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 Introduction 
 

“Only 4% of organists are under the age of 30” (Hubbard, 2018). My love for the organ, sometimes 

called the “Beast in the loft” and the “King of instruments”, along with my concern for what appears 

to be a decline in its popularity, has led me to investigate the future of this wonderful instrument. 

I have become a passionate organist over the last four years. Having attended a “Pipes and Pizza” 

session, organised by the Pipe Up scheme, in November 2014 I wanted to learn straight away. I 

started lessons the following month supported and partly funded by the scheme. In 2018, I became 

an RSCM Pipeline organ scholar and they, along with the church, now fund my lessons. In four 

years, I have risen through the ABRSM grades and am currently working on grade 7. I have 

attended several courses for young organists and plan to take part in more during 2019. In the 
future I hope to be an organ scholar at an Oxbridge College before going on to be a Director of 

Music or similar, in a College or Cathedral.  

As far as I know, this is the first time that data has been gathered from organists across a broad 

range of ages and levels.  The RCO, the RSCM, along with internationally renowned organists 

such Daniel Moult, Simon Williams and Ann Elise Smoot, have all indicated the importance of my 

research and eagerness to know my findings, as have 22% of those who have responded to my 

questionnaire, providing comments such as, “This is valuable research” and “I would sincerely love 

to know the outcome”. 

The two key questions that I wish to explore in this report are: 

• where are future organ players coming from? 

• does more need to be done to encourage them? 

So that I could successfully address these questions, I needed to consider a range of factors such 

as age, demographics and musical background.  

I considered experienced and inexperienced organists; the older and younger; the qualified and 

amateur; so that I could understand and identify any important trends. In addition, I have 

considered the support available to students (including those schemes that I have benefited from), 

courses and funding, and how all of these might encourage people to take up the instrument.  

Prompted by the response “Why does it matter?” that I received to my question “Who’s the 

organist?”, I have looked at how people experience the organ, how they too might fall in love with 

the instrument and why it is important that we should continue to nurture and invest in new organ 

talent.  

For the purposes of my research I considered the organist to be a career professional, such as a 

Director of Music, recitalist, freelance organist, teacher or a combination of these. With regard to 

the future, I have considered the next generation of these professionals; and if are there are likely 
to be sufficient successors to maintain the longevity of the instrument. 
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I have limited my research to the UK organ world. I felt that adopting an international approach 

would shift the focus away from my own experience and would increase the project too far to 

provide any relevant conclusions. 
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 Methodology 
 

To ensure my findings were well researched, I used a variety of sources of information. However, 

it was almost immediately apparent that whilst there has been concern expressed on the lack of 

young organists, there is very little written on the subject. 

As there is so little secondary data available, I have used certain quotes as inspiration, or to support 

my findings, rather than conduct a literature review. The data I have obtained has come from 

articles, annual accounts, reports and literature from relevant organisations, much of which came 

by liaising directly with them. Since I began my research, I have noted an increase in articles with 

related concern. More importantly numerous responders to my primary data survey have indicated 

what important research it is I am doing. The RCO, RSCM, Directors of Scholarship schemes and 
Organ related magazines have asked for a copy of my findings.  

My primary data has come from a wide range of sources. I produced a facial recognition sheet 

(Appendix 1) to see who the general public thought the organist was. I asked 542 people, 

representing a broad cross-section of the population, the question before summarising my findings.  

I sent a questionnaire (Appendix 2) to as many organists as possible. Rather than targeting 

individuals, approaches were made through organ associations, courses and institutions, 

throughout the UK. Due to this approach method it is not possible to calculate a response rate but 

I would have processed all the responses I received.  In total I received 119 responses from 

organists aged 29 years and under (here on in referred to as Cat-U29), 36 career organists (here 

on in referred to as Cat-C) and 124 other organists (here on in referred to as Cat-O). One hundred 

respondents provided additional comments, some of which have been interspersed throughout my 

project and referred to with “Rx”. I conducted telephone and direct interviews with respected 

professional organists who are course leaders and scholarship coordinators working directly with 

Cat-U29.  

Based on my findings, I have suggested ideas for “Inspiring Organists of the Future: Does More 
Need to be Done?”. I have summarised my data in bar charts, pie charts and tables to illustrate 

it visually.  

In areas where I felt there were gaps or conflicting ideas, I spoke with professional organists to 

gain their further opinions and have drawn my conclusions accordingly. 

My sources are detailed within my bibliography. 
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 Who’s the Organist? 
 

Anna Lapwood, the first female Director of Music at Pembroke College Cambridge and organiser 

of an all-female line-up in a 24-hour Bach-a-thon said, “If you ask most children what they imagine 

when they hear the word organist, they almost all say that they imagine an old man” (ITV News, 

2018). The event in 2018 highlighted the fact that women today are still “firsts” in the organ world, 

the first female Director of Music in a Cathedral and the first female organ scholar at an Oxford 

college being examples.  

I struggled to believe, that in this age of equality, this was really true and hoped to prove otherwise. 

I was encouraged by R24, “My perception is that, whilst organists have tended to be men from 

public school backgrounds, that is increasingly changing, although I think it is true that fewer 

younger people are taking up the organ”.  Moult said things were changing. Applications for the 

summer RCO course were 65 male:35 female, which is an improvement on previous years. Smoot 

said, “People in the business are actively trying to change the public perception, but as the church 

is perceived as being male dominated…..so is the organ”. 

Using “emoji’s”, a popular way of personal representation, I asked a cross-section of individuals to 

circle three images that they thought best represented an organist. I explained that the images 

represented 29 years and under, 30-60 years and over 60 years. With 542 people questioned, the 

results were staggering as illustrated in figure 1.  

 
Figure 1 – Image Representing the Typical Organist 

The results showed that most respondents considered white males over 60 years of age to be the 

typical organist, aligning with the comments from Lapwood and Moult. Figure 2 summarises the 
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perceived gender representation across age groups which encouragingly shows a trend of 

increasing female representation in the younger age group (44% for Cat-U29).  

 

 
Figure 2- Perceived Gender Representation Across Age Groups 

 

I think it is encouraging that people consider the organ equally accessible to male and female in 
under 29 years. 

Of the replies, from organists aged 8 to 88 years old, I had 72 from female and 207 from male 

respondents. As shown in figure 3, the vast majority are white, older male. This data strongly 

supports the stereotypical organist described by Lapwood and respondents to the question “Who 

is the organist?”. In fact, all the categories of organist are hugely dominated by men. 

 
Figure 3 -  Breakdown of respondent categories 

 

R7 said, “I can see how the predominance of men within the cathedral and church aspect of the 

organ world must give the impression of being a closed shop. There certainly aren’t enough women 

in cathedral music…. Current meetings of the Cathedral Organists Associations…are still 

overwhelmingly male-dominated”. This was reiterated by R21 adding, “…. the number of women 

present (two) was found to be the same as 30 years ago”. Yet, R105 feels things are changing, 
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”…there have been female appointments to top cathedral posts, so I believe opportunities are 

opening up for females in this respect”. This does not seem to be the norm though, R5 said, “I am 

sorry to say that I am rather a stereotype” and this theme was picked up on by six other Cat-C 

organists.  

Female respondents showed a broader ethnic diversity, despite their lower numbers. The 

dominance in female organists of all categories is, as with male, British and white. However, in 

Cat-U29 the next dominant ethnicity is Asian, while Cat-O had just one Asian female respondent. 

I was shocked to find the lack of black players across the board as illustrated in figures 4-6. 

 

 

 
Figure 4 - Ethnicity and Gender Breakdown (Cat-U29) 
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Figure 5 - Ethnicity and Gender Breakdown (Cat-C) 

 

 
Figure 6 - Ethnicity and Gender Breakdown (Cat-O) 

 

Of the responses I have received I think it is encouraging that Cat-U29 shows an improvement on 

gender mix and ethnic diversity compared with Cat-C and Cat-O. The 65 male:35 female course 

attendance ratio backs up my questionnaire findings for Cat-U29. Hopefully this will continue to 

improve as factors considered in sections 4 (“Why start playing the organ?”) and 5 (“Education”) 

develop further.  
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 Why Start Playing the Organ? 
 

I felt a key area to consider in my research was why people started playing the organ. I suggested 

reasons in my questionnaire based on my own experiences and was interested by the combination 

of reasons respondents gave, as is illustrated in figures 7-9 below. 

 
Figure 7 - Reasons for taking up the organ (Cat-U29) 

 

Figure 8 - Reasons for taking up the organ (Cat-C) 
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Figure 9 - Reasons for taking up the organ (Cat-O) 
 

In each of the categories playing the piano and/or being a chorister are by far the predominant 

reasons for taking up the organ.  I think that the higher percentage of male players coming from 
being a chorister reflects the historical dominance of “male voice” choirs in Cathedrals and even 

some churches. This theory is backed up by R157 who said, “The local churches only had boys in 

the choir – the boys therefore also had the opportunity of learning the organ”. Thankfully, this is 

changing, rather like former single-sex schools now becoming co-ed. For example, Salisbury was 

the first cathedral to start an all-girls treble line in 1991 and other Cathedrals have since followed 

suit. However, R150 commented “…that with the advent of many Cathedral girls’ choirs, there are 

still very few female organists employed by cathedrals”. Gender aside, R76 felt being in the choir 

was a really good place to start, despite the opportunities declining and said, “There is a difference 

between being an organist and playing the organ…. All the real organists I know have learnt as a 

result of being in church choirs. As they are now few and far between, the source has disappeared”.  

