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A Warm Welcome
to the first edition of  The Organ Manual Online Magazine. We are delighted that you 
have clicked this far and hope you will continue to read further!
You might be wondering why we have set this magazine up when there are already many magazines available 
for organists. What is the need for another one? The idea of  this magazine is not to compete with those already 
available, but instead to offer something completely new and that is to solve some of  the mysteries of  the organ world 
for both players and enthusiasts alike. 

Through three free publications each year, we will be exploring a number of  areas, including but not limited to, 
careers, courses, skills needed, scholarships, training schemes and auditions.  We will also look to get your questions 
answered as we ask the experts your questions. Going forward each edition will give you the opportunity to ask 
questions through the ‘Advice Column’ and ‘Meet the Team’. If  there is an area about the organ world you would 
like to know more about, let us know and we will try and find someone to write about it.

Finally, we would like to say a big thank you to Viscount Organs Wales for sponsoring The Organ Manual.

Anna

In 2019, fourteen-year-old Anna set out to write a report called Inspiring Organists of  the Future: Does More Need to 
be Done?  What started out as a humble school project quickly turned into a study of  epic proportions, the final 
document totalling 60 pages. In her conclusion, Anna states “I think there needs to be one central base where all the organ 
related material, organisations, funding, magazines, groups are detailed,” and thus The Organ Manual was born. In the two 
years since then, The Organ Manual has developed into an invaluable source of  information for aspiring organists. 
The website features a remarkable array of  articles and resources, covering a broader spectrum of  topics than any 
such project ever has before.

I first approached Anna about creating a magazine for The Organ Manual right at the end of  2019. We thought 
that a tri-annual publication would allow for more articles to be released each year and that we could reach a greater 
number of  readers that way. The one caveat though, is that we both wanted this to be totally free. We discussed 
different options for finding funding, but it was Anna’s bright idea to create a free online publication. And now, in a 
time when we are more digitally centred than ever before, Anna and I are proud to present the first ever edition of  
The Organ Manual Online Magazine.

We have a delightfully diverse collection of  articles for you to read, with subjects such as “A Year in the Life of  an 
Organ Builder” by James Atherton and “Not All Organists Live in Lofts” by Richard Gowers. We hope you find 
them just as fascinating as we have. Enjoy!

Alex

P.S. We are always keen to hear from our readers, be it with feedback, questions or contributions. You can reach us 
here: theorganmanual@gmail.com and we’ll get back to you when we can.Tel: 01792 721499 
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Anna, how old were you when you first played the organ?
I was nine when I played the organ for the first time. I fell in love with the instrument and have played ever since!

What inspired you start playing the organ?
I sang (and still do) in St John’s Church in Devizes. Our Director of  Music advertised a ‘Pipes and Pizza’ event 
organised by the Salisbury Diocese Pipe Up scheme. It was held at Edington Priory, on the newly installed Harrison 
and Harrison organ. There were about twenty of  us there. We all took a turn to play a piece we’d brought with us. 
I took one of  my grade 4 piano pieces, ‘The Indian Pony Race’. I played it very, very badly, but absolutely loved the 
experience and signed up for lessons straight away.

Meet the Team
The creators of  The Organ Manual Online Magazine are Anna Hallett and Alex Trigg. 

They are our first ‘Meet the Team’.

Anna Hallett
Anna Hallett attended a “Pipes and Pizza” session, hosted by the Diocese of  Salisbury, in 2014. Held at Edington 
Priory, her first experience of  playing the organ was on the newly installed Harrison and Harrison organ. She fell 
in love with the instrument straight away and started lessons under the tutelage of  Chris Totney, through the ‘Pipe 
up’ scheme increasing lessons from 30 minutes to an hour within weeks. Since then, Anna has taken each of  the 
ABRSM exams, starting at grade 2, not least because she was too small to reach the pedals and held a RSCM 
Pipeline organ scholarship for three years. Anna is currently working on ARCO pieces and music for university 
organ trials next year. She is now taught by John Challenger and has the privilege of  taking lessons on the mighty 
Willis organ in Salisbury Cathedral.

Anna is the organ scholar at St John’s Church, Devizes and has recently become Head Chorister there too. Having 
taken her ABRSM diploma on the piano in July, Anna was looking for a new challenge. A new Director of  Music, 
Dr Andrew Passmore at Stonar School, where she is a music scholar has offered her the chance to learn the 
harpsichord and she’s already relishing the experience. 

In 2019, Anna published a report ‘Inspiring Organists 
of  the Future - Does More Need to be Done?’ and later 
went on to create, with assistance, The Organ Manual 
website. Anna has been stunned by the reception of  the 
report and site and has enjoyed promoting the organ 
and all it has to offer. She played her first recital in 2019 
and has a tour booked for October 2022.

Anna has just embarked on her A-Level courses in 
Music, History and Geography. In her spare time she 
volunteers at the local museum with exhibitions and 
artefact research, she collects postcards of  her local 
area and can be found absorbed in family tree research 
or visiting historic properties. Anna is also honing her 
cooking skills with a Leiths course and preparing for her 
Gold Duke of  Edinburgh award. 
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Who taught you the organ?
I’m still learning! Chris Totney who was my Director of  Music at St John’s taught me for six years. He has 
recently moved from the area and I now have lessons with John Challenger at Salisbury Cathedral.

Who is your favourite composer?
Mendelssohn. I like the variety of  his compositions both in instrument and style. I enjoy playing and listening 
to his music, especially his ‘Songs Without Words’.

What is your favourite piece of  music?
I have a very eclectic taste in music. My play list currently contains 8,327 pieces of  music ranging from AC/DC to 
Bach, Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious to The Messiah and everything in between. Choosing one piece is almost 
impossible. My favourite to listen to is Lightening Crashes by LIVE and to play, currently is BWV566 Prelude in E .   

What three words would you use to describe yourself ?
Independent, Ambitious, Old-soul

As a child, what job did you hope to do?
I guess I am still a child. At the age of  twelve I wanted to be a Director of  Music in a Cathedral. As my interests and 
passions have developed my ambitions have changed; I hope to read History at university whilst maintaining my love 
for music. I am exploring lots of  different career options right now including higher education, law and research. I 
can say without hesitation that music will always be a part of  my life!

Who is your biggest inspiration?
I have been inspired by so many people real-life and fictional.  My parents have inspired me to believe in myself  and 
that anything is possible with hard work, commitment and dedication to the cause.

What is the biggest highlight of  your music career?
I haven’t had a career yet, but I have had some special moments thus far.

Chris had so much faith in me playing at some big services and these were fabulous opportunities for me. However, 
the most important to me was being asked to play at his daughter’s Baptism service.

My first (and thanks to Covid only) recital at Gillingham Methodist Church, by the kind invitation of  Gordon 
Amery.  I couldn’t  have asked for a kinder audience or more encouragement than Gordon gave me. The nerves and 
preparation were well worth it! 

Being part of  The FullTone Orchestra and playing as part of  “The War of  the Worlds”, “The Blue Planet” and 
Devizes Music Festival tours has been fantastic! I never thought I’d be able to play the organ as part of  an orchestra. 
It was truly thrilling!

What has been the biggest challenge in your music career?
Getting over my performance nerves and believing that I can do it.

What has been the most embarrassing moment of  playing in public?
Up until now no one knew this. Chris believed I was ready to play during a service. I hadn’t been playing very long 
and really wanted to do it. I started and stopped, started and stopped, started and stopped. Chris checked I was 
OK and said, ‘I’ll start but you have to take over’. He started, I took over and finished it and the church erupted 
in applause. I was really embarrassed at the time, both by my inability to play the piece without help and by the 
applause. Now I am hugely grateful for the support and encouragement I was given.

What do you consider to be your greatest music achievement?
I think The Organ Manual and creating this magazine must count, so those. I’ve really enjoyed my music exam 
successes and am proud to have received a Distinction for my Grade 8 organ exam and Distinction in the RSCM 
Gold Award. I am currently awaiting my ABRSM Piano Diploma result.

Do you wear organ shoes?
Yes. I have tried various shoes, playing barefoot and in socks. Organ shoes are definitely the best way for me to play. 
Maybe it’s because they give me an extra inch or two in heel height – I am not very tall!
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Alex Trigg
For the past year, Alex has been working as Organ Scholar of  St George’s Chapel, Windsor Castle, where his duties 
have involved training the probationers, as well as accompanying and directing the choir on a regular basis. In this 
time he has been awarded his FRCO (playing) under 
the tutelage of  Ann Elise Smoot.

Prior to this, he was organist at St Lawrence Church, 
Seal (a post he assumed at the age of  14), during which 
time he gained the highest marks in the country for his 
playing in the ARCO examination. Heavily involved 
with local music, Alex was associated with over a 
dozen amateur ensembles during his time in Kent, 
including as Manager of  The Lydian Orchestra. A 
firm believer in the positive impact music can have 
on society, Alex has raised over £7,000 for various 
charities through his music making, and has gone to 
extensive effort to bring music to children in primary 
schools.

Alex discovered his love for choral music as a chorister 
at King’s College, Cambridge - a passion which has 
grown stronger ever since. When he was 16 years 
old, he founded The Tudeley Singers, and has since 
conducted them in services at several different cathedrals (including Westminster Abbey, where he was the youngest 
person ever to conduct a service). He has also organised and directed a number of  concerts with the choir, which 
have included works by Fauré, Duruflé and Britten.

Exiting times lie ahead for Alex as he has just moved to Cambridge. His new role as junior organ scholar of  St. 
John’s College will involve working with the world-renowned choir on a daily basis, as he studies for a degree in 
music at the University.

Which organ would you most like to play?
I’d have loved to have played in Notre Dam, maybe when it is rebuilt I will be able to. Of  playable organs today, my 
dream would be to play the organ in St Patrick’s Cathedral in New York.

Of  all the organs you have played, which was your favourite?
I think my favourite must be St George’s Chapel, Windsor. It’s a huge organ ‘loft’, amazing views across the nave 
and chancel, stunning pipes and an exquisite sound.

What is the biggest ambition you have yet to fulfil?
I have so many, but the next one must be to be successful in my A-Levels.

When you’re not working, how do you like to spend your time?
It goes without saying I love music and outside school I enjoy singing in St Johns’ Choir, playing with The Fulltone 
Orchestra. I love history and can often be found exploring historic properties of  all eras and visiting museums. Our 
family holidays are usually spent roaming the Highlands and Islands of  Scotland in our motorhome which has really 
developed my love for history and geography. In addition I enjoy cooking and am embarking on the Leiths Cookery 
Course. My enjoyment of  walking and exploring is being put to good use with my Gold Duke of  Edinburgh 
preparations. Finally, I love film and TV, especially Marvel and historical dramas; my film taste is as eclectic as my 
music taste!
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Alex, how old were you when you first played the organ?
I was 14 when I was asked if  I’d like to play at a little church, about twelve miles from my home. I only played 

the piano at that point, but I gladly accepted. A few weeks later I had my first organ lesson, and spent a very happy 
five years at that church.

What inspired you start playing the organ?
As a chorister, I was always fascinated by the organ, hearing it fill the chapel with all sorts of  glorious sounds on a 
daily basis. Being asked to play at a church on a regular basis was the excuse I’d always needed to get my first lesson.

