Features / Friedhelm Flamme

48 ORGANISTS' REVIEW

#4,09

i.:'.q
i 1.’
'

e
&
A" German organist Friedhelm Flamme
& discusses his acclaimed discography,

¥ leadership of the Vox Organi festival,
and contributions to education.

A musicologist and Honorary
Professor, he earned the highest
honours in Sacred Music and excels

in performance and research.

HUW MORGAN & DAVID PIPE

Friedhelm Flamme at the Sauer organ
of Bremen Cathedral

HUW MORGAN

Professor Flamme, thank you so much for taking the
time to speak with Organists’ Review! You have a varied
and busy professional life: perhaps we should start by
asking how you manage the different parts of your work?
You are a teacher, you hold a Kirchenmusikdirektor post,
you do a great deal of recording, and, of course, you direct
the Vox Organi festival. Have I missed anything out?

FRIEDHELM FLAMME
Yes! Sometimes I also conduct an oratorio choir.

HM Do you find it difficult to fit all of the work in?

FF  Yes, sometimes it’s very difficult. I think it’s a matter of self-
management: sometimes I have to prioritise doing the right
things at the right time. There are phases when I have time
to practise the organ a lot, and then I have weeks when I
can't practise at all. I think the longest time when I didnt
practise the organ was nearly half a year: I didn’t play a single
note! That was at a time when I conducted a big oratorio
choir: this was an amateur group that needed a long time
to prepare a performance of Bach’s Mass in B minor. But
right now I don't have any choirs: instead I have more organ
concerts and need discipline and self-management to plan
what to play. Sometimes I have to think about what I will be
playing in half a year or so: some pieces are very difficult and
need more than a week of practice!

HM In Britain, we call this type of career a portfolio career
—is there a similar phrase in German?

FF  Yes, we call that a portfolio, too, just the same. I'm interested
in many things. Sometimes I compose a small number of
pieces for organ and for choir, and I have arranged lots for
brass ensemble: for example, I have made an arrangement of
Guilmant’s Symphony Ne. 1 for brass and organ.

HM Perhaps some of our readers will know you through
your many excellent recordings for the label CPO.
Have you recorded any Bach yet for them?

FF Not for CPO: it’s a pity but they already have a complete
recording, made by my former teacher, Gerhard Weinberger.

HM Will you record them anyway for your own satisfaction?

FF Maybe, you never know! I have recorded some of Bach’s

works for other labels, for example the A minor Prelude
and Fugue, BWV 543, on the historic organ in Abteikirche

Marienmiinster, a monastery near to my home.

HM And nowyou are working on a complete Buxtehude cycle?

FF  Yes,it’s just finished, the final volume was published just last
week. There are three volumes each with two CDs — you can
get them separately or as a box set. The whole recording was
completed five years ago; sometimes these projects can take
some time to appear!

“Sometimes I have to think about
what I will be playing in half a
year or so: some pieces are very
difficult and need more than a
week of practice!”

HM Are these very personal projects for you?

FF  Yes! I choose the organ and manage the arrangements with
the church, I book the hotels, and I commission the booklet
notes. I have a friend who is a musician and a philosopher
who writes these. And even when it is all ready, sometimes
I have to wait for five years! I have had the same recording
engineer for more than 20 years: he knows how I work, I
know how he works — it’s a good combination. He’s a good
friend of mine; it’s a special relationship.

HM It can be a very intense process sometimes, can’t it?
And sometimes when things go wrong, if there’s alot of
noise outside, for example, it can be very frustrating.

FF  Yes, exactly. Sometimes you play and play, and it’s just no
good. Then you have to break, and perhaps drink a whisky

and say, ‘let’s try again tomorrow’!

HM Do you have a particular favourite recording that
you’ve made?

FF 'That’s difficult! Buxtehude is wonderful music — I hadn’t
played all the pieces before, so when CPO said ‘yes’ to the
project, I had to practise a lot for it. But he is an excellent
composer, the pieces are all very, very interesting, and
satisfying to play. I have actually made a series of 22 CDs
of the organ music of the North German Baroque for CPO.
These were all fascinating pieces that I didn’t know before
I started. At the beginning, my engineer friend suggested
we record Nicolaus Bruhns: there was only 30 minutes of
his music so I looked for another composer with about the
same amount and found Georg Deitrich Leyding. We took
this recording to the CEO of CPO who was delighted and
asked if there was any more music of this sort? I said there
was, and he said “right, let’s record it alll”. So that was the
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beginning, and the Buxtehude cycle has made a fine natural

conclusion to the series.

HM Splendid! But you have recorded many other composers
for CPO, too?

FF  Yes! My first recording was the music of Maurice Duruflé,
which was very successful so I was able to go on and make
more. I recorded, for instance, the complete music of Henri
Mulet, of Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, and the Danish
composer Carl Nielsen. I have also recorded the complete
music of the French composer August Fauchard: he is not
so well known — his music is like that of Vierne and Dupré.
Fauchard wrote four symphonies that I think are wonderful
and original, though very, very difficult to play. In my opinion
this music is very refined, better even than that of Dupré. I
searched for the manuscripts for more than 20 years. It was
hard to get them — I had to beg — but now they are published
and recorded for the whole world to see and hear!