Whilst the piano seems to be a popular starting point for all categories, R72 does not feel it is 

essential to learn the piano first, “As people don’t generally have a piano at home any longer, I’m 

not sure it’s helpful and wonder how many potential organists might be put off by being told, “Go 

away and learn the piano first””. R24 agreed that one thing which could be done is to, “Encourage 

more organists to be willing to teach the organ as a first keyboard instrument”. I think in order to 

encourage more organists of all ages, this area should be developed more. Whilst funding is widely 

available (section 6) and therefore potentially not an issue, many younger members of Cat-U29 do 

not have the time or desire to study more than one instrument 
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Of all category responders, 8% said they heard the organ and were inspired to learn as a result. I 

think this too is an area of desire that needs to be developed, (see section 14 “Organ Publicity”). 

Thomas said his interest was “… kindled on discovering the "As Prescribed" organ request 

programme on Radio 2 in 1976”. Interestingly, whilst organised by the European Cities of Historical 
Organs (ECHO), of which there is not a UK based city, a competition has been devised to introduce 

children to organ music, with a “Call for proposal for an organ related musical performance 

targeting a young audience”. This is the second time the competition has been run, highlighting 

the importance the organisation feels about hearing the organ to inspire children.  

Rather like funding (section 6), taster sessions have only been highlighted as a way of introduction 

to the organ by those in Cat-U29. Such events seem to be few and far between but be it a formally 

arranged event or an informal opportunity at the end of a service or experience, I believe providing 

the opportunity to “have a go” is a really proactive way to encourage learning the organ. Both Moult 

and Smoot agreed and said more taster sessions could be organised and it is something Moult is 

liaising with the RCO about. He said, “Too much is being done on a piecemeal basis. There needs 

to be a systematic approach and it needs to be done in schools and town halls, not just churches”, 

Smoot added, “There needs to be a follow up after these sessions, with details of what to do next 

if you’re interested, otherwise there is no point in the event”. I recall from my taster session 
munching on Pizza afterwards, while chatting to teachers and organisers of the event. Those of us 

who showed interest completed forms with our parents and options for learning and funding were 

discussed. It was very proactive from the outset and almost half of those attending signed up to 

lessons, about 15 of us in total. R24 said that to stimulate a child’s interest within a church, it needs 

to be, “The kind of church where organ music is valued, and also the kind of church where families 

and kids are welcome; make the choir and organists friendly and approachable and be willing to 

teach the organ as a first instrument, not insist on converting pianists”. Pipe concurred with this, 

“Churches can do more to encourage any youngsters they have within their congregations…and 

of course, enough young people in the churches to make it possible”. He continued, “Permit and 

encourage open, friendly access to church organs, so that they can have a go and potentially get 

the “bug” to take up the organ”. This of course is also important for access to organs for practice 

as well (see section 8). 

When asked what more could be done to encourage young organists, R153 passionately 

described what they would do saying, “Send top organists around schools, giving demonstrations 

and talking with pupils about the positives of playing the organ and maintaining choral traditions”. 

R26 suggested this has started, “There is a great deal of effort being made by the RCO, Oundle 

for Organists, Oxbridge, Conservatoires etc. in terms of education, opportunities and outreach 

work. This has increased significantly in recent years in response to the perceived general decline 

in the number of young organists”.  

I think it is really positive to see proactive approaches in the mind of renowned organists such as 

Moult and Smoot. Having already got the “bug”, I have found the organ world so friendly, inviting 

and encouraging providing me with unique and thrilling opportunities. On the back of my research 
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alone I have been invited to play in six cathedrals, two chapels and four Oxbridge colleges as well 

as numerous churches. I have also been invited to play my first recital at Gillingham Methodist 

Church in September 2019. Whilst I am very grateful for each and every one of these opportunities, 

I would like to see such offers made to individuals of all ages who express an interest in learning 
the organ.  



17 
 

 Education 
 

With church attendance in decline (see sections 10 and section 13), it is logical to look to schools 

for organists rather than churches. There is however a larger debate regarding the lack of funding 

for music within education as a whole. It made headlines again in late 2018 when Prince Charles 

said, “I am one of those people who believes in the importance of arts and music education in 

schools. People forget or may not realise what an enormous contribution the creative arts make to 

the whole economy. It’s immense. So, we certainly shoot ourselves in the feet if we ignore it 

altogether”. (Classic FM, 2018).  

R19 agreed “Unless music assumes a pivotal role in the national curriculum and the basic level of 

music awareness is higher than at present, it is exceptionally hard to encourage those who have 

no prior knowledge of the instrument”. R172 said, “I think this is part of a wider problem of music 

being neglected in many schools”. This was further backed up by R1 who said, “…as music has 

been dropped as a central subject in many schools across the country” and R6 “…a deeper 

problem of a scaling back of music education in this country”.  

 

Figure 10 - School access to organs (Cat-U29) 
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Figure 11 - School access to organs (Cat-C) 

 

 

Figure 12 - School access to organs (Cat-O) 

 

Whilst over the last few decades many independent schools have become “co-ed”, still 61% of 
male Cat-U29 attend/attended independent schools’, approximately two thirds were in mixed 

education. It should be remembered that just 6.5% of students are currently educated in the private 

sector (figures from Independent Schools Council January 2018) a point made by Pipe, “I don’t 

think they’re coming from all social backgrounds (many are from private schools)”. It is clear why 

these schools have organists though, when you see the number of respondents in private schools 

where there is an organ in situ (81%). In contrast, 32% of Cat-O responders attended an 
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independent school with almost 80% being single sex. These statistics show an increase in males 

going to an independent school that is mixed. In many respects, single sex or co-ed schools are 

irrelevant, what is important is that it seems more organists coming through the system are 

independent school educated than before.  I think it is concerning that the education diversity 
shown is lessening rather than improving. More needs to be done to ensure students from all 

backgrounds are aware of and able to access the organ and lessons (see section 6). 

With single-sex schools, it has been suggested that the demographic difference between male and 

female learning the organ, is the age of the school. Traditional boys’ schools (still single sex or co-

ed today) have sometimes been around for centuries, with such facilities as chapels and memorial 

halls, which are lacking in the more recently-founded girls’ schools, unless they are a former 

Convent school. Such improvements could be made in this area with schools working together; 

promotion outside the school, such as Oundle, a well-recognised organ hub. 

Many consider the organ to be accessible only by the privileged (see section 8) which is hardly 

surprising given that largely the schools with access to an organ are independent schools, summed 

up by R86, “The structure and tradition of independent schools with chapel services provide 

outstanding opportunities”.   

Going further, most organ scholarships are available at Oxbridge Colleges; universities considered 
to be for the elite. They have very high entry standards for students and regularly receive negative 

publicity with regards the lack of social diversity. Labour MP David Lammy describing Oxford in 

May 2018 as, “Still a bastion of entrenched, wealthy, upper class, white, southern privilege”. This 

may well be off-putting for a prospective student, along with the cost of university fees, especially 

those from disadvantaged backgrounds, from which just 11% of new Oxford students came from 

in 2017. Of Cat-C, 47% attended independent schools, 76% of them with access to a school organ.  

However, 51% of all the category organists who had a state education do not consider this fact to 

be the norm! R7 commented on his, “Good state education” and R183 said, “It would be nice to 

meet another organist of my age who isn’t from a private school!”. To encourage more organists 

from a state education, some are being proactive in exposing students to the organ. “Peterborough 

Cathedral has built a successful relationship with the local comprehensive school, making it the de 

facto choir school producing a healthy supply of choristers”, said R3. In September 2018, 

recognising churches to not be the natural place for youngsters to hang out, Viscount organs 

agreed to provide a couple of instruments to schools and secure the teaching funding, having 
agreed the previous year to provide five schools with loan instruments and teaching cost 

contributions. 
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Figure 13 - Which university did you attend/will you attend/are you attending? 

 

As can be seen from figure 13, 47% of Cat-U29 have ambition to attend or have attended Oxbridge 

colleges. Despite the fact that some consider Oxbridge to be for the elite, in Cat-U29 there are 

individuals from both state and independent school backgrounds looking to apply. However, the 

number of “Other” or “Don’t know” state educated individuals is proportionally higher, perhaps 

suggesting they are leaving their options open, they are lacking guidance and are concerned about 

costs. Organ scholarships remain attractive to applicants, 62% indicating they will apply for one. 

This trend is encouraging, showing that there is still a desire to keep the organ alive, despite the 

commitment being an organ scholar and attending such academic institutions requires. However, 

whilst I have been unable to obtain exact figures, it is apparent from responses I have received 
and adverts placed, that vacancies for organ scholars in Cathedrals and Oxbridge colleges are 

sometimes going unfilled. This could be due to the lack of calibre or lack of applicants, but it seems 

to be a “new” problem (rather like funding, see section 6). The positions of Organ Scholars in 

Colleges and Cathedrals are only ever filled with outstanding organists, between them holding a 

vast number of qualifications, skill and experience, many roles coveted by applicants for years 

before they become available. 

  



21 
 

 Training Schemes, Funding and Courses 
 

Once an interest in the organ has been established, it is not always easy to find a teacher. R9 said, 

“If I could do one thing to encourage more young organists, it would be to make myself more 

available to teach”. This was reiterated by Pipe. Williams agreed, saying that if there was one thing 

he could do, it would be, “to make sure that there is a well-trained, charismatic organ teacher who 

is a good player, in every town of moderate size and above, with access to a good instrument. 