Who taught you the organ?
I learnt with Robin Walker for four years, who taught me right from scratch to my ARCO and Cambridge auditions. 
I now learn with Ann Elise Smoot.

Who is your favourite composer?
eek… I once narrowed it down to 10 and that was hard enough! In the liturgical world, I adore Duruflé and Howells, 
among others, but my favourites also have to include Byrd, Britten, Stravinsky, Shostakovich, Mozart, Finzi, and of  
course… the great JSB.

What is your favourite piece of  music?
Another tricky question! I guess it depends on my mood, but the Bach B Minor Mass is a strong contender. The one 
thing I will never tire of  listening to is James Gilchrist singing Finzi’s Dies Natalis.

What three words would you use to describe yourself ?
Perpetually Procrastinating

As a child, what job did you hope to do?
When I was toddler, I wanted to be (and I quote) “a digger driver.”

Who is your biggest inspiration?
There are some performers who always inspire me, whenever I hear their work, such as Janet Baker or Christopher 
Robinson. I am also particularly inspired by musicians who created extraordinary art despite great danger, such as 
William Byrd and Dmitri Shostakovich. But for me, there is one work which will always project hope and inspiration 
more than any other: Britten’s War Requiem.

What is the biggest highlight of  your music career?
A concert, in 2019, in which I conducted Bruch’s Violin Concerto and Fauré’s Requiem to an audience of  over 300 
people. It was perhaps the most thrilling performance I’ve ever been a part of, and we raised £4,000 for charity.

What has been the biggest challenge in your music career?
Getting out of  bed for 7am chorister instrumental practice!!

What has been the most embarrassing moment of  playing in public?
The first time I ever played a congregational hymn on a large organ, I had it on the wrong channel by mistake. I 
hit the thumb pistons, started the play over, and jumped out of  my skin at the horrendous noise. EVERY SINGLE 
STOP on the organ was out (chamades and all). I promptly reset everything and started again, in a state of  absolute 
terror!

What do you consider to be your greatest achievement?
Getting into St John’s – though I still can’t quite believe it!

Do you wear organ shoes?
Yes, always.

Which organ would you most like to play?
I would love to explore all the sounds on a big Cavaillé-Coll one day – somewhere like St Sulpice. (Preferably in the 
dead of  night when nobody else is around!)
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Of  all the organs you have played, which was your favourite?
I’ve recently enjoyed exploring the sounds of  the new organ at Canterbury Cathedral, and I seem to remember 
loving the Kenneth Jones at Emmanuel College Cambridge when I was 15.

When you’re not working, how do you like to spend your time?
I spend a lot of  time in the kitchen, cooking, baking, and washing up thereafter! Other than that, I enjoy a good 
book or a nice long walk.

What is the biggest ambition you have yet to fulfil?
I’d probably like to be a cathedral Director of  Music one day… won’t be fulfilling that one anytime soon though!!
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The Royal College of Organists
by Sir Andrew Parmley, 

Chief Executive of the Royal College of Organists

May I start by congratulating Anna Hallett and Alex Trigg, two remarkably talented young organists, on their 
initiative in founding The Organ Manual. As the Royal College of  Organists continues to develop its offer for 

young organists, it is marvellous to be working with Anna and Alex to further that aim.

The Royal College of  Organists (RCO) is a unique institution. Why is that? It is the only College which was 
established to promote the interests of  performers of  just one instrument. And what an instrument!  In fact, in 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s words, “The King of  Instruments”.  If  you need more hyperbole, just look at the text 
of  Purcell’s Ode to St Cecilia (1692) where the bass aria celebrates the organ as a “Wond’rous Machine”.

The College of  Organists (not yet Royal) was the brainchild of  Richard Limpus who in March 1864 addressed his 
fellow organists explaining that he proposed to elevate and advance the professional status of  organists. 

He went on to say: “It will be readily admitted that, as a body, we do not hold the same position in the eyes of  the world as the medical 
and legal professions. Yet – he said – mankind generally prefers Music to either Physic or Law.”

The College of  Organists set about raising the professional standing of  the British organist through composition, 
competition, lectures and, from 1866, examinations; and soon thereafter the familiar Associateship and Fellowship 
diplomas were established bringing to potential candidates, in equal measure, joy and terror! I managed to become 
a Fellow of  the RCO in July 1976. That is not, I must explain, a sign of  prodigious ability but a reflection that the 
summer of  ’76 was one of  the hottest on record and, as sleep was out of  the question, there was plenty of  time for 
practice!

Today, the Royal College of  Organists remains dedicated to the promotion and advancement of  organ playing and 
choral directing. It also remains the only organisation in the UK, with a Royal Charter, to be dedicated to a single 
instrument (albeit, now in many guises) and those who play it.

“Those who play it” – therein lies our raison d-être. The RCO exists to support organists- and not just the elite 
superstar performers. It is inclusive and is ready to support organists at “every age and stage” or, as we like to say, it 
is “the first stop for every organist”. [Ho, Ho!]

Let me emphasize the pillars which underpin the RCO’s core principles – principles which have enabled it to go from 
strength to strength since the Trustees took the decision to embrace new technologies, become “virtual” (well before 
Covid-19 made this a necessity) and develop its world-class online learning and information platform “iRCO”. 
The RCO is a Professional, Resourceful, Teaching and Awarding College. Most importantly it is a membership 
organisation offering a wide range of  member benefits.

With church attendances often being in decline you might think it difficult to interest young people in learning to 
play. Most organists of  my generation were taken to church, joined the choir, heard the organ and fancied having 
a go. Today that experience is not readily accessible and so the RCO has set about raising the funds to install two-
manual electronic organs in 700 schools. If  the potential players of  the future won’t come to the organ, we shall take 
the organ to them. (And if  you know of  a school which could benefit from the installation of  one of  our organs, 
please let me know and I’ll add it to the waiting list.)

The RCO has determined to take action to put our “Wond’ous Machine” back into the limelight. In November 
2019 it staged a concert in Westminster Cathedral featuring nine organs. One thousand people attended! And in 
2021 we launched The Organ Show on YouTube and received some two million engagements. The seven one-
hour programmes, and much else besides, are still available on our YouTube channel. The week culminated in 
“interNational Organ Day” featuring performances from every corner of  the globe. It was so popular, with people 
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The Royal College of Organists
by Sir Andrew Parmley, 

Chief Executive of the Royal College of Organists

greeting one another with “Happy interNational Organ Day!” that it will become an annual event so please make a 
note in your diary now (Saturday 23rd April 2022 at 20:00 BST).

The RCO is now working closely with the American Guild of  Organists (AGO) and they are offering all organists 
under the age of  35 free membership during the present year so why not sign up today? Their magazine, The 
American Organist (TAO) is a mine of  wonderful articles, especially for examination candidates. We are also working 
with the Royal Canadian College of  Organists (RCCO) and the Musicians’ Union (MU) both of  which are offering 
very favourable rates to young RCO members.

You are the first to hear about our latest initiative for young people and anybody with even a passing interest in the 
organ. “Project OrganWorld” will be fantastic new online resource for players and afficionados. More news to follow.

When Richard Limpus developed his vision in the 1860s he had no idea how successful the College of  Organists 
would become and I hope The Organ Manual will do likewise. The RCO remains committed to keeping the organ 
and organists at the centre of  communities across the UK and across the world. Can I recommend that you take a 
look at the website? I am sure you will find the content fascinating and the breadth of  the activities more than a little 
surprising:

https://www.rco.org.uk

For now, and on behalf  of  everyone at the Royal College of  Organists, I would like to wish Anna and Alex every 
success with The Organ Manual.

Andrew Parmley

Sir Andrew attended the Royal Academy of  Music on a Royal College of  Organists’ Exhibition. He gained 
the College’s Fellowship in 1976, winning the Harding Prize. He holds a doctorate in seventeenth-century 
French opera (and two honorary doctorates) and has been organist of  St James Garlickhythe in the City of  
London for 40 years and is a past Chairman of  the Guildhall School of  Music & Drama and the Interna-
tional Ambassador of  the London Symphony Orchestra with whom he performed in St Paul’s Cathedral in 
2017.

Sir Andrew is a Fellow of  Trinity College of  Music, an Honorary Fellow of  both the Guildhall School and the Royal Academy 
of  Music and an Honorary Bencher of  Middle Temple. He was knighted in the 2018 New Year Honours list for services to 
music, education and civic engagement. 

Since becoming Chief  Executive of  the College in October 2018, Sir Andrew has committed to making the organ more accessible 
(particularly in maintained schools) and more popular. interNational Organ Day in April 2021 saw the launch of  an initiative 
to bring together organ-playing enthusiasts of  every age and ability across the globe in a virtual celebration of  the organ across the 
globe. He is committed to introducing as many people as possible to the wonderful world of  the King of  Instruments.

https://www.rco.org.uk 
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From Console to Conducting: 5 key 
skills and how to develop them

By Katherine Parton
From 2014-17 Dr Katharine Parton was 
Director of  Music at Fitzwilliam College, 
Cambridge where she developed new pathways 
into organ scholarships, established innovative 
conducting programmes and taught students 
across the University. She later moved to 
Australia where she balances teaching emerging 
conductors with research and composition.

Comprehensive conducting training can be expensive and relatively inaccessible for emerging conductors. 
Wonderful programmes exist across the UK but factors including geography, finances, age caps and, of  course 

now, pandemic-related restrictions all serve to narrow accessibility. It is the case that some conductors attend schools 
or programmes which already facilitate conducting opportunities for singers and organists alike. However, many more 
perhaps find themselves in settings with limited opportunities and resources. Others are post-school or university 
(even post-children of  their own!) wishing to turn their hand to choral conducting. This short article is aimed at the 
teachers, clergy, directors of  music and families who are guiding and supporting the emerging conductor who, for 
whatever reason, does not currently have the opportunity to undertake more formal training. I will outline the five 
key skills that the aspiring choral conductor needs and suggest strategies for developing them which are achievable 
outside of  a structured conducting programme. 

The first skill I recommend building is singing. Not every choral conductor has an outstanding voice or years of  
high-level experience as a singer, but a solid understanding of  vocal technique helps conductors recognise problems 
and propose solutions in terms that singers are able to readily grasp. Joining a choir is the most time (and cost) 
effective way to develop the physical aspects of  singing technique alongside learning the language and imagery 
that singers engage with best. Sometimes overlooked in choral conducting training is the psychological impact(s) 
of  singing. Coming from a keyboard-based1 musical experience can, at times, provide a predictable and secure 
environment where pitch, in particular, has been accurately modelled and reinforced. Singers operate without an 
intermediary, externalised instrument and pitching (or tone as another example) can become intensely personal 
qualities of  their vocal production. The interplay of  text and rhythm, fatiguing tessituras and the, sometimes 
unexpected, emotional impact of  solos are other common features of  singing which can be understood theoretically 
but are better appreciated through visceral experience2. An excellent singing teacher, where available, will help with 
technique but joining a local choir of  any standard or variety is hugely helpful for conductors seeking to develop an 
empathy with singers alongside building their comprehension of  technique.

