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Partita	on	Nun	komm,	der	Heiden	Heiland,	Op.	8,	No.	1	
	
I.	Toccata	
II.	Choral	mit	Variationen	
III.	Chaconne	
IV.	Toccata	
	
One	look	at	the	movement	titles	on	this	familiar	Advent	chorale	tune	still	in	use	
today,	and	we	know	immediately	that	Distler	was	writing,	some	250	years	later,	in	
the	formal	styles	of	J.S.	Bach	and	earlier.	The	opening	Toccata	does	not	give	way	to	a	
customary	fugue	but	rather	to	other	forms	in	heavy	Baroque	use.	Chorale	variations	
were	previously	a	vehicle	for	compositional	mastery	as	well	as	chorale	text	
illustration,	and	Distler’s	chorale	and	seven	short	variations	here	are	right	in	line.	
His	chaconne	represents	another	form	of	variation,	this	time	on	a	short	melody	in	
the	bass,	which	in	turn	suggests	a	repeating	harmonic	scheme	varied	in	the	other	
voices.	Curiously,	the	opening	and	closing	toccatas	are	identical.	Upon	these	familiar	
forms	of	his	forebears,	Distler	superimposed	his	own	harmonic	colors	plus	his	own	
ingenious	registrational	colors	of	the	organ,	all	adding	up	to	a	modern	masterwork.	
Distler	insisted	on	clarity	of	texture	and	of	organ	tone.	One	might	detect	a	certain	
amount	of	‘charm’	in	the	music,	but	always	just	underneath	the	delicate	filigree	is	
the	torment	of	a	wartime	artist	under	constant	Nazi	scrutiny	but	with	a	self-
proclaimed	pragmatism	that	his	time	to	die	had	come,	and	he	died	at	his	own	hand.	
	