Teachers are the key to recruitment and good teachers the key to a future pool of well-trained 

young organists”. Smoot agreed that this was necessary, getting more churches running training 

schemes with accredited teachers, who may not necessarily be the organist in post. The RCO 

accredited teachers’ scheme is improving the situation, although looking outside the South East 
the teachers listed are few and far between. There are however a number of schemes available to 

assist Cat-U29 players with the process of finding a teacher and the funding of organ lessons. 

They vary in their aims and objectives, but common to all of them is the mission to encourage 

young people to take up the organ. I wrote to and/or interviewed the co-ordinators of the larger 

schemes I came across to find out more about them: 

The Young Organists Scholarship Trust or “YOST” was set up to have organists who could actually 

play the organ in churches. It was started by Christopher Cowell following an obvious decline in 

organists in the 1980’s. At the time of our interview YOST had 36 students with a waiting list of 21. 

Their ages ranged from 10-18 years; they are from all backgrounds. The scheme pairs students 

and teachers from Penzance to Newcastle. The scheme costs £21,000 a year to run, heavily 

subsiding the costs of lessons and is funded through donations, benefactors and sponsors. As part 

of their agreement, students have access to an organ so that they are able to practise. Once 

capable, students are required to play in churches where without them, there would be no organist. 

Cowell is naturally proud that the organ scholar at Kings College Cambridge in 2019, Christopher 
Too, was trained through YOST and will be reading music. Too has already taken his ARCO and 

is an inspirational character to younger organists. 

“Pipe Up” was set up to encourage young organists in the Diocese of Salisbury area and was 

founded by the Salisbury Diocesan Music Committee in 2005. The scheme, co-ordinated by 

Richard Godfrey, currently has 30 students aged from 9 - 18 years old and has helped over 80 

individuals. There is no agreement for students to play in church services, although many are keen 

to do so once able. Godfrey would like to roll the scheme out nationwide and have six students 

learning in each town, ensuring there is no shortage of organists of all levels in the future.  

However, funding is at risk even for the current scheme which is financed through the Tindall Trust, 

where money was left to the Diocese to support musical education. Godfrey said, “The greatest 

success must be getting children to play in churches regularly, along with maintaining good 

grades”. Greg Susevee, who was awarded an organ scholarship at Chichester Cathedral in 2018 
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learned through “Pipe Up”. He is reading music at Chichester University while maintaining his 

passion for the organ. In 2019/2020 alone, three students from “Pipe Up” are applying for Oxbridge. 

In May 2016, the Roman Catholic Diocese of Leeds, with help from the RCO, launched a similar 

scheme, The Organists’ Training Program, run by David Pipe, in the hope that it would address 
the shortage of young organists in the area. The scheme had an initial grant from the Liz and Terry 

Bramall Foundation of £50,000 which was shared with the RCO. There are currently 45 students 

learning limited only by the availability of teachers, and it is hoped, like “Pipe Up”, that it will 

eventually cover the whole Diocese. Pipe said, “The main aim of the scheme is to offer high quality 

organ tuition to children, most specifically for those for whom organ lessons would be otherwise 

unavailable”. When asked what the greatest success of the scheme was, he said, “Probably the 

number of pupils that we’ve been able to attract in a relatively short time. The original bid aimed to 

reach a target of 35 children within three years, and we reached that in roughly eighteen months. 

On top of that, a recent pupil (who was our Cathedral Organ Scholar) has just taken up his Organ 

Scholarship at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge. He came from an under-privileged background 

in Bradford and received very little support at school, so it was a tremendous achievement for him 

to be awarded a place at Cambridge”. 

Halifax Organ Academy was set up to fill a major gap in the provision of high quality tuition and 
classes for organists in the West Yorkshire area and is run by David Baker. The scheme is funded 

by a combination of donations and sponsorship as well as through fees for classes. There is no 

limit on the number of students who can learn through the academy. Around 50 have benefited 

from lessons through it, five of whom have gone on to have organ scholarships. Of the biggest 

success so far, Baker said, “Getting the RCO to take provision in the north seriously; young 

organists getting scholarships to university and music conservatoires”. 

The scholarship which I found to require the greatest engagement from its scholars is Pipeline, 

provided by The RSCM and supported by “Hymns Ancient and Modern”. The scheme was founded 

in 2017 and has a contract between scholar, church and the RSCM. Setting this aside from other 

schemes, one of the agreements a scholar makes is that they will serve the church musically in 

the future. The RSCM provides ten organ scholarships, each running for two years. The students 

must be competent pianists at grade 5 or above, undertake a minimum of two hours of organ 

practice a week, commit to attending 30 church services a year and when capable play at services. 

The church the student attends buys into this agreement by providing part of the subsidy for 
lessons and access to their organ for practice. The students are regularly asked what they are 

getting out of the scheme and their teacher provides a termly report. The scholars also benefit from 

a generous allowance to buy appropriate music to help build their personal library. 

In addition to the above, there are school music scholarships and active organ associations that 

provide funding for students. Examples are the Northampton and District association through the 

David Morgan Education Fund and the Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire association who, in 2018, 

set up the Young Organists’ Training Scheme (YOTS) for the area. The RCO also have twenty 
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awards and bursaries ranging between £100 and £4,750. In 2017 the accounts show 46 people 

benefited from RCO subsidies (a significant rise from the previous year of 23 people) the most 

generous award being £2,500. The RCO Annual Report and Accounts 2017 states, “Demand for 

bursaries continues to grow” as was also stated the previous year, where they summed up the 
support provided by the funding as, “…. disbursed to assist members and non-members with 

private study, Higher Education fees and with fees and expenses associated with RCO-organised 

courses and courses organised by other bodies”. 

In Cat-O several of the respondents received organ scholarships at university, but only one 

received funding of any other sort. Nearly all respondents in Cat-C received organ scholarships. 

Due to the minimal variance in the data I feel that it is unnecessary to represent this graphically. 

As can be seen in figure 14, the vast majority of all Cat-U29 receive some funding to support their 

learning, no matter what type of school they attend.   

 

Figure 14 - Proportion of Cat-U29 respondents that received funding 

 

Sadly, I believe this shows that there is a need to provide some financial incentive to encourage 

young students to take up the organ. As mentioned previously there are a variety of available 
funding sources. Figure 15 illustrates how the Cat-U29 respondents received their financial 

support. 
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Figure 15 - Cat-U29 funding sources 

 

I find it surprising that 68% of those who received funding said that they could afford to have 

lessons without funding. I think it must be questioned whether the students learning through these 

schemes are doing so because of the opportunity, the subsidised lessons, access to practice 

instruments, access to a teacher or the love of the instrument. It should also be considered whether 

the individuals need the funding at all and if they would actually learn if it was not available. Godfrey 

fears many would not. There is no doubting funds could dry up at any time, something Godfrey 

fears for “Pipe Up!” and he recognises that there may be a drop in the number of students as a 

result of this. 

It must be remembered that the organ is rarely the “first” instrument the student is learning. Often 

organists are expected to be at a minimum of grade 5 standard on the piano before taking it up. 

My questionnaire did not ask whether instruments other than the piano were played, but this is 

something that could be considered in future research. 

Many of those who do play through these schemes have come to know of them through word of 

mouth, Directors of Music, choral events, Diocesan online media and leaflets. The schemes are 

not heavily advertised outside the church music world and are not easy to find in internet searches. 

The individuals who come across these schemes are likely therefore to already be involved in 

religious music. Those who do not sing in a church/cathedral choir, attend an independent school 

or are otherwise involved in church engaging activities at the right time, might never come across 

the appropriate literature or advert. Pipe said, “The RCO gave us a lot of publicity in the early 

days…. I’m hoping to get a feature in one of the organ magazines next year (2019), to tie in with 

our summer Leeds International Organ Festival”. Pipe is proactive in giving organ demonstrations 
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to year 7 and 8 pupils in schools to attract interest for the following year, as is Baker by offering 

workshops to school children so that they are, “…exposed to the instrument at an early age. 

Without children getting to know the organ, whatever else is done will be in vain”. Sadly, this 

proactive approach is not mirrored by other organisations and is certainly not UK wide. I have not 
looked into this further, but the restricting factors would be interesting to consider, while I think a 

proactive marketing approach could be through local schools, music festivals and cathedrals 

holding events co-ordinated by organ associations. 

Many of the Cat-U29 and Cat-O organists I have come to know are largely passionate about their 

instrument and this is backed up by 82% of both these responders thinking of the organ in a very 

positive way (see section 12). They attend courses and recitals and travel the length and breadth 

of the UK to do so. Students give up holiday and weekend time to better their instrumental skills 

learning from enthusiastic, inspirational and dedicated teachers like Moult, Smoot and Williams. 