The second skill set is problem solving. When working with a conductor over a lengthy period one comes to realise 
that they have a bank of  rehearsal techniques to draw upon. With extensive experience comes a strategy, or multiple 
strategies, for most challenges that arise in rehearsal. The best conductors have an enormous repertoire of  strategies 
and are able to modify these strategies to respond dynamically and moment-by-moment to the singers they work 
with. Simply copying another conductor’s approaches to a piece without reflection and adaptation is risky as nothing 
frustrates a choir more quickly than a conductor who insists on ‘their’ way of  working on a piece without appropriately 
situating the work within each individual choir’s rehearsal reality. However, building a collection of  strategies 
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and learning how to flexibly and responsively apply them needs experience. One workaround when conducting 
experience is in short supply is to observe other conductors’ rehearsals. Observation of  skilled conductors is brilliant 
for learning strategies but sometimes observing a rehearsal that is not going well and thinking critically about why 
that is the case (and what you might change) can be equally valuable. I have seen many emerging conductors with 
dazzling musical skills at the keyboard stumped by a youth ensemble because their ‘bank of  strategies’ has been built 
for solo practice rather than group rehearsal. Playing a second instrument in an orchestra or band also increases 
exposure to rehearsal problem solving but, naturally, joining a choir is an excellent solution here too!

I have touched already on the idea of  the third skill, and that is responsiveness. Conducting is not a scripted or 
rehearsed activity. Preparation, of  both skills and scores, is crucial but the good conductor responds directly to the 
singers and sound in front of  them. This responsiveness is seen not only in rehearsal strategies but, importantly, also 
in the gestures and musical shaping performed by the conductor during the singing. Chamber music is a fabulous 
way to learn to musically respond to others in the moment of  playing (or singing). Some organists are fortunate 
to have had extensive chamber music experience but for many others it can be a little more elusive. Singing in 
a high-level, consort style ensemble of  6 or 8 singers can be effective but volunteering to accompany the Year 2 
recorder ensemble on the piano will develop the same skills. Collaborating with soloists, whether friends or younger 
performers at school, gives real life experience of  responding to, sometimes unpredictable, musical intentions from 
other people. Accompanying a choir, whether sacred or secular, is clearly important here, but where that opportunity 
is not available the responsiveness learnt in any collaborative playing will be transferrable to conducting. 

Once these three skills are in place, or developing, the next skill is that of  direction. This could also be termed 
musical leadership. Direction can be learnt at the front of  a string ensemble, running a jazz band or as a section 
leader in a choir. There is a certain amount of  people management that comes into play here: how to cope with 
questions or disruption (well intentioned or otherwise!); supporting weaker or less confident ensemble members; 
and realising when limits are reached (in concentration, vocal ability or time allowed). When first introducing the 
aspiring conductor to working with a choir I find it is best to allow them to rehearse or direct an ensemble from the 
keyboard. The keyboard provides something to do with the hands (because conducting with the hands should come 
later) and, for the less experienced, the ability to demonstrate on an instrument that feels safe and comfortable. Five 
minutes of  rehearsal can feel like a lifetime to a beginner conductor and I generally start with a highly scaffolded 
task: “Please help each part understand where their pitches are coming from in their entries at bars yy and zz”. 
The time in front of  the group can be gradually built up with fewer specific instructions as the beginner conductor 
increases their own creative input. Eventually the emerging conductor can be given responsibility for working on a 
single piece with the choir from start to finish. 

The fifth skill is hands. This is the skill that actually looks like conducting and is, quite often, the part that the 
beginner conductor is most keen to try! If  the associated groundwork described above is well-established then at this 
stage the gesture and connection with ensemble can now become the focus. Hopefully, breathing with the ensemble 
and good eye contact have developed via chamber music and keyboard-based direction (another reason for keeping 
the hands busy on the keys at those stages). Every conducting teacher, or school of  conducting, has particular (and 
sometimes conflicting) opinions on how to approach the gestural action of  conducting. A student with sufficient 
observation and ensemble experience behind them will have, already, ideas about how to describe their musical 
intentions with their hands. Many treatises3 exist which suggest exercises for developing ‘good’ technique and for 
some students these are very helpful. Where in-depth, expert gestural instruction is unavailable but the student is 
ready to stand in front of  an ensemble a practical piece of  advice is to encourage the student to ask themselves: 
“How can I help?”. This question focuses the beginner gesture into areas where the ensemble needs the conductor, 
underlines the importance of  visibility (never under-estimate the unwillingness of  some beginners to adjust a music-
stand so they can be seen!), and funnels the conductor’s attention towards the communicative and responsive nature 
of  their nascent craft. 

Finally, if  the first four skills listed here (singing, problem solving, responsiveness and direction) have developed nicely 
then I would say, perhaps controversially, that what the conductor actually does with their hands is not necessarily 
the most important aspect of  their conducting. If  they have good musical ideas and are able to communicate those 
whilst responding to the sounds produced then the specific gestures used are of  secondary importance. A conductor 
whose gestural technique is spectacular but is not responding to what they are hearing or able to problem solve 
within a rehearsal is not very useful. On the other hand, a conductor who still has much to learn gesturally but is 
leading an ensemble responsively and helping them to produce truly creative moments will have the better musical 
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outcome. In summary, to support an aspiring conductor when conducting training is not readily available the most 
helpful approach is to encourage them to develop their overall musicianship, build confidence and clarity in sharing 
their musical ideas, and guide them towards the idea that conducting is about communication and connection with 
groups of  people. 

1 Acknowledging that for many the journey to the organ console itself  may not predate other preparations.

2 See https://www.theguardian.com/music/2015/sep/08/how-classical-musicians-cope-with-performance-
stress for a discussion of  performance stress, including a quote from Professor Jane Ginsbourg (RNCM) on the 
psychological impacts for singers.

3 Examples include A Practical Guide to Choral Conducting (H. Rosenbaum) and Choral Conducting: 
Philosophy & Practice (C. Durrant) (both published by Routledge), and the Oxford Handbooks 
Online Perspectives on Choral Conducting https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/
oxfordhb/9780199660773.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199660773-e-27 - access to which may be available via 
library subscriptions.

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2015/sep/08/how-classical-musicians-cope-with-performance-stress
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2015/sep/08/how-classical-musicians-cope-with-performance-stress
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199660773.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199660773-e-27
https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199660773.001.0001/oxfordhb-9780199660773-e-27
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by Adam Field

So, you’ve been awarded a cathedral organ scholarship. What next? In this article I hope to shed some light on 
the roles and responsibilities of  someone in this position. A scholarship of  this kind can be an invaluable training 

ground for a budding professional organist, as it can help develop vital skills such as liturgical playing, solo playing 
in a church context, choir training, conducting, and organisation. Different churches have different structures to 
their music departments, so all I can do is give an insight on my experience in the two places I have worked so far, 
although I am sure there are parallels to other scholarships.

At the heart of  cathedral life is the daily round of  services, which requires a large amount of  organ playing and 
accompaniment. The Sub-Organist or Assistant Director of  Music (ADoM) at your institution is likely to take on the 
bulk of  this work, and a surprising amount can be learnt from observing and assisting at the console (page-turning). 
You will be doing a lot of  this! However, there is much opportunity for playing – exactly what you take on is decided 
in close consultation with your ADoM. There is much to be learnt: choral accompaniments (evening canticles, 
anthems, mass settings), psalm accompaniment (both Anglican chant and plainsong), hymn accompaniment and 
practical improvisation. You might be taking on about one Evensong a week, or more, or less, dependent on your 
previous experience. This could increase over the course of  the year as you gain confidence. What you play will be 
largely up to you and what you think you can take on, although if  one of  your Assistant Director of  Music (ADoM) 

A Guide to Cathedral Organ 
Scholarships

Adam with the Choral Scholars and Director of  Music (Dr David Price) at Portsmouth
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or Director of  Music (DoM) are away, you may be obligated to play for a service. 

As well as the liturgical playing, there will be lots of  opportunity for learning and performing repertoire; a gap year 
can be an excellent time to get lots of  solo music under your fingers. This will be required before and after services 
that you play, during any recitals that you might be asked to perform, and quite often before larger services. These 
might include ordinations, confirmations, civic services, and carol services; the ADoM will most likely play for the 
rest of  these services.

You will most certainly be involved in the organisational aspect of  running the music department. This will include 
the management of  the music library: for example, laying out music for services and taking it back in afterwards, 
and marking up and boxing new music. You will develop an in-depth relationship with the photocopier (enough 
said!).

The organ scholar is usually also expected to take part in some of  the choir training work that is required to uphold 
standards in a professional cathedral choir. This will almost certainly entail attendance at morning practices (sorry!), 
but at least you will be living close by. I worked mainly with the younger, probationer choristers, teaching them the 
rudiments of  singing and being part of  a church choir, and with the older choristers when they had solos, finessing 
their extracts so that time would not be wasted on it in full chorister practice. Also, you might on occasion take full 
chorister practice if  both the DoM and ADoM are indisposed. This work can also include teaching the choristers 
music theory (often in preparation for ABRSM Grade 5). Such work can be extremely rewarding (if  at some times 
frustrating!), and will look great on your CV, showing that you work well with children.

During your year, there will undoubtedly be opportunities for conducting the choir in services and developing your 
skills in this area. The weight of  this workload will probably vary depending on your prior experience, but my advice 
would be to be confident and proactive about organising this; it is a really important tool to have under your belt as 
a professional organist. Hopefully, there will be opportunities to carry this out under the watchful eye of  the DoM, 
so that they can train you up, help you out, and give you tips and advice. They are experienced professionals in this 
area, so can be a useful resource. Sometimes, however, you might be called upon to take a service if  the DoM is 
away, in which case you will need to act independently - you will be well prepared in this eventuality.

From a personal perspective, a year as a cathedral organ scholar can be a brilliant opportunity on the social side; 
I lived and worked with five like-minded choral scholars during my year in Portsmouth, which was great fun. You 
will likely also come into contact with the Lay Clerks at your institution, and they tend to be very friendly and 
welcoming, as well as other members of  the cathedral community. It can also serve as a way of  getting used to living 
away from home (if  you haven’t done that already), which can be invaluable when it comes to going off to university 
or college; this makes a cathedral organ scholarship gap year not just a musical experience, but a holistic one.

Adam is the junior organ scholar at Selwyn College, Cambridge, 
where he is reading for a degree in Music. Here he accompanies 
and helps run the choir, which is directed by Sarah Macdonald. 
In his Sixth Form he was organ scholar at Croydon Minster, in 
conjunction with studying at Whitgift School. During this time 
he was taught by Dr Ronny Krippner, Director of  Music at the 
Minster. After this, he spent his gap year as organ scholar at 
Portsmouth Cathedral, and is currently studying with Stephen 
Farr. When not on the organ bench, he enjoys singing, and sings 
countertenor with the choir at Selwyn, taking a keen interest in 
the performance of  close harmony and early music, as well as 
occasionally playing the horn. Adam is a prize-winning Associate 
of  the Royal College of  Organists.
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Kill the Skills Challenge
By Anne Marsden Thomas

Are you preparing organ scholar trials or diploma exams?  If  so, I am sure you 
have spent much time choosing and honing your pieces. But I wonder if  you have 
given equal time to preparing those all-important keyboard musicianship skills?  

The musicianship skills you will need vary between universities and examining bodies, but almost always include 
sight-reading and transposing, and may also include score-reading, harmonising a melody, improvising, and 

figured bass.

