of sound: their inhuman ability to sustain 
notes into the infinite; the fact that you can 
hold down whole clusters of pitches at the 
same time and transform their sound by 
changing the stops, the registers of the 
instrument; the abyssal low notes that sound 
as if the earth is opening up beneath you;  
the mists of fast glissandos that sound like 
swarms of alien beings coming into life; and 
the sheer volume that a great organ can 
create. On the one hand, Volumina is a play 
of densities and textures and colours; on the 
other, it’s one of the most viscerally exciting 
and terrifying experiences you can have in 
the concert hall, the church, or at home –  
if you’re brave enough to put it on and risk 
blowing your speakers to smithereens with 
the extremity of the sounds that Ligeti 
unleashes.

Join Tom Service on his musical odyssey in The Listening 
Service on BBC Radio 3, Sundays at 5.00pm, from  
3 September. Go to The Listening Service on the Radio 3 
website to hear clips, watch animations, download previous 
episodes and listen to the Proms Listening Service playlist.
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