Their regular teachers, writing supportive references, encourage attendance at these courses as 

students develop not only their playing but their performance technique and all-round organ 

knowledge to prepare themselves to be organ scholars of the future. Each course I have 

discovered, naming just a few; The Organ Scholar Experience, Jennifer Bate Organ Academy, 

Oundle for Organists, Pulling Out the Stops and the RCO Summer Course offer bursaries to allow 
all backgrounds to attend. Smoot stated, “I have never had to turn away an applicant due to lack 

of finance”, and Moult agreed that with the number of scholarships and bursaries available through 

the RCO there was no need for anyone not to apply. Whilst there are many places to apply, Moult 

hopes that this can become more managed in the future. Encouragingly the number of applicants 

for courses is growing and the gender mix improving, but there is a long way to go to see a truly 

diverse mix. The geographical location of these courses may also have something to do with this, 

most are based around London, Oxford and Cambridge. Local organ associations hold a variety 

of events, but rarely offer the same opportunities these courses can.  

I wonder if these courses could be developed to encourage the Cat-O organist as well. R69 

suggested, “Recently retired people with previous piano experience have the time to practise the 

organ and could be a source of new players. Perhaps taster sessions could be aimed at this age 

group?”. This is something Bath Abbey introduced in January 2019, with group lessons for 

“reluctant organists”, aimed at the beginner wanting to improve their skills, with lessons taught by 

the Director and Subdirector of Music. Equally, the RCO Summer Course offers training for 
organists of all ages, although being based in London is perhaps not so accessible for some. I 

think this is a positive way to help fill vacancies, encourage, develop and enhance new skills and 

new players.  
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 Membership of Organisations 
 

There are a range of organ related organisations. Knowing which organisation to be a member of 

is not necessarily easy; they each offer something different and in addition there are numerous 

social media groups to follow. When asked if there were too many organisations, Smoot said, “No, 

there should be as many organisations as the market can bear. It is not healthy to have all your 

eggs in one basket”. Moult agreed, although suggested too many splinter groups could be 

unhealthy. Most try to work within their own niche area, whilst working with a common goal -organ 

support.  

The RCO is a charity which supports organists and choral directors, aiming to support all levels of 

organist. It works to, “Promote the best in organ playing and choral directing, to encourage anyone 

who is interested to learn more about this fascinating and versatile musical instrument, and to 

explore its history and repertoire”. (RCO website). The charity has run for over 150 years and has 

members in nearly 40 countries. Andrew Macintosh, RCO Director of Membership Department, 

provided figures for the last three years which shows an encouraging increase in Student Members 

with 264 out of a total of 2097 members reported for the period 2017-2018. 

The RCO organises courses, provides bursaries and support across the country with Area 

Directors supporting activities in regions. They also conduct professional (CRCO, ARCO, FRCO) 

and vocational (CAM1-3) qualifications and produce the “RCO News” magazine for their members. 

The RSCM “…is an educational charity committed to promoting the study, practice and 

improvement of music in Christian worship” (RSCM website). They are the only organisation that 

has members spanning churches, organisations and individuals. The RSCM offers ecumenical 

education, training, courses and resources to its members, of which there are thousands 

worldwide. They also produce their own magazine, “Church Music Quarterly” for members. 

The Incorporated Association of Organists (IAO) supports Local Organ Associations (LOAs). It is 
a charity that provides support, education and training for organists and organ enthusiasts as well 

as choral trainers. The IAO has 5,000 members worldwide, supports 80 LOA’s and produces a 

quarterly magazine, “The Organists Review”. 

I came across the British Institute of Organ Studies (BIOS) as a result of respondents mentioning 

it. This organisation promotes and encourages the study of the pipe organ and owns the National 

Pipe Organ Register. The organisation has over 600 members, mainly in the UK and produces a 

journal annually. BIOS concentrates on the historical, technical and musical side of the organ and 

encourages members of all ages.  

The Organ Club was founded in 1926 and promotes the art and science of the organ. Membership 

is welcome from players and non-players alike. The Club arranges monthly visits around to country 

to hear, see and play interesting organs. The Organ Club Student Organisation (OCSO) 

concentrates on the youth membership and they organise an annual competition as well as various 
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courses and away days. The Organ Club have a website, Facebook page and produce a bi-

monthly newsletter and a colourful journal three times a year. 

The Institute of British Organ Building (IBO) was set up 1995. Members are individuals and 

companies involved in making, restoring, rebuilding and maintaining the pipe organ. They organise 
events and meetings four times a year for members around the country and have a website along 

with producing an annual IBO Journal 

 

Figure 16 shows the breakdown of memberships.  

 
Figure 16 - Membership of organ related organizations 

 

At 42%, the RCO has the greatest membership amongst my survey responders. It is encouraging 

to see 34% of Cat-U29, 86% of Cat-C and 37% of Cat-O.  

As churches and organisations can be members of the RSCM, it is perhaps unsurprising that 

individual membership from responders is considerably less than that of RCO at just 19% of overall 

respondents and perhaps this is something I should have considered in my questionnaire. 

However, there are members across the board who obviously find benefit from being a member in 

their own right. I would expect these to be players who are not affiliated to a church, cathedral or 

school. I think further exploration into this would be beneficial. 

Some of the responders are members of both the RCO and RSCM and again further exploration 

into the benefits received from being a member of both would be warranted. 

Of all the responders only two indicated membership of the IAO. Many more are members of their 

local organ association.  
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I think it is encouraging to see 23% of Cat-O as members of the LOA, showing support for the local 

network of likeminded individuals. Conversely, I am disappointed to see just 8% of Cat-C organists 

supporting the regional network. Undoubtedly these are the people who have access to some of 

the best organs in the area and their support for the region they work in would be valuable. I am 
also saddened to see so few, just 2 individuals, Cat-U29 as members of LOA. This is their local 

area network where there is a wealth of information, access to organs which otherwise might not 

be available, encouragement, funding and support.  

As mentioned earlier and can be seen from figure 16, there are members of other organisations 

which responders felt worthy of mentioning. These were new to me before my research and I 

wonder if they would benefit from greater publicity and working with the LOA. I have already joined 

“The Organ Club” and enjoyed benefited from it already, having had the opportunity to meet Dame 

Gillian Weir, at an Organ Day in January 2019. 

A staggering 57% of Cat-U29 respondents declined to answer or are not members of the 

professional bodies that are there to help them. This may be as a result of lack of awareness, 

encouragement or understanding as to what they may get out of membership. It could also be 

financial, although membership costs I think are very reasonable. I feel that all young organists 

ought to be encouraged by their teacher to be a member of at least one organisation. It means that 
they would be more aware of events, courses and initiatives at a local and national level and more 

able to build a network of contacts in the organ world. Managed effectively, this could also lead to 

the creation of a young organists’ platform where they would share experiences, stories and 

support each other. 

The organ world is small, “The way they all know each other. If you mention a good organist to any 

other good organist, he or she has always heard of him or her. “Oh yes, I knew him when he was 

at Southwell and then he was at Westminster Abbey for a while. Yes, he’s a very good friend 

actually. We first knew each other at Truro” “Oh yes, I knew her when she was the organ scholar 

at Peterborough”” (Graham, 2012).  Moult agrees it is indeed a small world, and within this there 

is a good support network. However, I believe it may be a smaller world for Cat-C organists than it 

is for those in Cat-O, where the lone church organist might in fact feel rather isolated. However, I 

think that with greater collaboration across these organisations there could be a more cohesive 

strategy with respect to organised events, support and guidance across the UK, which in the long 

run would be beneficial to all. 
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 Access to Practice Instruments 
 

It has been a consistent theme in my research, that access to organs is not easy, be it initially for 

an inquisitive student to have a go or once they need regular practice.  

Responders commented on the fact that churches need to provide easier access to allow for 

practise. R13 said, “Churches should encourage organists…. make their instruments available to 

organ students for practice purposes”, and R60 said, “Some (organists) are distinctly possessive 

of their instrument and can, on occasions, be a touch “superior” and/or “stand-offish” in manner – 

this does little to encourage the interest of potential young players”. R38 agreed, “The thing I’d like 

to see happen more often is for old biddy/old codger organists (such as me!) to be less protective 

of their instruments. If a young person expresses interest in the organ encourage it, don’t stifle it 

by making it difficult for them to access organs”. R6 agreed that if there was one thing to be done 

it would be to “…improve the availability of instruments for practice, either in church or at home” 

and this was reiterated by Thomas in no uncertain terms saying, “An organist who is possessive 

of the church instrument is totally out of order.  He needs to be reminded in no uncertain terms that 

the organ is not his property, but that of the church, and if he prevents a young enthusiast from 

having a play or wanting to learn about the organ he should be sacked, regardless of his ability”.   

R39 highlighted a problem which many recognise, “I would walk down the rather dark lane after 

school and do an hour in the cold church”. Goodall had the same problem, “When I was a child, 

practising the organ meant going, on my own, to an empty church or chapel, itself often plunged 

into semi-darkness. Sometimes the public entrance was open too”. He continued, “Even today, 

finding an organ to practise on, where it is safe and warm and light, is a challenge and often costly 

too”.  

In addition, many churches also have security concerns, highlighted by Moult and Smoot. 

Churches are often locked when not in use and the organ is one of the most valuable assets a 
church can own. There are health and safety aspects to consider and in addition for younger 

organists there are child protection issues.  

Figures 17-19 show where respondents carry out their practice.  
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Figure 17 - Place of practice (Cat-U29) 

 
Figure 18 - Place of practice (Cat-C) 

 
Figure 19 - Place of practice (Cat-O) 
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As can be seen, home and place of worship are both regular places of practice and I think it is 

really encouraging and a little surprising to see that across the board respondents have access to 

organs at home. In fact, 34% of Cat-U29, 50% of Cat-C and 49% of Cat-O indicated they practise 

at home. Once the initial financial outlay is made, this of course leads to a convenient, safe and 
warm place to practise. Given such a concern is regarding access to instruments within a place of 

worship, it is encouraging to see 78% of Cat-U29 and 87% of Cat-O organists have access to and 

practise in such a place, suggesting access is not as great an issue as many suspect.  