When they decide to apply for organ scholarships or diplomas, students are often alarmed to find that their ability in 
these keyboard musicianship skills is way below standard.  Improving those skills can feel like a herculean task, and 
the study involved can seem both daunting and tedious.

If  you identify with the above paragraph, you may ask: ‘Why didn’t my teacher introduce these skills to me gradually?’  
That’s a very reasonable complaint because, if  you had learned these skills alongside your entire training at the 
organ, they never would have felt daunting – on the contrary, you would have had fun developing them, and found 
them endlessly useful, especially if  you played in church.    But don’t necessarily blame your teacher, because until 
recently it was hard to find suitable exercises in these skills: exercises which would suit an elementary student, and 
which were short enough to slip into regular organ lessons.  

My colleague Dr Frederick Stocken and I struggled with this problem for years, and that’s why we decided to write 
a new course for keyboard musicianship students, providing exercises and guidance from a first organ lesson all the 
way through to diploma standard.  Our course appears in two books, Graded Keyboard Musicianship, published by 
Oxford University Press in 2017.

www.oup.com/sheetmusicOrder Graded Keyboard Musicianship from www.oup.com/sheetmusic, or from music shops, worldwide.

2

An integrated approach to 
developing core keyboard skills

by Anne MArsden ThOMAs  
and Fredrick sTOcken

The structure and layout of these books — a series of short 
progressive exercises with succinct explanatory notes — make 
them ideal for students taking practical and theoretical music 
exams, or for advanced students seeking an intensive course in 
keyboard musicianship.

•	Develops	five	core	skills	at	the	keyboard:	figured	bass,		 	
	 score-reading,	harmonizing,	transposing,	and	improvising

•	The	approach	is	bite-sized,	and	the	exercises	practical	and		
 accessible

• suitable for self-study or for use with a teacher

•	Suitable	for	all	keyboard	players
•	Contains	concise	explanatory	notes	for	greater	understanding
•	Book	1	(Levels	1–5)	and	Book	2	(Levels	6–8)	correspond	to	the		
	 eight	ABRSM	Grades

Book	1     978-0-19-341193-7    
Book	2					978-0-19-341194-4   

NEW

AMUGKMFL17B.indd   1 20/06/2017   10:41

AMUGkMFL17B

2

Anne MArsden ThOMAs is one of the most 
influential organ teachers of today, and has wide 
experience as a concert and church organist. 
She has written or edited over twenty books for 
organists. In 2015 she was awarded the MBE in 
the Queen’s New Year Honours, and, in 2017, 
was the first woman to receive the Royal College 
of Organists’ highest decoration, the RCO Medal.

dr Frederick sTOcken is a widely-commissioned and performed composer, whose 
recorded and broadcast music ranges from organ and choral pieces to orchestral works.  
His publications include not only compositions, but also musicological writing and 
keyboard tutors.  He is a cathedral organist, and a distinguished teacher of organ, music 
theory, and musicianship at all levels.
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Figured bass
Realize these figures by adding one note in the right hand under the given melody note.

Score-reading

Harmonizing
a) Play these chords, naming the chord numbers aloud.

b) With left hand or organ pedals add the root or third, as indicated. The key is C major.

c) Add a bass. Start with the tonic, then duplicate the melody an octave lower until the bracket. At 
the bracket play the roots of a perfect cadence.

Level 3 | Lesson 1
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Transposing
Play this one tone higher.

Improvising
Add an extension. Incorporate motifs from the given phrase.

Figured bass
A rest in the melody voice still requires a chord in the right hand.

Score-reading
The unusually wide spacing between alto and tenor in bar 2 is only momentary.

Harmonizing
a) In the third exercise IIb is the true approach chord; see Level 6, Lesson 1.
b) The first three chords are minor–major–minor. In the descending major scale they are major–

minor–major. Alternating major and minor chords is a pleasing effect.
c) The third bracket offers multiple possibilities, including VIIb–I.

Transposing
This ends IV–V–I. IV makes a good approach chord to a perfect cadence, but is much less common than II. 
II–V has roots rising a fourth or descending a fifth, which is particularly strong, whereas IV–V does not.

Improvising
Find a melodic motif from the given phrase—perhaps G–F#–E–D—and play it at various pitches over 
familiar chord patterns. For example, you could use a series of plagal cadences, playing G–F#–E over IV, 
before resolving to D over I. Then repeat the chords with the motif starting on different notes. Whatever 
you do, maintain the pulse.
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Graded Keyboard Musicianship provides exercises at eight levels, which are roughly equivalent to ABRSM organ 
grades.  Each level has five lessons, and each lesson provides short integrated exercises in five keyboard skills: figured 
bass, score-reading, harmonising, transposing and improvising.  

Have a look at the first lesson:
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As you see, the exercises are simple enough to need only minimal explanation.  That means you can move swiftly 
through the playing without having to stop and read a lot of  text.  But, at the end of  the lesson, you will find 
supporting text which you or your teacher can use if  needed.  

Harmonizing is probably the most complex of  the keyboard skills, and the subject covers both harmonizing a bass 
using figures (‘figured bass’) and harmonizing a melody.  Our aim is to help the student succeed at harmonizing in 
every lesson, and our priorities throughout are to help you create a successful bass line and logical cadences.  In Level 
1 you add a bass to a melody in parallel octaves; by Level 4 your bass instead adds parallel 3rds or 6ths. 

By Level 5, having discovered that parallel 3rds and 6ths with isolated octaves and 5ths below a melody work well, 
you learn to mix them up, prioritizing contrary motion and shaping a pleasing bass line.  Meanwhile, in adjacent 
exercises throughout the course, you learn how to form and space chords, and to recognize and make cadences.  
All the given melodies are from popular tunes, which helps your ear prompt appropriate harmony.  You can learn 
harmony entirely from these books, working entirely at the keyboard, so it’s ideal if  you dislike writing harmony 
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exercises!

You may be asked to improvise at your organ scholar trials.  The early-level, thoroughly accessible, improvising 
exercises in Graded Keyboard Musicianship partner the harmony training in each lesson, while in later levels the 
exercises show you a wide range of  resources, giving you confidence to develop your own personality.  

Figured bass exercises, just like those for improvising, integrate both with the harmonizing and, indeed, all the other 
skills covered in each lesson.  

Transposing is similarly addressed in finely graded stages.  Graded Keyboard Musicianship introduces transposing 
first in a single line, by Level 4 with two hands in octaves, at Level 6 two independent voices, and at last in Level 7 
you are transposing four voices, SATB.  We use popular tunes in the transposing exercises, too, recognizing that your 
ear plays a vital role in this skill.  There is a new transposing tip in each lesson, making 40 tips in all.

You will also learn score-reading in graded steps, and the supporting text helps you to relate the chords to the 
harmony training in the same lesson.  

Although these books do not cover sight-reading, all the skills you acquire here will make you a better sight-reader, 
too.  The improvising exercises help you appreciate structure, the figured bass, harmonizing and transposing help 
you recognize chord progression and tonality, and the score-reading makes you quick at digesting three staves.  

Whatever your starting point, we believe that, when studying these skills, it’s essential to practice succeeding, and that 
means starting at a level that is comfortable.  Besides, if  you find the exercises manageable, you will enjoy working at 
them, and enjoyment promotes lively concentration.   So, whether you are wisely studying keyboard musicianship long 

before those auditions, or you are starting almost from scratch dangerously 
close to your auditions, we suggest that you start at the Level that allows easy 
success, moving forward with full understanding and musical control until 
you reach the required standard.  Our message is: embrace the skills, enjoy 
the buzz of  progress, and kill the skills challenge!
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A Day in the Life of Adrian Partington 
Director of Music at Gloucester Cathedral

A normal day for me begins at about 05:30, when I am awoken either by some of  Gloucester’s many seagulls, or 
by one of  my neighbours, who goes out early to look after her horse. I am fortunate enough to live in a lovely 

Cathedral house, which has uninterrupted views of  the Cathedral’s tower which is arguably the finest in the country, 
if  not in Europe. After I have staggered downstairs, I usually read the news headlines on my phone while the kettle 
boils for my morning beverage. About three times a week, after waking up completely, I go for a run to Alney Island, 
which is a wonderful piece of  unspoilt countryside, only ten minutes gentle running from the Cathedral. In May and 
June, I love to hear the cuckoos calling, and also the songs of  song thrushes and blackbirds. These early morning 
moments in the fresh air,alone except for some cattle, are the best moments of  my day.

After showering and eating breakfast, I walk over to the Cathedral for the daily Chorister rehearsal. My journey to 
the Cathedral’s Song School involves  a walk round the fourteenth century cloisters. This building is of  inestimable 
beauty; the bay after bay of  fan vaulting reminds me of  the vault of  the Chapel of  my Alma Mater, King’s College 

Cambridge. Every day I feel gratitude for having been able 
to work for large parts of  my life in such beautiful buildings. 
I leave the cloisters and enter the Cathedral. The best time 
to see this building is before 08:00 on a summer’s morning, 
when the sunshine is pouring through the mediaeval glass 
of  the Great East Window. Again, every day when I see this 
spectacle, I feel a sense of  privilege, and also joy, even after 
walking into the Cathedral for a few thousand early morning 
rehearsals!

The Choristers appear just after 08:00, and are always very 
cheerful in the mornings. Most of  the time I like this; but if  
I’ve had a concert the evening before, (or have arrived home 
late the night before for other reasons), I sometimes wish that 
they were a little less cheerful! Since 1541, these morning 
practices have been for Boy Choristers only. I am delighted to 
be able to write that from September this year, we will have 
full time Girl Choristers as well in the mornings, a mere 480 
years too late! I always begin the rehearsals with some warm- 
ups; the younger boys like these, but I suspect that the older 
ones find them a bit juvenile; but they tolerate them. I always 
then sing a Psalm through; chants are easy on the voice, and 
the words require energy, concentration and imagination; so 
Psalm singing is another good way to warm up. 

After Choir practice, I walk the boys over to school, and then 
I do my daily organ practice, mostly at home, but sometimes 

in the Cathedral. I play some Bach every day; and try to memorize things. I think that at my age, memorizing music 
or words is a way to stave off mental decay! Cathedral meetings usually start at 1000; there seem to be meetings of  
one kind or another most days. Between the ends of  the meetings and lunchtime, I usually attend to emails, of  which 
I get between 30 and 40 per day. This is not a huge number compared to many people; but it takes time to answer 
them all. And I do answer everything, as a matter of  courtesy. After a light lunch, I always play the piano for half  an 
hour. I have a wonderful Grand Piano, and enjoy playing it very much. It brings me far more pleasure than playing 
the organ. I do five minutes of  exercises, then play two Preludes and Fugues in the same key from both books of  the 
“48”. I learned fairly thoroughly all 96 pieces of  the “48” in the first lockdown, and I intend to keep playing them 
daily for as long as I keep my health and sanity. I hope that this incomparable music will help me to keep my health 
and sanity, in fact!
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A Day in the Life of Adrian Partington 
Director of Music at Gloucester Cathedral

To be honest, I then often have a snooze. I start to read something, and then quite quickly fall to sleep! I sleep for 
about fifteen minutes, which sets me up for the rest of  the day. At three o’clock, every weekday, I go to meet my 
fourth son Joey from his school transport and give him some tea (all my other sons, and my daughter, have long since 
left home). I then wander over to the King’s School to supervise the Choristers’ tea. This is a chore, but somebody 
has to do it; and I do enjoy watching the Choristers behaving and misbehaving in their native environment! I then 
take them over to the Cathedral to robe for Evensong.  We always have a little warm-up in our Song Room, and 
then walk into the cathedral, having robed, to join the Lay Clerks. After thirty-odd years in Cathedral music, (I 
was working out of  Cathedral Music for twenty years before coming to Gloucester), I still love every minute of  
Evensong, it being the perfect marriage of  music and poetry; the prose of  the Book of  Common Prayer is beautiful 
enough to be called “poetry”. I particularly enjoy Friday Evensongs, when we always sing a service entirely without 
accompaniment. The best Evensong for me would include Gibbons’s  “Short Service” and Byrd’s “Haec dies”. For 
me, only Bach’s sacred music surpasses the beauty and intensity of  these two great English composers of  liturgical 
music.

