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The Rise of the Organ Music Societ y
O rgan re c i tals have been a fe at u re of London music-making for years. Sac red or secular,
original or transcribed, the music played and heard at those eve nts has va r i e d
c o n s i d e ra b l y.  The pre s e nt essay is concerned specifical ly with a period beginning in 1931
with the fo u n d at ion in London of The Organ Music Society and the essent i a l
c o nt i n u ation of its work in the re c i tals given at the Royal  Fe st i val Hall  from 1954 unt i l
abandoned in 1989.

A n other fe at u re of London music-making,  certainly in my octogenar ian memory,  has
been the dow n - g rading i f not rubbishing of anything that ref l e c ted credit  on the on the
i m m e d i ately preceding generat ion: ad m i n i st rators, orc h e st ral  managers and composers
included. So i t was with a series of re c i tals that sustained itself financially by the use of
the Royal  Fe st i val Hal l bet ween 5.30 and 7.00pm on We d n e s d ays in Autumn and Spr ing
u nt il  needlessly abandoned in 1989. True, audiences never maintained four figures exc e p t
for al l-Bach pro g rammes. On the other hand, even the smallest audiences never fe l l
b e l ow 500.  At £2 a t icket th is produced £1000 and a pre st igious cont i n e ntal  player might
re c e i ve £500 to ta ke care of his travel l ing and hotel  expenses. Since the Hall had to be l it ,
c leaned and stewa rded for an evening concert any way,  the income sti ll provided a prof i t ,
even enough to print  and pay for pro g ramme notes dist r i b u ted free. ( I know because I
w rote them.)

The Organ Music Societ y, ae st h etical ly the basis of those RFH organ re c i tals, was the
b rain-chi ld of Archibald Fa r m e r, an odd but very re m a r kable man who always had a clear
idea of how The OMS – he always ins isted on the def i n i t i ve article,  with a capital T –
should go about its work.  I remember i ts start,  in the ve stry of St Peter’s Church, Eato n
S q u a re,  fo l l owing a Tu e s d ay evening re c i ta l on February 10 , 1931 by the then org a n i st C H
Trevo r,  an equally odd and re m a r kable man. Both music ians we re Fe l l ows of the Roya l
College of Org a n i sts and memorable re c i ta l i sts.  The fi rst OMS committee consisted of
Fa r m e r, its inst i g ato r, Caleb Trevo r, Harvey Grace,  Editor at the time of Musical  Times ( to
which Farmer was a regular cont r i b u tor in the 1930s) and the young Nicholas Chove a u x ,
who became the f irst Hon.  Sec. of the OMS.
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In  1930,  Farmer and Choveaux, to g ether with Godfrey
S c e ats,  had been the three organisers of the Ka rg - E l e r t
Fe st i val. I t was that eve nt which had brought Max Re g e r ’ s
successor as Harmony Professor At the Leipzig
C o n s e r vator ium to London as honoured guest and cent ra l
f i g u re at a Karl-Elert Fe st i val  in the church of St Law re n c e
J ew r y. E ight org a n i sts,  including the three organisers, we re
the re c i ta l i sts . Not ices appeared in the national  as well  as
musical  press. It  seemed the moment for Farmer to think of
a more permanent fo u n d ation to further the cause of
original  organ music.  Hence The OMS, Archibald Fa r m e r ’ s
p r i nted prospectus of the new group remains a model of its
k i n d .

The Organ Music Society was formed with only one

i nte ntion: to be a mechanism for pro m oting organ re c i tals of

the finest kind. I t is not an org a n i sts’ societ y.  It is  for the

musical  publ ic,  of which org a n i sts and listeners are bot h

part . I t is a league of those who wish to see the org a n

re c i tal  placed on i ts proper level, and it  is  no less a leag u e

for those who would begin to enjoy the organ re c i tal  if i t

we re placed  there – beside the re c i ta ls of other solo

i n st r u m e nt s .

M a ny people , players and non-players alike, consider the

o rgan a gre at but rather i l l-served solo inst r u m e nt , whose powers are but imperfe c t l y

real ised; and there are others who would appre c i ate the organ more justly i f they heard

it to bet ter ad va ntage. The ent h u s i a st  is in the habit  of making al lowances for the fa u l t s

of organ re c i tals; those who are not ent h u s i a st ic stay away. Who can blame them? The

o rgan re c i tal  is  commonly given in a church under condit ions that prevai l in no ot h e r

form of solo performances; no recognised sta n d a rd of either pro g rammes or play i n g

ex i sts; and the whole th ing suffers in a chil ly at m o s p h e re of mediocrity and pove r t y.