I believe that whilst health and safety issues and child protection certainly have a part in reducing 

a church’s willingness to allow younger students access schemes such as YOST and Pipeline 

ensure availability is made for them. Perhaps this is another reason why these initiatives (see 

section 6) are attractive to Cat-U29 students. In addition, offers are being made by different 

organisations. In London, the Freemasons’ Hall is allowing players and members of the RCO to 

book their organs for practice. It would be so positive if this were rolled out across the UK. Moult 

indicated there had been talk of a network of practice organs, although nothing has yet come of 

this. It would be a proactive way of helping those who cannot afford their own organs, or do not 

play in a local church. This may well be so for students who study the organ at school, yet during 

the holidays find they are unable to practise. One church and R14 have come up with a mutually 
beneficial solution, “…has allowed me to practise as often as I like and for as long as I like free of 

charge. In return, I have played once-a-month for his Sunday services (free of charge) since the 

age of 12”.  
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 Exams and Qualifications 
 

All career organists strive to reach the level of FRCO. 22% of the Cat-U29 plan to take FRCO 

exams, making them truly dedicated to the organ and their studies; just two responders have so 

far reached this level. Of Cat-C respondents only a very small minority have not yet achieved this 

prestigious level. 

Of exams, Godfrey said, “They are not the be all and end of being able to play”, Baker said, “They 

are particularly important to younger organists” and R121 “Every service I play for is an exam!”. 

However, exams are important to organists and 85% of Cat-U29 responders have taken exams at 

some level. Pipe indicated this may be because, “…not only to give a helpful yardstick on progress, 

but to act as evidence of extra-curricular activity when sixth formers are applying to university”.  
Although not necessarily a requirement (see section 4, “Why Start Playing?”), many organists start 

learning already being competent pianists and grade 5 is a popular starting point for organ exams.  

Many jump from there straight to grade 8, rather than using each grade as a stepping-stone. This 

seems to be the case across the board as indicated in figure 20 below, although it should be noted 

the lower ABRSM grades have been introduced over the last couple of decades, so would not 

have been available to all responders. 

 

Figure 20 - What grades/exams have you taken/will you take on the organ? 

 

This evidence is backed up by the entry statistics I have received from The Associated Board of 

Royal Schools of Music (ABRSM), as shown in figure 21. 
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Figure 21 - Organ Count by Grade and Year (reproduced with permission from the ABRSM) 

 

ABRSM have seen a decline in entries overall for organ exams since 2012. I think this would be a 

trend worth watching.  

In 2016, RCO introduced CAM 1-3 which run in a different way to the traditional ABRSM exams. It 

is considered to be a rigorous, yet fair exam carried out by a professional organist, who along with 

a mark also provides with helpful comments for development. Respondents to my survey did not 

seem to have taken to CAM as they have the ABRSM, even the Cat-U29, but it must be 

remembered that it has only run for a couple of years. Of-course in the wider music world ABRSM 
exams are recognised as a standard in the music world and in UCAS points.  

R24 an organ teacher, is in favour of the scheme, “The new RCO CAM scheme allows video 

submission. This has worked well for getting my first pupil through Foundation level though I’m still 

sceptical about how well this will work for the Intermediate and Advanced levels”.  

Figure 22 illustrates the pass rates with figures provided by the RCO: 
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Figure 22 - RCO qualification pass rates (courtesy of the RCO) 
 

Williams said, “The RCO exams are meant to be rigorous” and there is no denying that they are. I 

think the figures, particularly for those who achieve a pass in one attempt, show the quality the 

RCO are looking for in professional organists. The qualifications are of course a standard by which 

all organists are measured and as one journalist summed it up, “ARCO (Associate of Royal College 

of Organists: half a swoon). FRCO (Fellow of Royal College of Organists: total swoon). To be an 

FRCO you need to be an unbelievably good musician” (Graham, 2012).  The commitment to 
practice and dedication to studies in order to pass is undoubtedly necessary, something I have 

had to explain to friends I have outside the organ world when they consider even CRCO to be “just 

another music exam”. 
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 Church Attendance 
 

Obviously, to be a committed church organist, regular attendance at church is vital. Certainly, for 

those in Cat-U29, there are very many other “extra-curricular” activities they may be taking part in 

of a Sunday morning, when their services are most in demand. R22 feels this is a problem, “…there 

is a lack of people who are willing to commit themselves every week”.  

Encouragingly, 79%, of Cat-U29 responders go to church on a regular basis (more than once a 

month) as shown in figure 23. This finding is very positive, given that there are so many alternative 

Sunday morning activities. Considering the overall decline in church attendance, it is commendable 

that 35% choose to go (i.e. they are not in the choir or playing the organ).  

 

Figure 23 - Church Attendance (Cat-U29) 

 

Of the Cat-C organists, of course they all attend church on a regular basis; it is part of their role as 

Directors of Music. However, it is interesting that there is a 50/50 split between those who state 

they go because it is their job and those who were brought up to go/choose to go as shown in 

figure 24. 
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Figure 24 - Church Attendance (Cat-C) 

 

Of course, the results for Cat-O (figure 25) are biased in that responders to my questionnaire are 

organists, but 91% attend church on a regular basis, be it because they play or were brought up 
to go/choose to go now. 52% choose to go and 44% go because they are playing at a service. 

 

Figure 25 - Church Attendance (Cat-O) 
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I think the church attendance figures are really positive, especially in Cat-U29, where they are 

hopefully the organists of the future. I would hope those who are brought up to go/choose to go, 

will continue with the commitment as they move from Cat-U29 to Cat-O (or Cat-C), and of course 

continue playing, becoming the organists of the future. It would be a positive move to have those 
who do not attend church regularly to start doing so! This is where initiatives such as YOST and 

Pipeline are proactive (see section 6), ensuring there is a link between student and church from 

the outset. It is beneficial all round and perhaps highlights the sense of purpose in learning the 

organ, after all is takes a truly brilliant and perhaps lucky organist to follow some of the other paths 

available to them, such as being a recitalist. 
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 A Career in Music? 
 

Of course, it is not necessary for all organists to want to have a career in music, but I hoped through 

my research that I would find sufficient evidence to keep organ music alive. Figure 26 illustrates 

the responses given for career choices. 

 

Figure 26 - What do you do or hope to do for a career? 

 

I am very encouraged that 54% of Cat-U29 organists hope to have a career in music and of those 

45% hope to have an organ-based career (24% overall). As is indicated in section 13, the role of 

a Director of Music is changing, but many of those who have responded to my research will be 

aware of this because they are proactively involved within the industry one way or another already. 

Responders, having been asked if they wished to work in the music industry, were then free to 

indicate what they would like to do. There were a range of organ-based replies; from teaching, 

composition, Director of Music in a school, church or a cathedral, building, restoration and sales. 

Of course, the figures I have collected are not of course from all the Cat-U29 players in the UK, 

but if what has been indicated through my research reflects in others who have not received my 

questionnaire then this is positive for the future of the organ.    
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 Summing Up Interest in the Organ 
 

R18 summed up their feeling for the organ as, “My life! My love! My joy!”. In order to commit to a 

career in the organ world, I think it is necessary to have such a passion for the instrument given 

the time dedicated to practice, the commitment made to be ever present at services and the 

willingness to deal with the changing demands of the role. Within my questionnaire, I indicated that 

as many options as were relevant could be chosen.  

I was saddened to see that the organ is described as “How I make my living” by 36% of Cat-C, 

without it also being “their passion”. However, when looking at posts advertised, with salaries of 

between £30,000 and £40,000 for DOM roles, where desired applicants must be FRCO qualified, 

there must have been a great deal of passion at some point! I feel that these comparatively low 
salaries for such senior positions, do not reflect the work, commitment and dedication of an 

individual to have achieved this level.  

I was also surprised that the organ was described as, “Just an instrument I play” by 14% of Cat-C. 

However, 20% of those who responded in this category provided additional comment saying they 

did not have enough time to play the organ and I wonder therefore if this reflects such a description. 

 

Figure 27 - Feelings about the Organ (Cat-C) 

Within Cat-O, over 51% of respondents said they were passionate about the organ, 42% said they 

were interested in it and 50% said they hoped to always play. Many of these respondents are the 
people who play at regular services (see section 10), have invested in practice instruments for their 

home (see section 8) and their enthusiasm for the organ really shows. 
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Figure 28 - Feelings about the Organ (Cat-O) 

Within Cat-U29 40% describe the organ as their passion, 44% hope to always play the organ and 

43% have an interest in the organ. I was disappointed that some Cat-U29 respondents described 
the organ as, “Just an instrument I play”, and 6% of them did not tick any other feeling for the 

organ, which really saddens me. I think it is unlikely that they will be the organists of the future! 

