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“IMPROVISATION AND THE MUSIC OF JEAN LANGLAIS”  

by ANN LABOUNSKY, FAGO 

 
This Jean Langlais Presentation is from the Duquesne University Chapel of the Holy Spirit, Pittsburgh, 
PA.  It features the Dan Jaeckel Organ, as inspired by Charles Tournemire and was installed in 2015. 

 

A.  Biographical information on Jean Langlais 

  1.  Blind at age of 3 

  2.  Studied music at age 10 at the Institut des jeunes aveugles in Paris and was formed in Gregorian 
Chant at an earlier age in Brittany. 

  3.  His first teacher was André Marchal from whom he learned the poetic aspect of playing. 

  4.  Importance of repeated notes and legato playing from Marcel Dupré at Paris Conservatory. 

 

B.  Styles and techniques of Jean Langlais 

  1.  Legato and Strictness, along with importance of thumb glissando 

    a.  Example: “Méditation” from Suite Médiéval, we see Tournemire’s influence on Langlais to be very 
free and in the style of Franck 
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    b.  Example: “Dialogue sur les Mixtures” from Suite brève. Notice Strictness and in a straight-forward 
manner. 

 

    c.  Example: “Acclamations” from Suite Médiéval.  Notice strictness here:  

 
 
and also in “Fête,” Op. 51. 
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  2.  Freer Style Pieces – Based on Gregorian chant, Solesmes Method. Count chant in divisions of 2s. 

    a.  Example: “Méditation” with Ubi Caritas from Suite Médiéval, we see Tournemire’s influence on 
Langlais to be very free and in the style of Franck. 

 

 

    b.  Example: “Te Deum,” Op. 173, notice two elements of freer Gregorian chant and strictness. 
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  3.  Pieces Based on Folkloric Melodies 

    a.  Example: “Adoration des bergers,” from La Nativité Op. 2, play straight forward, not in free style.

 

 
 

  4.  Original Themes – Many were based on people’s names by using the Code. The Code of musical 
pitches corresponds to letters of the alphabet.  In his earlier years of composing, Langlais used the Braille 
notation alphabet for his Code.  Starting in the 1960s, Langlais began to use the regular alphabet notation 
for his Code, as shown in the table below. As you see, the letters of the alphabet are read from the second 
column vertically. The letters read horizontally refer to the letters that apply to each pitch. Flats and 
sharps may be used except for the B-flat which has its own place. Langlais did not invent this table – he 
used it to a greater extent and to improvise on a person’s name. Other composers who used the code, were 
Bach, Duruflé, and Schumann. 

 

Musical 
Pitches 

Corresponding Letter Names 

A a i q y 
B♭ b j r z 
C c k s  
D d l t  
E e m u  
F f n v  
G g o w  
B h p x  

 

[An example using this table, where Langlais spells the name of his dog, Paf, can be found on the bottom 
of page 5.] 
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    a.  Example: ”Pasticcio,” from Organ Book, Op. 91.   

 

The Code is used to spell Jacqueline’s (Marchal) name in Braille notation. [The Braille notation used in 
"Pasticcio," is further explained in the 'Dear Uncle Max' article (from The American Organist Magazine, 
September 2001) presented on pages 8 and 9.] 

 

    b.  Example: “Larmes,” from Progression, Op. 200.  The Code is used to spell *Paf, the name of 
Langlais’s dog who died.   

 
  *Paf: “p” = B, “a” = A, “f” = F 
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5.  Some pieces express great feelings of loss. 

    a.  “Chant de peine,” from Neuf Pièces.  It was composed during World War II and laments the death 
of Langlais’s composition teacher, Paul Dukas. Play it with freedom and feel the emotion. 

 
 

    b.  In contrast, “Chant de joie,” from Neuf Pièces is filled with joy. 

    c.  “Chant héroïque,” from Neuf Pièces is dedicated to Jehan Alain who was killed in war.  Play con 
fuoco. 

C.  Improvisation – Langlais was a marvelous improviser. With improvisation, do not think of what 
went wrong. Hear a style and use it, practice motifs often, explore to find out what you like, and do not be 
afraid to improvise. Your best teacher can be a recording of what you improvised. 

  1.  Taught based on chant (Kyrie Orbis Factor) 

 

    a.  ABA Form using one phrase 

      1.  Introduction 

      2.  Cantus Firmus (CF) in Soprano 

      3.  Interlude modulating away from main key and returning to main key 

      4.  CF repeated, but slightly changed 

      5.  B Section - short development with a motif, fragment of theme 

      6.  Recapitulation with CF in Pedal at 4’ 

 b.  Toccata Form – find a figure that will drive it.  Try using fingers 2 and 4 in both hands and keep 
repeating the figure.  Put theme in soprano or in pedal.  Langlais sometimes used big chords.  Ending with 
an open fifth is appropriate. 

      1.  Same ABA form 

      2. Development uses several key centers 

      3.  Recapitulation 
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D.  Questions and Answers 

E.  Resources 

Labounsky, Ann, Jean Langlais; The Man and His Music, Portland, Oregon, Amadeus Press, 2000. 

Selected Service Organ Music by Jean Langlais with Levels of Difficulty: https://www.agohq.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/11/langlais.doc20with20annotations.doc 

Labounsky, Ann, The Complete Organ Works of Jean Langlais, Voix du Vent Recordings, LLC, 2011. 

 

Labounsky, Ann, Video of Jean Langlais, Life and Music of Jean Langlais, A Production of Los Angeles 
Chapter of  American Guild of Organists, 2006. 
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F.  Other references: Article: “Dear Uncle Max”  

[The Braille notation used in "Pasticcio," is further explained in the 'Dear Uncle Max' article (from The 
American Organist Magazine, September 2001) presented below.] 
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