E ven the very ex i stence of re c i tals is dependent on chance.  A lit tle caprice on the part

of the author it ies , a l it tle laz iness on the part of the re c i ta l i st, or a drop in f inances – any

of these is enough to stop a ser ies alto g et h e r. At the best of times we are never sure of

hearing the players we wa nt to hear, or the music,  or the organs. Fu r t h e r,  when one or

other of these is pre s e nt , there is stil l  something missing: the audience.  Yet we know

w h at the organ re c i tal can be and should be; and we have a conviction that a

p ro g ramme of f ine organ music, played by an artist,  is  as well wo r t hy of consideration as

a ny other musical eve nt .

The Organ Music Society is a simple means of bringing to g ether the necessary

conditions.  Its original members we re a group of ent h u s i a sts who had a conception of

ideal  organ re c i tals . They formed themselves into a society to pro m ote and finance

them, leaving the way open for other ent h u s i a sts , professional  and amate u r, to co-

o p e rate .

Season by season, a series of re c i ta ls will  be given under the best available condit ions.

The tre a s u res of organ music wil l be ra n s ac ked. Re c i ta l i sts , who at pre s e nt too ra re l y

find themselves with an audience, and an occasion, wi ll f ind both, i f we can arouse their

kindly inte re st in the young Societ y. Both the pro g rammes and the schedule of re c i ta l i st s

wi ll be governed by only one pr inciple – the highest sta n d a rd obtainable , unhampered by

OMS pro g ramme for the first
re c i tal in 1931
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c o nve nt ion or part isanship of any kind. The re c i ta ls will  be given in the evening, from 

8 o’clock to about 9 .20pm, in the most suitable of such buildings as may be open for the

use of the Societ y. Undoubte d l y, the ideal for the organ re c i tal is a concert hal l with

some amount of reve r b e ration. But an ad e q u ate inst r u m e nt is the prime considerat i o n ;

and as there appears to be no hall  in London fulfi l l ing  these condit ions, and hireable by

the Societ y, the f irst  re c i tals must be given in a church. The Society asp ires to having its

own organ and, far off as this may seem, there is nothing whatever to preve nt i t.

The subscription,  which has been fixed from the beginning at the very modest price of

f i ve shil l ings,  const i t u tes membership. I t comprehends ad m i t tance to the re c i ta ls, a copy

of the pro g rammes and other mat ter circ u l ated by the Societ y, and a share in its

g ove r n m e nt.  Visi tors to the re c i tals wil l either be charged an admission fee,  or ex p e c te d

to cont r i b u te towa rds the expenses by buying a pro g ra m m e .

The Organ Music Society has a place of its own in our musical l ife , and hopes, as it

g rows, to at ta in to considerable usefulness.  The ex te nt of its deve l o p m e nt must depend

upon the measure of support given to it.

From the inaugural series of re c i tals at St Mary Aldermary in 1931 to its last at St
G e o rge’s Hanover Square,  in 1973 ten years af ter Farmer’s death the society fulfi l led
these declared aims.  On the other hand,  condit ions had changed with the passage of
years.  The regular series of organ re c i ta ls inaugurated at the Royal Fe st i val Hal l prov i d e d
London with eve nts which ef fe c t i vely continued the Society’s  work.  Archibald Fa r m e r ’ s
d ream had been ac c o m p l i s h e d .

I t can be seen that the London organ re c i tals provided by both The Organ Music Societ y
and the Royal Fe st i val Hal l overlapped for a number of years befo re the Society wo u n d
up in 1973.  I  wrongly assumed that the cont inuance of its work was safe with the Roya l
Fe st i val  Hall .  A new dispensation had to prove its superiori ty by abandoning a series
t h at ref l e c ted credit on its inst i g ators.   Now, in AD 2000, a wrong has been righte d :
S imon Pre ston inaugurates a new series of re c i tals at the Royal  Fe st i val Hall .

Of course, things have changed.  In the 1930s, The OMS sought buildings housing suita b l e
i n st r u m e nts.   Fa u te de mieux,  it was obliged to accept the hospitality of vicars not always
in sy m p at hy with its a ims.  In those days, pro g rammes could not be sold in consecrate d
buildings, only outside the porch , sometimes in pouring ra in.  It was unt h i n kable then that
in later times tickets would be sold for London musical eve nts in consecrated buildings.  I t
has since become the norm in cat h e d rals, abbeys and churches, both Anglican and
Roman Catholic.  It would seems that the fate of organ re c i ta ls, in build ings both sac re d
and secular, is now assured as the new millennium begins.
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