 

Figure 29 - Feelings about the Organ (Cat-U29) 

 

Whilst the figures in Cat-U29 are not as high as Cat-O for the same reasons, I believe they show 

there is a genuine love of the organ and it is these indivduals who need to have their enthusiasm 
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nurtured and encouraged so there are organists of the future. With there being such interest in the 

organ, I think it would be really positive for some aspects of the courses (see section 6) to spend 

some time on the workings of the organ, showing students another, sometimes unique, side  to 

the instrument. I think this is important because, as well as players, organists of the future could 
also include the skilled indivduals working on tuning, restoration and even building organs.  Such 

high profile work is being carried out in Salisbury Cathedral, York Minster and Canterbury 

Cathedral in 2019. Informing organists of all ages and iniviting them, if in the area, to see such 

work would be proactive and should be interesting to many. I shall certainly be visiting Salisbury 

on a regular basis to see what I can of the restoration work as it progresses there. 
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 The Organist and the Church 
 

Churches up and down the country are struggling to fill organist vacancies. The findings of the 

Hubbard report could not have come as a shock to organists, congregations or clergy.  Too few 

organists is not a new problem. “On an Overgrown Path” reported in 2006 that some churches 

were resorting to, ““The Hymnal Plus” a karaoke-like machine with a repertoire of almost 3,000 

hymns and psalms” in a bid to have traditional music available in the church.  Whilst on holiday 

this summer I noted the church of St Mary the Virgin, on the Holy Island of Lindisfarne, uses 

recorded music at least twice a month. This is one of what I understand to be many examples.  

The problem of the dearth of organists seems to be especially prominent at a parochial level. 

However, in some in cases that there is also a lack of planning by churches as players are 
obviously approaching retirement. Several responders to my questionnaire suggested it was not a 

lack of organists, but a lack of preparation. It cannot come as a shock that someone at the age of 

87 or even 74 might be looking to retire from playing each week! Whilst it might be considered an 

uncomfortable conversation to have, most organists would much rather have someone to hand 

over the reins to than see the traditional organ music cease in the setting they have served for 

many years. Denis Nichols was, “Hailed as UK’s oldest organ player after nearly eight decades of 

music” (The Express, 2018). R123 said, “I know of nobody who can take my place in two churches. 

I’m already 87 having played the organ since 11”, R90, “I have played the organ in Anglican 

Churches in various places since I was 14. I am now 74”.  In 2018 Reverend Robert resorted to 

kazoos to provide “music” for a service and advertising via social media for applicants.  

15% of Cat-O respondents suggested in their additional comments, the lack of organists was not 

only due to fewer people playing. Equally to blame is the clergy ignorance of the instrument’s 

complexities, the introduction of “music groups” and lack of understanding and liturgical training at 

theological colleges that are undermining the maintenance of traditional church music. Both Moult 
and Smoot agreed that there seemed to be an issue with how clergy are trained in music, or rather 

their lack of it. Smoot felt there was a better understanding of the use of music within Evensong 

but suggested, “The organist does need to think outside the box in terms of music”. I think this is 

especially hard for those organists who sum up the organ as, “My life! My love! My joy!” as R18 

did and R121 saying, “I feel my role as organist is to be there to enhance the experience and 

worship”. “Unfortunately, too many churches, including one of the two I play at, are too ready to 

give up the organ and organist in favour of instrumental music groups and recorded music” said 

R58. This was supported by R76, “…Due to the attitude of the clergy who want “happy clappy” 

music and bands” and R79, “I fear the shortage of organists is because of the attitude of some 

clergy and congregations who don’t appreciate that playing a musical instrument takes years of 

practicwith e and self-motivation”. R53 went further, “Churches want to get rid of the organ, choirs, 

pews, everything that carries on old traditions etc. in order to replace them with worship bands and 

modern songs”. R12 said, “The clergy have a lot to answer for in getting rid of organists in favour 
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of “music groups””, R113 backed this up “I believe the current attitude in the Church of England 

with archbishops and bishops appointing unsuitable priests to parishes which value organists and 

church music is counter-productive causing organists not to wish to be associated with the church”.  

Feelings are strong, and the congregation could do more to support the organist too. A survey of 
the Diocese of Oxford in 2011 had much focus on the music in churches but noted, “Some 

respondents did not appear to know what “manuals” and “stops” were, which might suggest that 

Church leaders and indeed the whole congregation could consider taking more interest in the most 

expensive item in their building”. It went on to note, “The shortage of organists will not come as 

any surprise. There were indications that 43 were wanted”. R46 said, “Congregations talk loudly 

before a service, telling jokes and catching up on gossip, and afterwards rush for tea, biscuits and 

more chatter as soon as the priest has left the sanctuary”. R14 has different experiences saying, 

“Playing the organ to a high standard is challenging, but extremely rewarding and greatly 

appreciated by church congregations”. Of course there is also scope for music groups and 

organists to work together, some hymns, for example “In Christ Alone” or “Majesty”, benefiting from 

their combined music. There is much discussion on organ related forums, mainly by those who 

would fall in Cat-O with regards the pay of organists, with the poor understanding of the preparation 

and practice time it takes to have the music sound so polished and played with “ease”. 

The organists’ role is changing. The Cat-O organist needs to accept the changes in music 

requirements from clergy and congregation alike. For the Cat-C organist there are changes too, 

20% indicated they did not have enough time to play the organ. R19 said, “Being an organist can 

mean so many things. I wonder whether the pressures of administration, coupled with seemingly 

ever-changing theological and liturgical stances in the Church of England, are such that the 

profession of being a Cathedral organist will not attract applicants as it used to”. This concerns R6 

too, “Cathedral music needs more organists than ever before, because most cathedrals now have 

at least two choirs, rather than just one (which was the standard format until about 30 years ago). 

So, more music staff are needed; they do not all have to be organists, but there is a general 

expectation that the skill sets of choral conducting and organ playing come as a package”. 

Historically, leading a choir was done by the organist, so if you wanted to be a choir leader you 

would train to be an organist, as R2 did, “I originally took up the organ in order to become a choral 

conductor”. Goodall highlighted, “That link has increasingly been broken since the two skills are 

no longer seen as necessarily interchangeable as they were”. He feels that the tendency will 
increase where cathedrals have Directors of Music who are not organists at all.  

All that of course is if there are religious ceremonies at all, although of course organs can be used 

in other settings too, despite public perception. The Church of England released statistics in 

December 2018 showing there has been a decline in the number of people using church for key 

life events. There were 106,000 christenings, down from 120,000 on the previous year, 41,000 

marriages compared with 25,000 in 2016 and 133,000 funerals in contrast to 139,000 the year 

before. These statistics are not positive for the church or the traditional organist, but perhaps not 

surprising with the rise of naming ceremonies, alternative licensed wedding venues and humanist 
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funerals. A report in the Telegraph in January 2018 suggested that organ music was out, and 

“popular” music was in for weddings or funerals. Organists who play at weddings report that they, 

more often than not, are asked to play “the usual” at services, with little or no imagination going in 

to the music or worse still are asked to start the CD player. So, the few times some people attend 
a church service, they do not get to hear the magnificent sound of the organ! R148 highlighted one 

reason for live music, “When recordings end before the service starts or the mourners leave a 

funeral service, the benefits of a “live” musician become more apparent”. A valid point I think! 

In addition, the figures published showed just 722,000 people attended regular Sunday services 

in 2017, 18,000 fewer than the previous year. Perhaps it is little wonder that people ask, “Why 

does it matter?” when asked, “Who’s the organist?”. 

I am a firm believer that the organ does matter, the music matters in services, in television, in film, 

in concert halls, town halls, chapels, churches and cathedrals. Minor keys help focus the mind on 

more solemn issues, while major keys celebrate joyous events. I think music helps us concentrate 

and the endless diversity of the organ, especially when used in religious services, can really help 

with this. I like the practice in Durham Cathedral of a “Middle voluntary” and in Coventry Cathedral 

of where the order of service states, “The organist will play an improvisation on the theme of the 

Gospel reading”, so not only is there consideration on the organ music and the effort the organist 
puts in to providing it, but also the opportunity for the congregation to allow their own thoughts and 

prayers for a while.  

Playing at a service is important for organists. Unlike for orchestral instrument players, it is for 

many the only opportunity they have to play in public, the ultimate purpose of playing for almost 

any musician. It is disheartening when long rehearsed organ music is being played and the church 

empties or there is so much chat that it cannot be heard. I think schemes, teachers and clergy 

alike need to ensure there are suitable experiences available for all organists, especially to 

encourage young organists, where the congregation are enthusiastically supportive of the 

student’s efforts. I have been very lucky with the congregation I play for; they are encouraging and 

supportive and at the end of a service are quick to congratulate and talk with me about my playing. 

I am sure I am not the only organist who appreciates this approach. 
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 Organ Publicity 
 

One only has to watch a film or television programme to realise how important music is to the 

overall viewing experience, providing additional dramatic tension and emotion. Within baptism, 

marriage and funeral scenes the organ is naturally used. Yet, think of a film such as “Interstellar” 

(2014), “Beauty and the Beast” (1992) or “The Favourite” (2019) and the organ music provides an 

ethereal and dramatic sound that no other instrument can match. However, rather disappointingly, 

there are very few appearances of the organ on screen, unless written into the script such as in 

“The Grinch” (2018) and “Pirates of the Caribbean: At Worlds End” (2007).  

