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Since its release in May 1967, Procol Harum’s "A Whiter Shade of Pale" has stood as a monolith in the landscape
of popular music. While the soulful vocals of Gary Brooker and the enigmatic lyrics of Keith Reid provided the
song’s emotional core, it was the haunting, Bach-inspired Hammond organ line that elevated the track into the
realm of the eternal. For decades, this specific instrumental part was the subject of both musical fascination and
intense legal scrutiny. This article provides a comprehensive technical breakdown of the organ part, the
engineering behind its distinctive sound, and the landmark legal battle that redefined musical authorship in the 21st
century.

The Architecture of the Hammond Organ Sound

The sonic identity of "A Whiter Shade of Pale" is inextricably linked to the Hammond M-102 spinet organ.  Unlike
the larger B-3 model typically used in jazz and gospel, the M-102 possessed a slightly more compressed and
‘domestic' character, which, when pushed through a Leslie speaker cabinet, produced the ethereal, swirling texture
heard on the record. Understanding the technical execution of this part requires an analysis of both the
instrument's mechanical limitations and the specific registration used by Matthew Fisher.

The Leslie 122 Speaker Cabinet

The "shimmer" in the organ part is the result of Doppler-shifted frequency modulation. The Leslie 122 cabinet
contains a rotating horn for high frequencies and a rotating drum for the low-end woofer. In the 1967 recording,
Fisher utilized the 'chorale' (slow) and 'tremolo’ (fast) settings to create dynamic tension. The interaction between
the spinning rotors and the microphone placement in the studio created a spatial depth that mono recordings of the
era often lacked.

Drawbar Registrations and Harmonic Synthesis

The Hammond organ generates sound through additive synthesisvia electromagnetic tonewheels. To achieve the
specific '‘Baroque' tone of the track, the drawbars (the sliders that control harmonic overtones) were meticulously
adjusted. While exact studio logs are rare, technical reconstructions suggest a registration heavy on the
foundational 8' and 4' pipes with a subtle reinforcement of the 2' harmonic to provide clarity against the bass guitar.



Harmonic Type Footage Estimated Setting Functional Role

Sub-Octave 16' 0 Avoids muddiness in the
lower register.

Fundamental 8' 8 Provides the core melodic
weight.
Sub-Octave Fifth 51/3 0 Keeps the tone clean

rather than 'dirty.’

Octave 4 8 Adds brightness and
Baroque clarity.

Fifth (Nazard) 22/3 4 Adds a slight nasal, 'pipe
organ' quality.

Super Octave 2' 6 Provides the 'shimmer' and
top-end definition.

Theoretical Framework: Counterpoint and Baroque Influence

The organ part is frequently cited as a derivative of Johann Sebastian Bach’s work, specifically the "Air on the G
String" (from Orchestral Suite No. 3) and the Sinfonia from Cantata 156 ("Ich steh mit einem Fufd im Grabe").
However, a strict musicological analysis reveals that Fisher did not simply copy Bach; rather, he applied 18th-
century counterpoint principles to a 20th-century pop progression.

The Descending Bass Line

The song is built upon a stepwise descending bass line in C Major: C - C/B - Am - Am/G - F - F/E - Dm - Dm/C.
This is a classic 'Lament' bass or 'ground bass' progression, a common device in the Baroque era. The organ part
acts as an obbligato melody—an essential, non-optional counter-line that interacts with the vocal melody rather
than merely accompanying it.

Harmonic Tension and Resolution

The genius of the organ part lies in its use of suspensions and anticipations. When the bass moves from C to B,
the organ often holds a C note, creating a major seventh tension that resolves downward. This creates a sense of
perpetual motion, mirroring the ‘fandango’ mentioned in the lyrics. The use of a 4-3 suspensionat the end of the
melodic phrase is a direct nod to liturgical music, providing a sense of resolution that feels both ancient and
modern.

The Fisher v. Brooker Legal Precedent (2006—2009)

For nearly 40 years, the official songwriting credit for "A Whiter Shade of Pale" belonged solely to Gary Brooker
(music) and Keith Reid (lyrics). Matthew Fisher, who composed the organ riff during the rehearsal stages, began a
legal quest for recognition in 2005. This case eventually reached the UK House of Lords, becoming a cornerstone
of Intellectual Property (IP) Law regarding musical contribution.

The Core Arguments

The defense argued that the organ part was a mere 'arrangement' or ‘performance’ of Brooker's existing



composition. However, the claimant argued that the riff was so integral to the identity of the song that it constituted
a joint authorship. The legal challenge centered on two primary questions:

 Did the contribution constitute an ‘original' work? The court found that the organ solo was a distinct melody
with sufficient originality to qualify for copyright protection, despite its Bach-like influences.

 Did the delay in filing (laches) invalidate the claim? While Fisher waited nearly four decades to sue, the House
of Lords ruled in 2009 that there is no statutory limitation on the duration of a copyright claim in terms of
establishing authorship, though back-royalties were limited.