Many of  my weekday evenings are spent conducting 
big choirs. In “normal” times, I rush to Cardiff two 
nights a week to conduct the BBC National Chorus of  
Wales, whom I have served for twenty six years. The 
BBC has given me hundreds of  wonderful experiences 
over the years, working with the greatest conductors, 
chorus-mastering at Proms each year, conducting the 
BBC National Orchestra of  Wales regularly, making 
countless programmes for Radio 3, and so on. I have 
been blessed to be able to do all this exciting  BBC 
work, whilst running the music in this great Cathedral 
for so many years.

Whether it’s a BBC night, or a Gloucester Choral 
Society night, or a Three Choirs Festival Chorus night, 

I go to bed at 23.00, and fall instantly asleep. The next thing I know is the sound of  seagulls before six a.m., and I 
know that another wonderful day of  varied activity awaits me.   

Adrian has been Director of  Music at Gloucester since January 2008. During his years there, he has introduced Girl Choristers, 
has taken the choir to sing in the U.S.A., Canada, South Africa and Sweden, and has made several CDs. In May 2019, he took 
the Choristers to sing with the Berlin Philharmonic at the Philharmonie in Berlin. 

Adrian has been Conductor of  the BBC National Chorus of  Wales since 1999.Since then he has prepared that chorus for over a 
hundred concerts,( including two BBC Proms each year), many of  which he has conducted himself. The chorus has made many 
cds, two of  which have been nominated for Grammy awards. The chorus’s most recent cd- which Adrian conducted- is of  Stan-
ford’s previously un-performed orchestral mass Via victrix 1918.

He has directed four Gloucester Three Choirs Festivals, in which he has conducted the Philharmonia  in many of  the great choral 
classics, including Mahler’s Eighth and Beethoven’s Ninth Symphonies, Berlioz’s  La Damnation de Faust, and the great oratori-
os of  Elgar.

Adrian enjoys an active career as a guest conductor of  orchestras. In recent years he has conducted the Philharmonia at the Festi-
val Hall, at St.John’s Smith Square , and in various provincial cities. He has conducted the RPO in many venues over the years, 
and will direct that orchestra in a series of  concerts in 2022. Every year he conducts the BBC NOW, and has conducted the 
Royal Northern Sinfonia, the BSO, the Orchestra of  WNO and the Royal Flanders Philharmonic.

Adrian was educated at King’s College Cambridge, where he was the Organ Scholar. He continues to be in demand as an 
organist- recent engagements include a Concerto with the Moscow State Symphony Orchestra in 2019, and recitals in Japan in 
November 2018.He was a soloist at the 2018 BBC Promenade concerts.



THE ORGAN MANUAL ONLINE MAGAZINE - SEPTEMBER 2021 PAGE 24

Parish Churches Need You! 
by Gordon Foster

I am privileged to have been asked by Anna to contribute an article for this new on-line magazine. It does my heart 
good to see so many excellent young musicians, of  which she is but one, taking up the King of  Instruments. I like 

to think that in a small way I have played something of  a part in encouraging one or two young people to go on and 
achieve great things in their musical careers, in particular through organ playing and, in a couple of  cases, singing 
– and also in what was my day job of  sports writing, although that is another matter. But encouragement, especially 
of  younger people, has always been the name of  the game for me.

I strongly suspect that I am probably not typical of  those of  you who are reading this, because I must confess to 
being pretty much self-taught on the organ, and to never having taken a music exam of  any kind in all the 77 years 
of  my life. I did have piano lessons as a young lad but, being on the lazy side in those days (my old mum would say 
some things never change!) I wouldn’t practise, I wanted to be out playing with my friends. And, with no musical 
background in my family, there was no-one really to point me in the right direction. 

My piano lessons ended quite abruptly when I moved up from primary to grammar school, and homework became 
a big commitment, but someone at the Methodist Sunday School I attended had remembered that I’d had a few 
piano lessons, and I began to be asked to deputise on the American Organ which we used to accompany the 
hymns. As I progressed through my teens I began going to a youth club, and eventually Sunday services, at another 
Methodist Church. They had a pipe organ, an organist who could bring the best out of  it, and I was hooked. Mrs 
Marsh became my role model, and I determined to learn to play it in the way that she did.

In those days, though, getting anywhere near the organ stool was akin to passing unauthorised through the curtain 
in the Temple, so on youth club night one or two of  us would sneak into the chapel and have a go on the organ, only 
to be chased off by the youth club leader. Looking back now, I think that memory played a part in shaping my future 
wish to help others along the road, rather than hinder them as I felt I had been.

I couldn’t afford organ lessons, so if  I was going to learn I was going to have to teach myself  – looking back, not 
what I would recommend – no-one there to correct your bad habits before they take hold. Now in those days there 
existed a whole series of  ‘Teach Yourself ’ books, so I acquired the one by Francis Routh on ‘Playing The Organ’, 
and I was on my way.

The thing about Mrs Marsh that captured my imagination more than anything was her ability to bring to life the 
words of  the hymns we sang, so in teaching myself  I put my emphasis on playing the hymns well, before thinking 
about playing pieces. I remain convinced that the most important job for the vast majority of  organists is to play in 
a manner which inspires their congregations to sing.

I’m in danger of  turning this into my life story if  I haven’t done so already, and it’s not meant to be that. So I will 
skip becoming assistant organist and then organist at my then girlfriend’s and now wife’s old church. And I will also 
pass quickly over my 1973 move to my present position as organist and director of  music of  a parish church in what 
was formerly a mining village, subsequently also taking on the responsibility in the neighbouring village when the 
two parishes became a united benefice. 

It’s taken me a while to get round to what I really wanted to say in this article, but I hope I have provided the context 
for it. I mentioned earlier how encouraged I am to see so many young people now coming through and taking up 
the organ, but the truth of  the matter is that there still aren’t nearly enough. The parish church needs you! The 
cathedrals and large parish churches will never want for someone to excel on their mighty instruments, but what of  
the smaller parishes and the nonconformist denominations? At 77 I really should not be still doing the job, much as 
I love it, but the sad fact is that there is absolutely no-one coming through to succeed me. And this is true of  so many 
smaller parishes, where the instrument on offer is, say, a small run-of-the-mill 4 Great 4 Swell and a Pedal Bourdon 
job.
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There are certainly valuable initiatives up and down the country trying to buck the trend, to identify and encourage 
young players – Pipe Up Salisbury is an excellent example. The cathedrals and large churches are the shop window. 
Now we need to ensure that the goods in the ‘stock room’ of  the villages match those in the window if, as I hope and 
believe, we don’t wish to see their organs falling out of  use and into disrepair. Why not get in touch with your local 
church and ask to meet the organist? 

If  you are in the area and would like to play the Blidworth (digital) or Rainworth (2-manual pipe) organs please do drop me a 
line at organistgord@gmail.com.
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Gordon began playing an American Organ for Sunday School at Welbeck Colliery Village Method-
ist Church in the late 1950s and also became assistant organist. H then began teaching himself  the 
pipe organ, and became assistant organist at his then girlfriend’s and now wife’s church Sutton Road 
Methodist in Huthwaite near Sutton-in-Ashfield, where they had a former RCO practice organ. 
The organist left the district and Gordon was promoted to Organist in 1966. Gordon was privileged 
to have not only a wonderful albeit small organ, but also the guidance and encouragement of  a very 
good choirmaster who influenced him greatly. He was led to move into the Anglican Church in 1973 
when he became organist and choirmaster, and later Director of  Music at St Simon & Jude’s, 
Rainworth.

When his church became part of  a United Benefice with neighbouring Blidworth and their organist 
left to train for the ministry Gordon took on the role of  Director of  Music for the Benefice, at the 
turn of  the millennium.

mailto:organistgord@gmail.com 
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The RSCM: Resourcing and 
Supporting Church Musicians

Hugh Morris - Director, RSCM

What exactly is the RSCM? Our founder, Sir Sydney Nicholson had a vision for the future of Church Music – 
promoting music in worship and excellence in music. We are still just as committed to that in 2021 as when 

he set out on that journey in 1927. The church music landscape back then was considerably more uniform than 
the kaleidoscope of today. Our origins were rooted in organ music and robed choirs, since these were so widely 
prevalent. These still matter to us a great deal, but we support and encourage good and effective church music of 
all kinds, and that includes congregational music, and supporting ministers in their work too. We nurture from 
childhood a love and understanding of church music, its role in worship, as part of our rich heritage across the UK, 
and its positive impact on well-being. Our support of church musicians continues beyond childhood, for as long as 
they – you – need us.

We believe very strongly in the need to develop and sustain the tradition of music in the church, and not just at 
the level of our great Cathedrals, but across the rich tapestry of parish life too. That means that RSCM’s mission, 
therefore, is firmly rooted in Education.

Our aim is to ensure that a new generation of church musicians are empowered to take church music into the future. 
Church music has important work to do, not only in terms of mission but also community. Our vision for the next 
century is nurturing, training, and inspiring the church musicians of the future, ensuring the continuation of music 
in parish churches across the UK and more globally through our five International Partners.

So, what do we offer for organists? Well, there are a number of strands to that.

We publish a range of support materials, including the Complete Church Organist books – designed to support you 
in understanding what it means to be a church organist, and to develop the skills that this important role requires. 
We publish lots of other organ music, too, including the complete music of Denis Bédard. You can explore all that 
we offer on our webshop: www.rscmshop.com 

We offer a range of training events. We have recently relaunched the 48 Area Teams that cover the UK and Ireland. 
As they plan for 2022 and beyond, they will be starting to deliver our exciting new Education Plan, which includes 
a strand for organists. Keep an eye out for sessions as they are advertised – our Events pages of the website let you 
search by distance: there is an increasing focus on providing local support for all our members.

We also offer some centrally-organised courses, and our plans for 2022 will be launched shortly – and this includes 
opportunities for young organists within that.

We are also, of course, developing and expanding our online provision – and there are lots of webinars you can 
explore in our back catalogue, including on organ matters. Our RSCM Centre YouTube channel also has lots of 
content, including our general-interest lunchtime lectures.