I asked both Howard Goodall and Roger Sayer if, despite its diversity, this might be due to 

ignorance of the instrument and they agreed this may be the case. Sayer said that Hans Zimmer 
(composer for “Interstellar”) “…has been a fan of the organ from an early age and understood the 

potential. He was however, pleasantly surprised at how much more can be achieved than at first 

sight/sound”. Goodall, himself a composer of for television and film, such as “Vicar of Dibley” (1994-

1998), “Black Adder” (1983-1989) and “Into the Storm” (2008) is a huge fan of the instrument 

although a self-described “rusty” player. He said, “Yet even I have used organ in my pieces 

relatively sparingly…I still use organ as a sound for certain very specific effects…I think it is an 

issue that composers who don't play the organ feel dissuaded by the technical complexities of 

writing for the organ, that some composers associate the organ not so much with the concert hall 

as with the church and that there are always practical difficulties writing, for example, an organ 

concerto which requires there to be an actual building with an organ and a symphony orchestra for 

it to be heard and re-performed multiple times”. Smoot agreed, “Composers don’t tend to leap to 

write for the organ, they’re nervous about the instrument and don’t understand it….and it is 

notoriously difficult to record well”.  

There are many opportunities for traditional orchestral instruments to be heard on their own or as 
part of an ensemble, on the radio, television, at the Proms, in professional concerts, recitals and 

school halls all over the country. However, there are very few opportunities to hear the organ in 

any form, with the exception of recitals and recordings from many religious buildings and the odd 

concert hall.  Of course, there are television programmes such as “Carols from Kings” and even 

the two British Royal Weddings in 2018 which promoted organ music in a subtle manner, but music 

from “Songs of Praise” for example now includes a mix of organ and other less traditional church 

music, which some fear is becoming more popular at the expense of the organ (see section 13). 

Television channels, which have significantly increased in number over the last couple of decades, 

could have provided a greater opportunity for classical music to have its own outlet, but this has 

not happened. Walker highlighted the point, “…the scrapping of the televising of a regular Christian 

church service every Sunday morning in the 1990s …removed from every home in the country the 

opportunity of coming into contact with the organ and at least some organ music”. Even the annual 

BBC Proms season only has one session dedicated to the organ, while during others the organist, 
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if required, sits with their back to the audience waiting for their “big” moment. “The Organ Works”, 

a television series by Goodall, was an historical and informative insight into composers and the 

instrument and yet it is only available on DVD directly through the presenter.  

On the radio, even Classic FM does not have an organ jingle, as noted by chorister Eddie from 
Portsmouth Cathedral in September 2018 when he sent his own jingle via Twitter.  

In May 2018, “The Organist Entertains” was dropped by BBC Radio 2. The programme had run 

since 1969, presented by just two individuals in its near 50 years of broadcasting and focused on 

the organ in its many guises. Despite my requests, the BBC have not provided comment as to why 

it was dropped and the presenter organist Nigel Ogden was unable to explain the reasoning either. 

He said, “The musical content of each programme was chosen by me but within the bounds set by 

Radio 2 i.e. the programme had to feature instruments which sounded like an organ, be they pipe 

or electronic”. People I asked disagreed on the value of “The Organist Entertains”. For my part, it 

expanded my “library” and awareness of organ music. Sometimes I now listen to the equivalent 

show “The Organist Encores” through their website. However, if you did not know the programme 

existed, I think it is unlikely you would come across it accidentally. Davey, Controller at BBC Radio 

3, while unable to provide exact figures, stated, “We have been featuring organ music a lot in our 

breakfast programme – more so than previously. Last year we introduced a new programme…. 

“Choir and Organ” which is exclusively devoted to the organ, once a month”. Both Moult and Smoot 

agreed they were hearing more organ on the classical music station but felt there was still 

insufficient air time for the instrument. Goodall said, “To public listeners on the radio, the organ's 

associations are overwhelmingly with religion, solemnity, weddings, pomposity and even gothic 

horror: not many associate the organ, as I do, with the sweet, gentle, fluty sound of, e.g. Handel's 

organ concertos”. Smoot agreed with these thoughts, as did Moult saying, “The association with 

the church is so strong it is difficult to break”. 

I feel more needs to be done regarding publicity and training of the organ, organists and their 

capabilities. Composition courses ought to include the organ so composers of the future are not 

so afraid of trying to incorporate it into their writing. Television and radio stations could look to 

broadcast more diverse organ music, not just airing it for religious services or Halloween, when 

the “spooky” music is played. The West Country news has been featured work on the organ 

restoration in Salisbury Cathedral recently, which I hope will continue during the eighteen-month 

work programme. 

Finally, churches, cathedrals and concert halls could do more to ensure that a range of music is 

played even in recitals (maybe a scary word in its own right) or informal concerts. When Salisbury 

Cathedral held a “Prom” as a fundraiser for their organ restoration fund in August 2018, music from 

“Star Wars”, “Dr Who” and the Harry Potter films was played, not what some associate with the 

organ! Perhaps more recognisable popular music needs playing while people are visitors in these 

buildings as well as at events, so that a greater audience hears a wider range of music on the 

organ. Moult suggested that a joined-up marketing strategy is needed, otherwise the only place to 
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find out what is going on, or to hear more about the instrument is through specialist publications. 

Of these there are several, as there are many Facebook Groups and Website pages. Even for 

those “in the know” it is very easy to get caught up in the wrong area of interest.  
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 Notable Organ Enthusiasts 
 

Until I conducted my research, I had no idea that there were several well-known people in other 

fields who are organ enthusiasts, some of whom are able and talented players.  

Huw Edwards, BBC News Anchor is a huge fan of the organ. He learned to play as a child and 

played in chapel each Sunday and dreaming of becoming a concert musician. In 2014 he 

presented Songs of Praise from Llandaff Cathedral and when at the, ““Rolls-Royce of Church 

organs” Edwards appeared thrilled at the organ, saying, "I know there will be organists looking in 

envy at what you have here. If I play my cards right, I might be able to try it out," later proving 

himself highly adept on the keyboard. "It's so powerful – it's a bit scary ... much more scary than 

reading the news," he joked. "I'd like to stay all month," he concluded” (Monkey, 2014). Edwards 
also spoke of his interest and passion for the instrument at “OrganFest” in Hull, which he opened 

in 2017.  

Now a celebrity through his “Pause for Thought” airings of Radio 2 and appearance on “Strictly 

Come Dancing” in 2017, Rev Richard Coles is also an enthusiast. Being a multi-instrumentalist, 

he is used to the complexities of learning a new instrument. He had an unsuccessful start to 

learning the organ as a child when he was a chorister, but in 2016 he took on the challenge to 

learn the organ for the BBC “Get Playing Initiative” in the Virtual Orchestra. Learning with Christian 

Wilson, a well-known organist in London and beyond, he had access to some magnificent 

instruments on which to practise on including those at Westminster Cathedral and the Tower of 

London, although he did comment, “Organs aren’t always that easy to access” 

(classicalmusic.com, 2016). 

Likewise, in 2007, comedienne Jo Brand was presented with an opportunity to play the instrument. 

Having previously played the piano as a child, she took up the challenge to learn to play the organ 

as part of a BBC “Play it Again” television series at The Royal Albert Hall. Afterwards she was 
quoted as saying, “The new Albert Hall organ is fantastic and it was great to play. But it is equally 

important to ensure that churches and concert halls in other parts of the country have good 

instruments as well” (Waltham Abbey Church Heritage Organ Appeal website). She must have 

relished the instrument; being interviewed on Radio 4’s “Desert Island Discs” at around the same 

time Brand declared that she would own a Pipe Organ as her “luxury”. 

Sir Elton John started his musical life as a classically trained musician, learning at the Royal 

Academy of Music (RAM) from the age of 11. He did not study the organ but has never forgotten 

the opportunities given to him at the RAM. As well as funding eight scholarships there, in 2015 

along with percussionist Ray Cooper, he donated towards the building and installation of a new 

organ at the college. Despite their joint fame, there was very little press or television coverage. I 

have only been able to find coverage of a fundraising concert in “Choir and Organ”, the organ 

specification on the RAM website and a short interview available through YouTube.  
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I believe with the celebrity fame and popularity of these individuals, there are opportunities to raise 

the profile of the organ as an instrument and help others learn to embrace and understand it. 

Followers might open their eyes and minds to the instrument’s wealth of capabilities beyond the 

limited religious context that so many believe it to have, as referred to in section 14. In particular, 
the ongoing support and promotion from such well-known figures could increase awareness and 

popularity amongst the younger population.  
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 Conclusion 
 

When it comes to the future of Cat-U29 organists, I think, from the responses to my questionnaire 

and from conversations with many individuals of all levels, there are sufficient people wanting to 

make a career from music and include the organ within that. I believe therefore there will be 

organists at the top of their field (i.e. Cat-C) in the future. This is not least because, whilst the role 

of the organist is changing, there are centuries of music, worship and choral tradition to be valued 

and maintained. In this establishment, it is nurtured by a team, namely the congregation, the clergy 

and the music team rather than by an individual. However, going forward, given the desirability of 

a university educated organ scholar, and the associated student debt to achieve this status, I 

believe university sponsorships would be a pro-active measure to encourage the organ scholars 
of the future. I think there will be plenty of individuals who look to fill the role of DOM in a large 

Parish church, school or college as they look to combine the organ with music for their career path.  

