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Vierne, pictured many years later than the composition of the first symphony. 
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(Many biographical details taken from a tribute written in 1947 by Vierne’s successor as Organist of 
Notre-Dame, Léonce de St-Martin, at http://www.musimem.com/vierne.htm) 

Louis Vierne was born in 1870, the eldest of 5 children.  Both sisters died young.  His 
brother René, also a very gifted musician, died in the First World War—as did Lou-
is’ oldest son Jacques.  Louis was born nearly blind thanks to congenital cataracts.  
An operation at the age of 7 restored some sight but not enough to lead a normal 
life, and between 1881 and 1890 he was educated at the national institution for blind 
children, which he credited with giving him an excellent preparation for life as an 
organist, composer and teacher.  Already in 1887 his performance in his end-of-year 
exam had caused the external examiner, César Franck, to offer him free lessons in 
counterpoint once a week and take him into his organ classes at the Conservatoire as 
a listener.  Joining the Conservatoire fully in 1890, he was already smitten with 
‘passionate admiration, affection for a father-figure and deep respect’, so when 
Franck died in November from the after-effects of a road accident, Louis was devas-
tated.  Franck’s successor Widor placed greater emphasis on technical facility than 
on improvisation, which led to stress in early lessons while he re-learnt technique, 
but before long Louis had warmed to his new teacher.  He had some setbacks in 
competitions, but in 1894 achieved a first prize which entitled him to become offi-
cially Widor’s deputy as Organ professor at the Conservatoire.  In the same year he 
wrote a string quartet.  In 1899 he married Arlette Taskin, daughter of a singer and 
ten years his junior: Widor played the organ at their wedding.  It was at this happi-
est time of his life that Vierne composed his first Organ Symphony.  In 1900 he beat 
50 rivals to the job of Organist of the cathedral of Notre Dame, a post he held (with 
interruptions for illness) until his dramatic death in 1937 at the console, as he was 
about to finish a concert by improvising on a theme from the audience. The many 
tragedies of his life in between can be read elsewhere… 

The first Symphony has 6 movements, beginning with a Prelude and Fugue in hom-
age to Bach (and Franck his counterpoint teacher), and ending with a massive and 
joyful Finale which Vierne later called ‘his Marseillaise’, and which has remained one 
of the most popular of all organ voluntaries and concert pieces.  However the Fugue 
(apart from its short climax) and the two following movements, a Pastorale and a 
Scherzo (in all but name) are much lighter in texture, and (I think) benefit from a less 
resonant acoustic and clearer voicing than is possible on the organ of Notre Dame.  
In later life Vierne was dismissive of his musical achievement in this first symphony, 
even saying that he only played the Finale because people liked it, but he did contin-
ue to value the Scherzo.  The Fugue is somewhat academic (Vierne called it heavy), 
but I think it can come to life at a faster tempo (taking a cue from Vierne himself, 
who is said to have impressed on students that performance considerations should 
always determine how a piece is played).  I have also suggested a faster speed for 
the middle section of the Pastorale.  It would be nice to think that this sunny move-
ment and the Mendelssohnian Scherzo could help to re-balance the reputation of 
somebody now remembered mainly for a huge show-piece and for the many sad-
nesses of his life.  His songs and chamber music are just beginning to be discovered 
by non-organists—there have been a few recent recordings. 

http://www.musimem.com/vierne.htm

























