For a number of years, we have run the Pipeline scholarship scheme, supporting young organists across the country. 
In line with the Education Plan, we are currently re-working how that support is best offered – and look forward to 
sharing the new plans for that in future editions of this magazine. It’s so important that we enthuse a new generation 
of musicians to play their part in this vital element of church life.

Since many organists also work with choirs, either as accompanist or as choir trainer, we also provide training to 
help develop both these skills. These are more of the sessions contained in our Education Menu, which means that 
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wherever you are in the country, you will be within reasonable distance of carefully planned and skilfully delivered 
training that is relevant to you and your own development.

So, how can you get involved? If you are part of an RSCM-affiliated church, then you are in a sense already a 
member of RSCM. But individual, student membership is available to anyone under the age of 30 for the amazing 
value price of just £16, and allows us to be able to more directly support you along your musical journey. It allows 
you to receive a copy of our much-loved magazine, Church Music Quarterly (CMQ), too. Follow the ‘ join us’ link 
from the menu on the RSCM’s website – www.rscm.org.uk 

These are exciting times for RSCM – with significant changes and developments happening at pace. Our future 
plans, the first part of which we will be launching later in 2021, involve creating a new Tutor Network, and the 
development of a new group of young leaders as we look to develop the careers of those who wish to work within 
church music. 

We have the wind in our sails and a clear vision for the path ahead. We warmly encourage you to step aboard with 
us and join us on our journey into the future, as we seek to fulfil our vision of a church drawn closer to God through 
music. May it be so!

Hugh Morris is Director of  the Royal School of  Church Music. He is a Fellow of  the Royal College of  Organists, and has 
played in every setting from village church services to international competitions. Prior to joining the RSCM in 2018, his most 
recent organist position was as Director of  Music at Derby Cathedral. He has also taught in schools and so brings a wealth 
of  experience to the position. Of  his role, Hugh said ‘I’m a professional church musician, an educator, a trained teacher, and a 
committed Christian’. 

http://www.rscm.org.uk
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A Year in the Life of an Organ Builder
James Atherton

Head Voicer - Nicholson & Co. 

It is a privilege to be asked to write an article about the life of  an organ builder. Organ building is an ancient craft 
encompassing many disciplines, such as woodworking, cabinet-making, metalwork, leatherwork, engineering and 

many others to produce and restore beautiful musical instruments. Suffice it to say I am incredibly lucky to work with 
a team of  craftsmen who are absolutely at the top of  their game; it is a happy, inspiring and fulfilling environment 
to be in. Our modern factory is situated at the foot of  the north Malvern hills surrounded by a Christmas tree 
plantation and fishing lodges; it is a little corner of  paradise. This article will be from my point of  view; to encompass 
what the entire factory is doing would entail a much more detailed, and longer article than this!

In January I continued the voicing of  the brand-new organ we are building for Radley College in Oxfordshire. The 
first stop of  the new year that I voiced was the Open Wood and Octave extension (picture provided) The old organ 
in Radley suffered from a less than ideal placement and it lacked gravitas. I am responsible for all the scaling and the 
tonal design of  our organs, and I needed to ensure that our organ would have sufficient bass. Our new Open Wood, 
made of  solid timber, is generously scaled, and voiced with as little ‘interference’ in the onset of  speech so it is a solid 
sound which will help support the fuller combinations. The next stop was the Posaune rank at 32’ 16’ and 8’ pitch. 
The organ builders were particularly pleased once this was complete as the 32’ octave sounded, in the workshop, like 
a chinook helicopter passing overhead! Over the course of  the next few weeks the voicing of  the rest of  the organ 
continues apace as our pipemakers finished making stops ready for me to voice. Mid-January saw the last tuning 
of  the old Radley organ in preparation for the final recital (available to hear on the Radley College website) and 
dismantling took place in February. 

Alongside the new organ for Radley College is the restoration of  the famous 1889 Walker organ at St. Mary’s 
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Portsea, an enormous Cathedral-like church near Portsmouth. One of  the things we are charged with is restoring, 
as far as is practicable, the pitch and voicing of  the organ as left by Walkers. This is quite a task, as many ranks 
have been altered over the years. I spent two days in February with the organist and the consultant to the project to 
carefully assess the pipework, to try and work out what work had been done to alter their tone and balances, and to 
work out how we would approach reversing this.

My job is rarely the same two days running, which is just one reason that I feel extremely fortunate to be able to 
do what I do. The variety of  the work that comes through our workshop is staggering. Last year we undertook the 
historic restoration of  two organs. This sort of  work is fascinating and something we are very passionate about. 
One of  the organs (St Lawrence’s in York) was a transplant and restoration of  the 1885 William Denman of  York 
organ, previously in St. Michael-le-Belfrey. This brought huge challenges as the organ hadn’t been in use for over 
20 years, so we were really ‘flying blind’ with the organ. We didn’t know how it sounded, how it played, what was 
wrong with it, etc… It was a daunting prospect, but ultimately a thrilling and extremely satisfying project to bring 
this venerable organ back to life and to restore its voice. There is full documentation of  the restoration of  this 
magnificent instrument on our website www.nicholsonorgans.co.uk

March saw continuation of  Radley voicing, but also some tender 
visits and site meetings of  future projects. One of  my tasks is to visit 
cathedrals, churches, schools, concert halls etc. to meet with organists 
and advisors to discuss potential future work and to begin tendering 
processes. I always insist on hearing the present organ before I go near 
the console, and to listen in every part of  the building to the sound 
of  the organ and of  the building. The acoustic properties of  any 
building where we are going to do any form of  tonal work, whether 
alterations, additions or a brand-new organ, are key to what I do 
when it comes to setting out scales and considering voicing styles. If  
you understand the acoustic and how it operates then you have the 
best starting point. Here at Nicholson & Co. we don’t have a ‘house 
style’ of  scaling or voicing. We believe that every client deserves to 
have something bespoke which is completely tailor-made for them, 
we don’t live in the past and we don’t let the grass grow under our feet. 
We are constantly listening to what is happening around the world, 
in our trade, and visiting historic organs to try to learn more. We go 
to the Alkmaar festival to meet other organ builders and organists 
from around the world to get together and discuss what we do and 
our thoughts and passions - it is so refreshing and educating for us 
all. Every organ and organ builder we visit teaches us something, we 
believe that every day is a school day in this job!

Easter came and went and there was the sad news of  the passing of  
HRH Prince Philip, The Duke of  Edinburgh. One of  my enviable 
positions is as the curator of  the organs in Windsor Castle and the Royal Park, and so I was tasked to prepare the 
organ in St George’s Chapel for the live broadcast of  the funeral on the 17th April, an occasion I will never forget! 
This involved tuning the organ at all sorts of  times, including at 3am in the morning, but a privilege and honour 
to do so. I sat nervously in the organ loft for the service hoping that all would be ok! The organ behaved itself  and 
the tuning held out, despite the rising temperature in the chapel and the condition of  the organ, which is starting to 
show signs of  the age of  its inner workings!

The work on Radley continues apace and the Portsea contract gains momentum. The pipework is being repaired 
and restored, and the task of  giving this noble instrument its voice back has begun. It is a labour of  love, and it 
takes much patience, and dare I say it, skill to nurture these pipes back to speak as they once did, time will tell how 
successful that has been. 

At present the Radley organ is being installed in the chapel and the tonal finishing will begin in September. It may 
be there is another article to discuss and explain this most important aspect of  what we do…

http://www.nicholsonorgans.co.uk 
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The factory side of  the organ building work for Portsea is almost complete, and we are beginning to work on the re-
building work for St Gabriel’s Pimlico, where we are making new soundboards and adding a Nave organ with a new 
case designed and built by us, to the Binns/Walker instrument. We also have meetings in Leeds Town Hall where 
we are going to build another new instrument, but on a very grand scale: 104 speaking stops! The largest organ to 
be built in this country since the 1940’s!

The Leeds instrument will be dismantled in November/December of  this year by which time the new organ will 
already be in manufacture. There is so much more I could have written about a year in the life of  an organ builder, 
I have barely scratched the surface. I do hope this has been an interesting insight into what we do. Please do visit our 
website for lots of  interesting details, articles and photos of  what we are up to. You can also follow us on Facebook, 
Instagram and Twitter to keep up to date with our news and project progress. 

James Atherton is Head Voicer of  Nicholson & Co. where he has been worked in the voicing department since he joined the firm 
in 2005. He is responsible for the tonal design of  all their work, and the training of  apprentice voicers. He commenced his career 
in organ building in Liverpool in 1995 with David Wells and was Head Tuner with Matthew Copley in London from 2001-
2005. He is a renowned professional singer and has held Lay Clerkships in Chester and Winchester Cathedrals as well as St 
George’s Chapel Windsor Castle. He has been a member of  the Schola Cantorum of  Tewkesbury Abbey for the last 15 years. 
James is also a professional conductor and choir trainer, with a career spanning almost 30 years, the last 10 of  which he has 
been the Musical Director of  Leominster Choral Society. He has led and continues to lead conducting and vocal masterclasses 
with other choral societies around the UK. 

As a consort singer James has sung with many of  the major ensemble in this county, specialising in early music as an Haut-Con-
tre. He is busy as a soloist, particularly specialising in evangelising the great Bach Passions and other Oratorio repertoire. He 
is a qualified chef, he was also the drummer of  a heavy metal band! He has instigated a ‘Metal Fridays’ in the voicing and 
pipe-making department at Nicholsons much to the surprise and delight of  his colleagues! He is married with 3 children and 
lives in the beautiful city of  Worcester. 
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Introduce your pupils to keyboard instruments and
music-reading through whole-class melodica sessions 
Small-group tuition for accordion, with exciting
opportunities for ensemble performance 
One-to-one tuition on piano, accordion and organ
Free ‘meet the instrument’ assemblies and taster lessons
Musical pathways from beginner to advanced level
Opportunities to take part in the Leeds International
Organ Festival’s Student Platform Concert and Primary
School Organ Day
Partnerships with the Royal College of Organists and the
University of Huddersfield

LEEDS INTERNATIONAL
O R G A N  F E S T I V A L

I N S P I R I N G  
Y O U N G  P E O P L E  
A C R O S S  Y O R K S H I R E

Diocese of Leeds Music 

Keyboard Studies Programme

Expert keyboard tuition for all schools 
in the Diocese of Leeds 

@DOLMusic

More information:

office@dioceseofleedsmusic.org.uk

0113 244 8634

DioceseofLeedsMusic

www.dioceseofleedsmusic.org.uk

The fast-paced, fun teaching has ensured that she remains
committed, enthusiastic and focused from week to

week...These lessons are inspiring and beneficial, leaving
her with lots to work on each week and consider.

The Society of Women Organists (SWO) is dedicated to celebrating
female organists in all areas of music-making.

To find out more about SWO and how to sign up for free membership, 
visit our website at www.societyofwomenorganists.co.uk

@SWomenOrganists Society of Women Organists
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Making “Organ Stops - Saving the 
King of Instruments”
By James Dawson

I’ve spent twenty years making documentary films, mainly for the BBC and Channel 4. One abiding wish has been 
to make a film with music at its heart, so when I heard Gillian Weir play something amazing on one of  the St 

Paul’s Cathedral organs a few years ago, it got me thinking. I didn’t even know how many pipes I’d been listening to 
or how the instrument worked, but it reminded me of  how I felt when I’d listened to pipe organs as a boy – a sound 
that came from a world that had all but vanished, seemingly. 