However, I think there is a risk of losing the smaller parish church organist as changes are made 

to liturgical practice, church teams and music. Dwindling or unenthusiastic congregations, some of 

whom might not realise what they have until they lose it, along with unsupportive clergy will be part 

of the reason for this. If the resident organist is not supported or enthused in their playing or who 

they play for, they are unlikely to spark inspiration in a new player. Whilst my research shows most 

respondents do go to church, I think all organ players need to feel the calling to attend, for music, 

worship or both. Dedicating practicseconde time (at the sometimes inaccessible organ) and every 

Sunday morning (and sometimes more besides) to playing the organ is not always an attractive 

option. There is continuing pressure and/or desire those currently have in Cat-U29 to do more 

extra-curricular activities, have family time or just enjoy downtime out of work. To counteract this, 

churches need to be warm, vibrant and welcoming environments where people of all ages feel 

welcome. This does not necessarily mean the introduction of “music groups”. I feel PCC’s ought 
to be encouraged as a matter of course to review the music offering they have within the church 

on a regular basis to ensure planning is made for the inevitable retirement of an organist, maybe 

considering a monthly service with alternative or no music so the organist can have guilt free time 

off. 

I would like to see a proactive way forward, a high-level organist in each town with a competent 

choir, nurturing the traditions of church music, encouraged and supported at Diocese level. It is 

unlikely that all organists in Cat-O would have the time, confidence, or in some instances, by their 

own admission competence to teach the organ, but it would be positive if all organists could direct 

inquisitive individuals starting with, “Jump on and have a go” and then providing information on 

how to find out more. I would also like to see schemes, such as the one recently set up at Bath 

Abbey to teach new Cat-O people to play rolled out across the country. These individuals are likely 

to be aware of the commitment an organist makes to church life and so they are a resource of 

already church goers that can be milked. I would also like to see the schemes aimed at younger 
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Cat-U29 organists follow a similar structure to that of YOST and the RSCM Pipeline. This is for 

several reasons. Firstly, the student is aware of the commitment they have made by playing in 

services and/or commit to attending a number of services each year. Secondly, they provide the 

student with access to a practice organ, which is a necessity to ensure progress on the instrument.  

I think it is worrying that the percentage of independent school educated organists has increased 

rather than decreased from the responses I received. I think there needs to be a more proactive 

approach in encouraging those from a less affluent background to learn the organ, perhaps through 

Diocese outreach work or Church Youth Groups. As funding is available through schemes the cost 

of learning the organ can be overcome as can access to practice instruments. I was shocked that 

68% said they could afford to learn the organ without the funding. I think, more shocking still is that 

26% of them do not intend to work in the music industry and/or do not go to church on a regular 

basis and/or consider the organ to be “just an instrument I play”. Whilst the funding is available, it 

does not come easy to the organisations who control it and is often a finite amount. I believe it 

must therefore be spent with the best “return” in mind. 

Much needs to be done to raise the profile of the organ within the organ world and both the organ 

and organists outside. The perception that organists are older, white and male needs to be broken, 

even if in some cases it is these very people who are keeping organ music alive in churches across 
the country. The gender and ethnic figures in Cat-U29 strongly suggest it won’t be the case in the 

future. In December 2018, the English National Opera introduced free tickets on Saturdays for 

under 18’s, removing the cost barrier for all in the hope it would encourage both fans and the 

curious to go and see an opera. I think this would be a really proactive way to encourage players 

and non-players alike to go to recitals and concerts and hear the organ played. It could introduce 

them to new music and might even inspire new players to step forward and have a go. I think this 

could also be done in cathedrals and churches, where in addition to the formal recitals, the organ 

should be played during the day so visitors hear its capabilities and a variety of music. 

I believe all Cat-U29 organists ought to be encouraged, by their teacher, to be part of their LOA as 

a matter of course and all those who receive funding from an organisation/scheme ought to be 

members of the umbrella body. This would not only enhance the membership of these 

organisations but it would also draw in new, young blood to the many activities arranged each 

year, helping to ensure their future. Valuable support could be gained by all members and without 

doubt useful contacts, sources, ideas and experiences could be exchanged. 

More popular organ music and readily available scores would be a positive start, encouraging 

composers to use the instrument as they write scores for films and television, not just in traditional 

church scenes, but using its versatility to the full. I’d like to see radio programmes dedicated to a 

variety of music for all die hard organ fans to enjoy and learn from, rather than having to source 

them through the internet.  

Finally, I think there needs to be one central base where all the organ related material, 

organisations, funding, magazines, groups are detailed. New to the organ or not so new world you 
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can find which area is right for you. R19 said, “If you’re in the know, it is fine. If not, I think it likely 

that you’d remain ignorant of the organ and the organ world”. I have come across so many different 

resources in carrying out my research and I thought I knew and understood the UK organ world! 

If, having been as passionate as I am about the organ, I have learned so much, it must be a 
daunting area for someone from the outside to enter. I was lucky on first expressing interest when 

aged nine. I had parental support and a fabulous, encouraging teacher. Without them I do not think 

I would have known where to turn! 
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 What next? 
 

Throughout my research I have learned so much about organ courses and training schemes, 

resources, funding and literature on and off line. I think it would be most beneficial to have a central 

source of information for all these resources, where, being a newbie to the organ world you can 

find information at your fingertips on what you are interested in. I can honestly say, I have never 

been into a church, chapel, cathedral, concert hall or any other establishment and seen anything 

saying along the lines of “Want to know more about the organ? Look here”. 

As a result of my findings, I hope to set up a website, “The Organ Manual”, where links to all things 

organ are available to search in one place from training schemes to the organ register and 

everything in between. I would like to have posters and leaflets in every church, chapel, cathedral, 
town hall and school noticeboard pointing viewers in the direction of the site. I realise this will take 

time and funding. I am considering making an application to The Eric Thompson Charitable Trust 

for assistance. 

My efforts might not have any impact at all…. but it will be my small contribution to help ensure the 

“King of instruments”, the “Beast in the loft”, the organ, stays alive for generations to come. 
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 Appendix 1 – Who’s the Organist? 
 

Please circle the three faces that you think best represents a typical organist. 
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 Appendix 2 – Questionnaire 
 

Gender Male   Age Under 9 years  
Female   10 – 19 years   
Prefer not to say   20 - 29 years  

    30 – 39 years  
   40 – 49 years  
   50 – 59 years  

   60 – 69 years  
 
Ethnicity 

  70 years and over  
 Prefer not to say  

 

What type of 
school do 
you/did you 
attend? 

Comprehensive   Was/is it Single Sex  
Grammar   Mixed  
Independent    Prefer not to say  
Prefer not to say    

 

Does/did the 
school have 
an organ? 

No   Do you 
belong 
to: 

RCO  
Yes   RSCM  
Yes in an affiliated 
church 

  Other (please specify) 
 

    
 

How long 
have you 
played 
the 
organ? 

Less than 5 years   What 
grades/exams 
have you 
taken/will you 
take on the 
organ?  

 Taken Will take 
6  - 10 years   1   
11 – 15 years   2   
16 – 20 years   3   
20 years or more   4   

    5   
Where do 
you 
practise? 

Home   6   
Church   7   
School   8   
Other   CAM 1   

    CAM 2   
    CAM 3   
    CRCO   
    ARCO   
    FRCO   
    I don’t take 

exams 
  

 

Why did you start learning the 
organ? 

I was a chorister and was interested  
I played the piano and was interested  
I went to a taster session and enjoyed it  
Other reason (please specify) 
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Do you regularly* go to church? 
*once a month or more 

No  
Yes, but only because I am playing the organ at a 
service 

 

Yes, because I sing in a church choir  
Yes, I was brought up to go to church regularly  
Other (please specify) 
 
 

 

If relevant, are your organ lessons part funded by a 
trust/scholarship/sponsorship scheme? 

N/A  
No  
Yes  

If yes, please could you provide the name of the scheme?  
 

If yes, would you be able to afford to take organ lessons otherwise? Yes  No  
 

If you still have organ lessons, how often do you have them and 
for how long? 

 

 

*Did you/Do you go/Will you go to university? No  
Yes  

*If yes, did you apply for an organ scholarship/will you apply for an organ 
scholarship/ are you an scholar? 

Yes  No  

*Which university did you attend/will you attend/ are you at?  
 

 

*Did you/Do you intend to/Do you hope to work in the music 
industry? 

No  
Yes  

*Please will you tell me what you did/do/hope to do what you hope to 
do? 
 

 
 
 

 

Please sum up your interest in the 
organ 
 

I am interested in the organ  
Playing the organ is my passion  
I hope to always play the organ  
The organ is my how I make my living  
The organ is just an instrument I play  
Other (please specify) 
 
 

 

If you have any other information you would like to provide which you think may be useful, please 
provide details here:) 
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 Glossary 
 

ABRSM 
 

Associated Board of Royal Schools of Music 

BIOS 
 

British Institute of Organ Studies 

CAM 
 

Certificate of Accredited Membership 

Cat-C 
 

Career organists – recitalists, DOM’s, Assistants 

Cat-O 
 

Other organists aged 30 years and over 

Cat-U29 
 

“Young” organists aged 29 years and under 

DOM 
 

Director of Music 

ECHO European Cities of Historical Organs 
 

IAO 
 

Incorporated Association of Organists 

IBO Institute of British Organ Building 
 

LOA 
 

Local Organ Associations  
 

OCSO The Organ Club Student Organisation 
 

PCC 
 

Parochial Church Council 

RAM Royal Academy of Music 
 

RCO 
 

Royal College of Organists 

RSCM 
 

Royal School of Church Music 

YOST 
 

Young Organist’s Scholarship Trust 

YOTS Young Organists Training Scheme 
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