Impact of the Ruling

The House of Lords ultimately awarded Matthew Fisher a 40% share of the musical copyright. This ruling
fundamentally changed how 'session' musicians and collaborators are viewed. It established that if a contribution is
substantial, original, and indispensableto the work’s final form, it qualifies as authorship rather than mere
arrangement.

Step-by-Step Technical Execution Guide for Performers

For musicians seeking to replicate the studio recording of the organ part, technical precision in both phrasing and
equipment setup is required. The following workflow outlines the procedure for achieving an authentic 1967 tone
using modern or vintage hardware.

1. Instrument Calibration

If using a real Hammond organ, ensure the Scanner Vibrato is set to V3 (the most intense setting). This provides
the 'liquid’ texture necessary for the long-held chords. If using a digital clone (VST), ensure the key clickis set to a
moderate level; the original recording has a percussive 'pop' at the start of notes that helps the organ cut through
the mix.

2.The Phrasing of the Riff

The opening riff is not played 'straight.' It employs a slight rubato. Performers should focus on the following:

1. The Pick-up Note: The initial G note should be struck with a slight accent.

2. The Legato Flow: Use finger-substitution (sliding one finger over another while holding a key) to ensure there
are no gaps between the notes. The organ has no sustain pedal, so physical connectivity is the only way to achieve
the 'soaring' effect.

3. The Turn: The rapid four-note turn in the second measure must be executed with rhythmic precision,
ensuring the last note of the turn lands exactly on the beat.

3. Integration with the Bass Line

The organist’s left hand and the bass player must work in perfect synchronization. On the record, the organ's lower
manual provides a 'pad' that reinforces the bass guitar's descending line. Use a 88 0000 000registration on  the
lower manual to provide a foundational warmth without clashing with the upper manual's lead melody.

Comparative Analysis: Original vs. Modern Interpretations

Over the years, various 'organ covers' and live versions have emerged. A comparison of these versions highlights
how technical choices affect the emotional resonance of the composition.



Version

1967 Studio Original

Live in Denmark (2006)

Rein de Jong Cover

Annie Lennox Version

Organ Hardware

Hammond M-102

Hammond C-3

Digital Emulation

Synthesizer Pad

Key Technical Difference

Heavy use of Leslie 122
‘Chorale’ mode.

Increased 'Key Click' and
Drive.

Hyper-clean signal path,
modern EQ.

Lack of rotating speaker
effect.

Acoustic Result

Ethereal, haunting, slightly
'distant’ feel.

Aggressive, more 'rock’
oriented than Baroque.

High clarity, loss of some
'vintage' warmth.

Atmospheric, but lacks the
mechanical 'throb’ of the

original.

Troubleshooting Common Performance Errors

When attempting to master the organ part, several common technical pitfalls can detract from the authenticity of
the performance. Addressing these requires a combination of musical theory and signal processing knowledge.

Error 1: Over-playing the Leslie Speed

Many performers switch the Leslie speaker to 'Fast' (Tremolo) too often. In the original recording, the speed is kept
slow for the majority of the verse to maintain a somber mood. Solution:Only switch to 'Fast' during the crescendos
leading into the chorus or during the final bars of the organ solo.

Error 2: Incorrect Harmonic Balance

Using too many high-frequency drawbars (the white and black sliders on the right) results in a 'whistling' sound that
obscures the melody. Solution:Focus on the 8 and 4' drawbars. If the sound is too piercing, pull back the 2'
drawbar to position 4 or 5.

Error 3: Rhythmic Rigidity

The organ part is often played too 'metronomically.’ Solution:Listen to the interaction between the organ and the
drums. The organ slightly 'lags' behind the beat in the verses, creating a relaxed, psychedelic feel, while pushing
slightly ‘ahead' during the chorus to build energy.

Summary and Broader Implications

The organ part of "A Whiter Shade of Pale" represents a perfect confluence of 18th-century classical theory and
20th-century electronic engineering. Matthew Fisher’s contribution was not merely a decorative addition to a pop
song; it was a structural necessity that transformed a simple R&B ballad into a masterpiece of Baroque pop. The
subsequent legal recognition of his role as a composer serves as a vital reminder of the value of instrumental
arrangement in the creative process.

Beyond the technical and legal spheres, the song’s enduring popularity proves that listeners are deeply moved by
harmonic complexity and sonic texture. The Hammond organ, with its mechanical tonewheels and rotating
speakers, remains an irreplaceable component of this sound. As music production shifts further into the digital
domain, the study of such analog-driven masterpieces becomes essential for any technical writer or musician
aiming to understand the roots of modern sound design and the intricacies of intellectual property in the arts. The
legacy of the 'Whiter Shade' organ part is not just in its notes, but in the way it challenged our understanding of



what it means to write a song.

Tags: #Procol Harum #Hammond Organ #Matthew Fisher #Music Copyright Law #Baroque Pop



Page 1 of 5



Page 2 of 5



Page 3 of 5



Page 4 of 5



Page 5 of 5