So I started to do some research. I wanted to find an interesting organ tuner and then I can across maverick “organ 
rescuer” Martin Renshaw. Passionate about what he did, I wondered if  filming him might be a way into this world. 
That’s how I came to be standing outside a small shuttered church in Winston, County Durham, on a very cold 
winters morning in early January 2017. I’d got the camera out and filmed the exteriors when it started to rain which 

seemed to make it colder; bleak, even. As I waited for 
Martin, who had the key to the church, I started to 
doubt my decision to spend three days in this village.

Finally his truck pulled up and we went inside. As I 
defrosted Martin showed me why he’s dedicated so 
much of  his life to saving organs. This church’s ‘King 
of  Instruments’ was proudly standing alongside 
stacked pews and piles of  redundant bibles. Luckily 
the electricity was still on, so Martin switched on 
the blower and played a few notes on the organ’s 
wooden pipes. They sounded very sweet. Then he 
started to take the organ to pieces. What he showed 
me confirmed that it had been in fact a great idea to 
come and film! The organ’s 680 pipes were perfectly 
arranged, the sound board was an incredible feat 
of  precision woodworking, its two manuals were 
- according to Martin – of  the finest quality. The 
intricate system of  wind tunnels and the elaborate 
action that feeds air into pipes was amazing. Here was 
a machine whose basic design dated back millennia. 
I was bowled over: it was a beautifully hand-made 
work of  art. This was my first encounter with the 
inside of  a beautifully made pipe organ and I was 
hooked. 

It’s difficult to tell as accurate data is hard to come by, 
but around fifty churches are closing in the UK every 
year with the rate of  closure increasing. Martin says 
what keeps him awake at night is the fear that unique 
precious instruments are being junked because they’re 
hidden away in dusty old churches and no-one is any 
the wiser when they are destroyed. The maker of  the 
organ in Winston was probably a man called Holt – a 
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German émigré commissioned in the 1860s by the wealthy owners of  Walworth Castle, a stately home a few miles 
up the road, to build a large house organ to entertain their guests. But if  Martin hadn’t chanced upon the closing 
church a few weeks prior to the builders moving in, it would have probably ended up on the scrapheap. 

I followed Martin on more of  his rescue missions. He strives to rehome organs in Britain but there’s little demand 
here for second-hand instruments, so he has to take most to France where he finds there’s an appreciation of  quality 
British craftsmanship. (The Winston organ is now in a church on the Ile de Ré off the Atlantic coast.) 

Martin’s not alone in trying to save organs. In a small terraced house in Manchester, I filmed pipe organ devotee 
Marc Ogier – who, in his own way, is saving what he can. By day a sound engineer, at night he’s become a sort 
of  Dr Frankenstein for pipe organs. His back bedroom boasts an impressively large pipe organ built from eBay 
purchases. The pipes he takes most pride in playing came from an organ built by renowned Victorian organ 
builder G M Holdich for his own home. As Marc’s neighbours can surely testify, his passion is for big organ music: 
Widor, Sibelius, Liszt. Standing in the room you’re inside the organ itself, and when he pulled out the stops to play 
Sibelius’s Finlandia, the sound was truly amazing. Nothing you hear through loudspeakers comes close to hundreds 
of  pipes speaking at the same time!  

Marc’s DIY organ inspired me to look for others saving organs from destruction. The most impressive example I 
found was the Union Chapel in Islington, London. The building and its unique Father Willis organ were in a parlous 
state before being taken over by a secular community-based charity that gave them both a new lease of  life as a music 
venue and community centre. The magnificent organ is now the focus of  another kind of  musical renewal. Claire 
Singer, an award-winning artist and composer, is the Chapel’s musical director, she demonstrated for me how she’d 
developed a new way of  using the pipe organ as an acoustic instrument. By holding down keys and slowly opening 
and closing stops she’s created an amazing new kind of   organ music. It’s been used in feature films, she’s released 
albums and plays concerts all over the world using this technique. I love her music and have used it throughout the 
documentary.

It’s in the north of  England that the speed of  church closures seems most rapid, where Martin rescues most organs, 
and where I came across the film’s most interesting character. In East Stanley, a former coal-mining village, the church 
was closed and the organ was up for sale (but with no real hope of  a buyer). After 80 years playing the instrument 
the sprightly 95-year-old Blanche Beer was bereft. She’d lived a musical life at the heart of  the community, playing 
for weddings, baptisms, funerals, church services and Sunday School. Now she sat in an empty church and wanted 
to show us just how wonderful the organ she’s played for so long really was, so Martin hand-pumped the bellows (the 
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electricity had been turned off) whilst I filmed Blanche playing for the last time. It felt I was witnessing a moment 
where something vital and important to so many for so many centuries was disappearing before our eyes.

Though the fate of  Blanche’s organ is sad (you’ll have to watch the film to find out), this documentary is not all 
doom and gloom. Another organ rescued by Martin from a nearby pit village was rehomed, with the help of  its 
congregation, to a church in Hackney, east London. Its dynamic organist, Fiona Pacquette, runs a music school 
that’s now training more than a dozen young organists. A tradition of  singing and live music are maintained by a 
largely black British Caribbean congregation who’ve taken the instrument to their hearts. 

Now, nearly four years after my first chilly day in Durham, the film has been released despite being delayed by 
Covid-19. So far it’s been shown at film festivals in the United States and hopefully it’ll play at festivals in the UK 
too. You can view it online (I’m charging a small fee to try and recover some of  the production costs) at https://
vimeo.com/ondemand/organstops or, even better, if  you’d like to arrange a live screening, ideally at a venue with a 
pipe organ where we could combine the screening with a recital, please get in touch. My email is jam.d.dawson@
gmail.com 

Also, as well as coming along to screening Q&A sessions, the indefatigable Martin Renshaw is starting a charity 
called Pipe Up for Pipe Organs, to campaign to save valuable instruments (Ed: Martin will also be writing for the next 
edition of  The Organ Manual). He’s roped me in to help so please get in touch if  you want to sign up; we’d love to hear 
from you.

James Dawson has been a documentary film maker for over twenty years. He’s made films on a huge range of  subjects (some 
award winning) for the BBC and Channel Four. These have included films about millionaire’s basements, Drag Queens, hospital 
prosthetics labs, to probing the molecular secrets of  Cadbury’s chocolate.  His latest film, Organ Stops: Saving the King of  In-
struments was released in August 2020 and has been shown at a film festivals in the United States.

https://vimeo.com/ondemand/organstops
https://vimeo.com/ondemand/organstops
mailto:jam.d.dawson@gmail.com
mailto:jam.d.dawson@gmail.com
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Not all Organists Live in Lofts

by Richard Gowers 
What’s your goal as a young organist? In the UK we are lucky to have an amazing 
church music scene that attracts visitors from all over the world. For a young 
organist this is the land of  opportunities: one visit to a glorious cathedral that has 
seen centuries of  singing, and there’s the irresistible temptation to become part of  
it. Imagine yourself  living in a beautiful cottage with a glorious historic building on 
your doorstep and a organ with all the tricks. Then throw in a family, a dog, a bit 
of  beekeeping perhaps, and it’s the life.

I’m 26 years old and about four years into life as a professional musician. Like 
many of  you I had few years of  piano under the belt before I caught the organ 
bug. I took up the organ as a chorister at King’s College, Cambridge, and we were 
allowed to play at end-of-term school services in the chapel. The effect that had on 
me was enormous, and so I set my sights on returning as organ scholar.

In the meantime I was fortunate to have an amazing piano teacher called Chris 
Hughes for nine years. He was also once a King’s organ scholar, as well as an 
exceptional pianist until he suffered devastating wrist injuries. He kept my piano 
playing going, rather than letting it turn into a secondary pursuit. Instead of  spending my gap year as a cathedral 
organ scholar, I wrote to the Nicholas Danby Trust, who helped me to do a year abroad, studying in Leipzig. While 
in Germany I had another amazing piano teacher who pushed me as if  it was my first study, and then when I was in 
Cambridge I participated in a Lieder Scheme run by the acclaimed song pianist Joseph Middleton. He turned the 
art of  song accompaniment for me from singers shoving photocopies in front of  you because organists can sightread, 
into a collaborative musical, artistic pursuit. I went on to study Piano Accompaniment at the Royal Academy of  
Music, and the piano is now a significant part of  my working life.

The question to ask is whether you are motivated by the liturgical side of  being an organist, or whether you prefer 
recitals. If  you want to be a liturgical organist, the cathedral route is ready and waiting. For recitalists the path is 
unclear. There are plenty of  examples of  well-known ‘international concert organists’, but most of  them combine 
that work with a church or conservatoire position. If  you’re happy to accept that nobody lives on recital income 
alone, but you don’t want a full-time cathedral job to get in the way of  your concert schedule, you will need to 
consider what other work goes into your portfolio. A Sunday church job is a good start, and it’s useful to have a base, 
but that still isn’t enough to live on.

My working life straddles the song/piano/chamber music world and the choral/organ world. The conservatoire 
system teaches you to specialise in one form of  music, but I don’t think there’s any reason to take that as law. There 
are some neat advantages to having a foot in two worlds. For a start there is more work to choose from, and you 
are less reliant on the unglamorous gigs that put food on the table but feel more like work than music-making. 
Another curiosity is that in many cases I am the only organist that pianists or opera singers know, or the only song 
accompanist that organists or choral singers know, and that phenomenon brings in a satisfyingly large chunk of  
work. Sometimes concert promoters are able to save money by booking me to play the piano and organ in the same 
concert, instead of  paying two separate musicians. It can be seasonal: loads of  organ around Christmas and lots of  
piano in the quiet period before Easter.

There are also many good things about being an available organist in London, as the organ has the unusual property 
of  being an understaffed instrument. I have a wonderful Director of  Music job at St Saviour’s, Pimlico, which has 
been a musical blank slate and opportunity to develop the choir. I dread missing a Sunday morning because it’s so 



THE ORGAN MANUAL ONLINE MAGAZINE - SEPTEMBER 2021 PAGE 36

difficult to find a deputy. The rest of  the week the deputy scene is busy, and there is always work for organists, which 
you can take or leave. This can even include cathedrals when they have staff on leave (or being pinged by the NHS 
app), so it’s not a complete goodbye to that world. Apart from recitals, there are other opportunities such as working 
with concert choirs or playing with orchestras. If  you’re particularly interested in accompanying choirs, there is often 
work on the continent where the training doesn’t exist to the same level, and I’ve had some fantastic times being 
shipped out to choirs in places like Helsinki, Toulouse and Magdeburg.

Those are practical reasons, but there are musical ones too. on the piano I have an organist’s keyboards skills, which 
leads to work with groups like the BBC Singers or London Symphony Chorus, who book pianists who need to 
sightread and score read. On the organ I can reproduce what I learned for piano accompaniment, such as attention 
to text, sound and timing. One of  the things that puts me off working in cathedral music is the number of  composers 
you’ll never do: I like a good bit of  Howells, but I also like Ravel, Stravinsky, Beethoven, Mahler… This week I’ve just 
been conducting Brahms and Debussy on a course, and now I’m gnawing my way through some weird Zemlinsky 
songs, playing a silly Tchaikovsky transcription at Westminster Abbey and preparing a piece by Lucy Walker for my 
church choir. The variety keeps things interesting!