HM How did you discover his music?

FF When I was studying music, my teacher gave me one piece
by Fauchard, called Le Mystére de Noél, a little like Dupré’s
Variations sur un Noél. It’s a very fine piece, I played it often
— and then I thought, is there more? I looked and found
some pieces that were published, just a few. I explored more,
started making connections with French organists, but it

was quite difficult.

HM You are a great evangelist for his music!
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FF 'This is too much of an honour for me!

HM What is your next recording project? What can we expect
from you next?

FF 1 have discovered a German composer called Richard
Bartmuff who died in 1910 — his music is somewhere
between that of Reger and Widor. He’s quite unknown, but
this is interesting for CPO as they like to have music that is
mainly unpublished and undiscovered.

HM 'This is of course just one strand of your portfolio! Could
you tell us a little about your Kirchenmusikdirektor post?

FF I was responsible for, I think, 50 parishes in the diocese
here, and I had to make regular visits to the choirs and the
organists in each to help them make better music. I did this
for around 15 years, and because of this I was given the title

Church Music Director.

DAVID PIPE
We don't really have a similar position here in the UK:
perhaps the nearest model is when a cathedral’s musicians
go out into the wider diocese to advise parish musicians,
but that happens relatively rarely.

FF  Yes, this is actually a specialty of the state where I live in

Lower Saxony. It’s a kind of honour to receive the title.

HM Is playing on Sunday morning only part of the role? Is it
more of a teaching and mentoring role?

FF  Yes, exactly. Playing for Sunday Mass is only for fun now!
I have done this since I was 15, and still love to do it,
particularly to improvise, but I only do this once a month
now. I studied school music and religious education, too,
and so I'm a teacher of school music and religious education
at Paul Gerhard High School in Dassel, near Hannover.
'This is a Christian High School with pupils between the
ages of 10 and 18. Paul Gerhard was, of course, the very
famous German poet, who wrote the texts for the §#
Matthew Passion, for example.

HM Do you teach pupils of an older age as well?

FF  Yes, I teach organ and basso continuo at the University of
Detmold (near Paderborn).

HM Presumably, then, educating and mentoring young
musicians is quite an important part of your life and
work?

FF It’s important, and sometimes it’s very difficult. The
university students are generally very motivated, but those

at the high school are much more varied, but it’s a good
mixture. I had one 16-year-old student who was fantastic,
he just wanted to play Reger: he was one of the best I have
ever had! This was very satisfying.

HM As well as your teaching, recording and composing, you
also direct the Vox Organi festival — could you tell us
something about this?» When did it start?

FF It started in 2018 so the festival is now in its eighth season.
It normally begins at the start of May, or in late April, and
continues until the end of July: we usually put on about
40 concerts. These take place in many different venues, in
big churches but in small ones too. We try to invite the
best possible organists. They have come from Germany, of
course, but also from Great Britain (like David Pipe!), from
France, from Denmark, from Hungary, from Italy, from
France. The audience always has the opportunity to meet
the organists socially after the concerts, over drinks and
cake. This social contact is also a very important part of the
festival, to see that the organist is a normal human being!
Making links between Jewish and Christian communities
is also a very important feature of the festival, through
programmes of Jewish music. There are German organists
who specialise in this repertoire who we have featured.

HM How much do you direct what music the organists play at
the festival?

FF Normally, I would say that they could play whatever they
want, though sometimes I advise them to change a piece if
it doesn't suit the organ which they will be playing. We try
to take care of the audiences, too: it’s easier to experiment
in the bigger venues, but too much modern music in a small
parish church will put the audience off — they will never
come back!

HM Did you set the festival up yourself?

FF T set it up with a colleague in 2018, but then the next year
he retired, and so I did it alone from then on. And I think
sometimes it’s better to do some things alone, if you know
what I mean!

HM We don't really like to talk about COVID, but how did
you manage the festival during that time? Were you able
to do concerts?

FF Yes, we had, I think, 35 concerts during COVID: we
hosted them as services — as these were allowed — with
a priest, with some readings and prayers, and so on, and
so we were able to have live music, though with social
distancing, of course.

DP That must have been amazing to be able to keep it
going? Most things in our country just stopped, or were
held online which just wasn’t the same.

FF  Yes, I think so. The audience was very thankful to be able
to have live music, even if some parishes preferred not to,
quite understandably.

DP Ihave to say — and I'm sure this will come as a surprise
— that not only is Friedhelm a master organist, but he is
also a master footballer! Do you still have time to play?

FF  Every Wednesday! For me it’s a sacred time. Wednesday
evening is football time!

DP Which team do you support?

FF  Ah, Bayern Munich! My favourite player at the moment
is Harry Kane, as he plays there, though I have always
liked him — he is very good for the team and for the
German Bundesliga.

HM What position do you play, Friedhelm? Are you a striker?

FF In my team you have to play all positions! We play four
against four, we run and run and run for an hour or an

hour and a half.

HM This sounds asintense asyour career! Professor Flamme,
thank you so much for speaking with us today, and very
good luck with your next recordings and festival.

Matthew Hynes

organ consultant

Advice for any project, informed by practical
experience in the organ building profession
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