There is no point being a musician just as a job: it has to be because you love music. Motivation to make music comes 
from different places for each person, so find your motivation and pursue it. There is no single path to follow, even 
for organists, but there is so much to discover beyond the loft.

Richard Gowers, born 1994 in Cambridge, is a British pianist, organist and conductor. His extensive schedule features per-
formances not only around the UK, but across Europe and further afield in the USA, Far East and Australia. He combines 
performing with teaching positions at Cambridge University, Tiffin and Westminster Schools and Trinity Laban Conservatoire 
of  Music and Dance. He is the Director of  Music at St Saviour’s Church, Pimlico, where he conducts several choirs, curates a 
concert series and runs the music outreach programme ‘Sing After School’.
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To Rock or Not? From Pipe to Soul!

So, is it complete heresy to use popular music in your organ playing or is pure unadulterated fun, connecting to 
the soul, sparking a passion and endorphins flying around?! Actually, I think it’s the latter and why do I think 

that’s okay?  Well, firstly, we learn best when we are having fun. Our greatest memories are often of  a fun time when 
we were younger, perhaps with grandparents or on a holiday. Fun = memories = good learning! Some people are 
inspired by the instrument itself  and love the ‘sound’ that it makes. Others strongly connect the organ with their own 
personal spiritual development and service to their church.

Why use popular material? We sometimes forget that the likes of  Clérambault and Couperin were also influenced 
by secular dances of  their time, that Bach incorporated instrumental music that had its origins outside of  the church 
(Bach even wrote secular cantatas and sometimes the music of  these influenced his sacred cantatas) and that Purcell 
was also writing opera and theatre music.

I have begun to take this further in my latest organ teaching, particularly pedal technique and improvisation.  
Fragments of  famous tunes allow for many opportunities. For this article, let’s take We Will Rock You by Queen.  
The origins of  this song are in themselves really interesting. At the end of  a gig in a very large stadium, the crowd 
started singing the infamous Liverpool football/soccer song, You’ll Never Walk Alone as they left the stadium.  
Queen were inspired by this, indeed moved by it, they wanted to invent their own equivalent secular anthem and 
thus We Will Rock You was born. The emotional power of  mass singing is incredibly infectious (I think we have all 
felt that as singing has returned to churches recently post-pandemic restrictions. I remember playing for my first 
post-covid wedding and the hymns were electrifying!)

Let’s strip We Will Rock You back to its absolute skeleton. It consists of  four notes only for the main melodic material 
and one minor chord. This is the perfect place to start. Firstly, we have to work out which degree of  the scale it 
begins on and then secondly we can play in different keys and we become aware of  the semitone-tone spacing 
between each degree. We are transposing. Thirdly we discover that it needs one minor chord and we are deducing 
which chord fits. Through this whole process we are also using our ears to make these deductions. We have now 
covered aural, transposition and theory.

What about the pedals? Now this is where it really comes to life and is at the core of  my ‘pedal method’. Take F-E-
D-C-DD-DD and play it alternating toes with feet crossing over. Now place your feet like penguins with right toe 
on F, heel on E, left toe on C, heel on D.  Move from the ankle, don’t let your knees go up and down. You have now 
worked on toes only and an efficient toe-heel technique too. What if  you transpose it? Let’s start on Db and you have 
Db-C-Bb-Ab-BbBb-BbBb. Now you have two possibilities for your technique. Firstly, you could take Db, C and Bb 
with the right foot and work on a heel pivot on C. Secondly, you could take Bb and Ab with the left foot and work 
on moving from one flat note to another legato simply by rocking from one side of  the foot to another.

Improvisation - for me, the heart of  the soul. How did people learn to play the organ back ‘in the day’? They 
certainly didn’t buy JS Bach’s Easiest Organ Method (available with free recording if  you are willing to walk 200 
miles to hear it!). They learned patterns and learned how to do things with them. Well, here’s our chance and here’s 
my attempt!:

https://youtu.be/DZuPpTJfJjU 

Split note disclaimer: Improvisations in videos are done in a maximum of  three takes.  Why?  To preserve authenticity, 
maximise spontaneous creativity and to give you ‘real music’.  No editing; real, honest “live” playing!

Dr Robin Harrison PhD BMus(Hons)/GradRNCM FNCM ARCO LTCL DipLCM PGCE(QTS) 
MISM is an academy teacher for the RCO who has many areas of  specialist pedagogical interest includ-
ing teaching improvisation and keyboard harmony through innovative ways, developing strategic approach-
es to enhance aural skills, and teaching diploma paperwork via practical, fun, exciting techniques!  He 
teaches online and in-person via www.the-maestro-online.com 

https://youtu.be/DZuPpTJfJjU  
http:// www.the-maestro-online.com
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Q&A: Viscount Organs Wales

When did you first develop an interest in organs? Do you play regularly? If  so, where?
I first became interested in organs in the early seventies when as an electronic engineer I designed circuits to provide 
additional stops to my practice instrument.  After reaching Grade V in 1980 an industrial accident resulting in the 
loss of  several digits ended any hope of  me resuming playing.   

What is special about Viscount Organs?
Viscount Organs are voiced to sound like an English Pipe Organ. Using Physis technology to produce the organ 
sound, classical organists can be confident that they will be buying a superior electronic instrument. The Physis 
system allows you to have complete control of  the voicing and tonal finishing meeting your exact requirements.  

Why do you support The Organ Manual?
I wanted to find a dynamic platform to further my vision to ensure the Viscount experience and the product was 
available to everyone. In addition Anna’s incredible passion and commitment to this project and all areas related to 
the instrument, ensure she will have our unlimited support for this and all future projects.   

Why are Viscount Organs Wales so keen to support young organists, training schemes and schools?
Viscount Organs Wales have long since set out to be the musician’s friend and support many initiatives across the 

UK to give young musicians instruments at school. This has never been more 
important than in the pandemic when access in places of  worship has been 
so difficult. 

Our wish is to promote interest in the organ within the younger generation 
to ensure a body of  trained musicians and appreciation in the organ for the 
future.

What organ would you recommend as a practice organ and why? 
Our most popular organ is the Chorum 40s. It is also our preferred rental 
instrument.  ‘Its compact size is ideal for any and all settings whether for small 
or large from a home to a church – but the sound is anything but compact.  
https://bit.ly/Chorum_40-S

What organ would you recommend for a school (if  different from above)? 
We find the Envoy 23s and the Envoy 35F to be our most popular choices for small to medium chapels within a 
school.  Fully customisable in every aspect and with a totally authentic sound, the Envoy range of  organs is the most 
accurate recreation of  true pipe organ sound available on the market today. https://bit.ly/Envoy23S

Which schools have you worked with? 
Our two most recent installations were Queen Anne’s school Caversham where we installed a Chorum 40S And 
Woldingham School who chose our premium tier Envoy 350 deluxe model. https://bit.ly/Woldingham_350

Where do you deliver to? 
We offer free delivery throughout the UK. With most models in stock we can also deliver your instrument the 
following day.

Do you offer a payment plan? 
We have many plans available including our exclusive Play Now Pay Later™ option. This is a two year interest free 

We spoke with Tony Packer from our sponsor Viscount Organs, Wales
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Q&A: Viscount Organs Wales
scheme which spreads the cost over two years and avoids the high initial outlay for a new instrument.  We also offer 
Rent to own and tailored Lease options. https://
bit.ly/Viscount-24-2-pay 

If  something goes wrong with my Viscount 
organ, can you help?
Our parent company Music Repair Services 
Wales offers a full repair and service facility for 
your Instrument. With their extensive component 
level electronics experience, they can also source 
parts to repair your legacy instrument.  www.mrs.
wales 

Do you hire out organs?
Yes. We offer short term hire for events such 
as weddings and long term hire during organ 
restoration etc.  This can be a simple instrument 
or a complete installation featuring the Envoy 
350 deluxe, or a  Regent 356 and a 20 channel audio system  

Can you provide organs for short term use such as concerts and recitals?
Yes, we love working with orchestras and choirs! Before the lockdowns we provided instruments for the Llanelli 
Theaters Fantasia Concert https://bit.ly/Concert_Hire  And Dartington Choirs Elgar’s Dream of  Gerontius 
performance. https://bit.ly/Dartington_Hire  we really look forward to working with them again when concerts 
resume.   
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1904 Norman and Beard organ, most recent restoration by 
Harrison & Harrison 2011 

  
 Friday September 24 Anthony Pinel - St Chad’s, Shrewsbury 

 Tuesday October 5 Carleton Etherington - Tewkesbury Abbey 

 Friday October 15 Charles Francis - Royal Birmingham Conservatoire 

 Tuesday November 2 Peter King - Organist Emeritus, Bath Abbey 

 Friday November 26 Allan Walker - Malvern 

 Friday December 10   Roger Judd - Ludlow and Tenbury 

Take the opportunity to meet the recitalists 
immediately after the events, or over lunch 

Recitals resume in 2022 at the earlier time of 12.30pm 

Friday February 11, Philip Rushforth - Chester Cathedral 

Light lunch after Friday recitals 

Free car parking for concert-goers noon to 2.00pm 

Organ recitals 2021, at 12.40pm

Free admission
Retiring collections

St Chad’s
Shrewsbury

 

St MATTHIAS CHURCH TORQUAY 
 Babbacombe Road 
Torquay  TQ1 1HW 

 

Sunday 3rd October  
3:00pm – 4:30pm 

 

 

 

PULLIN G OUT 
ALL THE STOPS! 

 

 
An afternoon discovering the joys of playing the pipe organ 

presented by PipeUp Devon, Exeter Diocese’s scheme  
for young organists, providing subsidised tuition 

 
With  

DAVID DAVIES 
(Organist, Buckfast Abbey) 

also a chance to “have a go”! 
 

 
For further details and to register, please contact the PipeUp Administrator: Mark Perry  

e-mail: pipeupdevon@exeter.anglican.org; mobile: 07947 694903 
 

Under-18s to be accompanied by a responsible adult, please 
ADMISSION FREE - All current Covid guidelines will be observed 
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We Need You!  
Wondering what you can do to support The Organ Manual Online 

Magazine?  

• The Guildford Cathedral Music Department are our next ‘Meet the team’ – what would you like to ask them? 
Send us your questions by 31st October!  

• A new Advice Column – do you have an organ related question you’d like to ask but don’t know where to go? 
Send them to us by 30 November and we will get an answer for you!  

• Do you run an event, a scholarship scheme, host recitals etc? Would you like us to advertise it for you? All adverts 
(A6 in size) are placed free of  charge! Please send us your artwork by 17th December to be included in the next 
edition.  

• Is there an article you’d like to write about the organ? Let us know, we’d love to have you involved!  

The next edition of The Organ Manual Online Magazine will be 
published on the 15th January 2022, including articles from John 
Challenger, Daniel Moult, David Pipe, Richard McVeigh, the RCO 

and many more!  

We would like to say a huge THANK YOU to:

• All of  our contributors for giving their time and support
• Viscount Organs, Wales

• Yzanne Martin Hallett and Richard Hallett
• and last but by no means least ALL OF OUR READERS!




