
Method Books 
 
Johann Christian Heinrich Rinck (1770-1846) published his Practische Orgelschule in 1820.  Rinck 
was a German composer and organist of the late classical and early romantic eras. He was a 
student of Johann Christian Kittel (1732-1809); Kittel, in turn, was a pupil of J. S. Bach. Rinck 
was Kantor at the music school in Darmstadt, where he was a court organist from 1813. He 
composed prolifically, and his organ primer enjoyed wide popularity, including in England. 
There are many pieces included in the method. 
 
Sir John Stainer (1840-1901) wrote The Organ (London, 1877), which was widely used. He also 
had a series called “The Village Organist.” Stainer, now known best for his work, “The 
Crucifixion,” brought higher standards to choral music and organ performance, and was widely 
hailed as a performer and composer; he was also organist at St. Paul’s Cathedral. Walter Galpin 
Alcock (1861–1947) wrote his own method, The Organ (London, 1913).  Alcock studied with 
Stainer and Arthur Sullivan, and was organist at both Salisbury Cathedral and Westminster 
Abbey. 
 
Clarence Dickinson (1873-1969) wrote The Technique and Art of Organ Playing (1917), which 
has gone through many editions. After studies at Northwestern, he went to Europe to study 
with Guilmant, among others. In 1928, he founded the School of Sacred Music at Union 
Theological Seminary.  
 
Roger E. Davis (1935-1990). The Organist’s Manual (1985) is not a method book per se, but 
rather a resource of repertoire and knowledge about the organ. One who can read music and 
play piano already would find the book very useful. Roger Davis was on the faculty at Hope 
College in Holland, MI for 27 years. 
 
Harold Gleason (1892-1980) authored his famous Method of Organ Playing in 1937. Still widely 
used, it is now in its eighth edition. His wife, the famous concert organist and teacher, 
Catharine Crozier Gleason (1914-2003), was the editor. Harold Gleason studied with Edwin H. 
Lemare, Lynnwood Farnam, and Joseph Bonnet. In 1919, he was appointed organist and 
choirmaster of Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church, New York City, and then in 1921 became the 
head of the organ department of the newly-founded Eastman School of Music. He was George 
Eastman’s personal organist and director of music at Eastman's home. His Method has many 
useful exercises and pieces. 
 
George H. Ritchie and George Stauffer (b. 1947) co-authored Organ Techique: Modern and Early 
in 1992. George Ritchie is an American organist, whose teachers included Helmut Walcha; like 
Walcha, he is best known for his interpretations of Johann Sebastian Bach's music. George B. 
Stauffer is a distinguished professor of musicology at Rutgers University. He is known 
internationally as a scholar, performer, and writer on the music and culture of the Baroque Era 
and the life and works of J.S. Bach in particular. As a performer, Stauffer studied organ with 
John Weaver and Vernon de Tar (Juilliard School). With their backgrounds, the approach in this 
book makes sense: they offer a systematic method to learn the modern, legato technique as 
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well as the articulated technique needed in music written pre-1750. It has many practical tips as 
well as repertoire to accompany the organist’s journey. 
 

Bonus technique 
 
Pietro Yon (1886-1943) Pedal Exercise Book (absent of repertoire). The great Italian virtuoso 
studied at the conservatories of both Milan and Turin, and also attended the Accademia di 
Santa Cecilia in Rome; among his teachers in Milan was Polibio Fumagalli. He served for a time 
as an organist at the Vatican and at the Royal Church in Rome before coming to America with 
his brother, Constantino, a noted organist in his own right. They both held positions in 
churches, and founded Yon Music Studio at Carnegie Hall for aspiring liturgical musicians.  
Pietro ultimately became the organist of St. Patrick’s Cathedral. 
 
Fernando Germani (1906-1998) was one of the finest organists ever, and the organist of the 
Basilica of St. Peter in Rome during the reign of Pope Pius XII. He studied composition with 
Respighi, and published an edition of Frescobaldi’s music in 1951. He wrote his own Metodo per 
organo, and was a formidable virtuoso. 
 
Henry Morton Dunham (1853-1929) studied with John Knowles Paine and George Whiting. 
Dunham’s Manual and Pedal Technique (1914) is available online, as are several other books on 
technique which he authored.  This work was dedicated to William Crane Carl (1885-1936), who 
was the famous founder and director of the Guilmant Organ School at First Presbyterian Church 
on Fifth Avenue. Carl went to Paris in 1890-1891 to study with Alexandre Guilmant, and the two 
became lifelong friends. In 1899, on one of Guilmant’s tours to the United States, Carl founded 
the school, with Guilmant as its president and Carl as director and teacher. 
 
Michael Burkhardt (b. 1957), Creative Hymn Playing: Improvisation, Exercises, and Repertoire.  
Burkhardt is artist-professor of organ at Eastern Michigan University.  He is in demand as a 
leader of hymn festivals, and has written extensively on the subject of hymn playing. 
 

Additional Repertoire 
 

Girolamo Frescobaldi (1583–1643), Fiori Musicali.  This is a brilliant collection of organ music; 
Bach had his own copy! The Gabrielis and their contemporaries also wrote pieces that a 
beginner could take to the organ, using the pedal sparingly on cadences. (Italian organs of the 
period did not have full compass pedalboards, if they had one at all.) 
 
Johann Pachelbel (1653-1706), Magnificat fugues, Ciaconas, and other pieces. There are many 
collections of his keyboard music of the 16th and 17th centuries that can be readily used on 
organ. 
 
François Couperin (1668—1733) was a French baroque master; his two organ Masses are 
masterpieces and widely available. 
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César Franck (1822-1890) composed L’organiste, an unfinished collection of 59 pieces in various 
keys, written for the liturgy. For organ or harmonium, it has some very attractive pieces in it 
which aren’t technically demanding. 
 
Louis Vierne (1870-1937), 24 Pièces en style libre. 
 
Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750), Eight Little Preludes and Fugues.  These delightful pieces 
have good structure, and are fun for the listener as well. They also allow for exploration of 
registration choices. 
 
Ibid., Any of the Orgelbüchlein chorales (intermediate).  “The Orgelbüchlein is simultaneously a 
compositional treatise, a collection of liturgical organ music, an organ method, and a 
theological statement. These four identities are so closely intertwined that it is hard to know 
where one leaves off and another begins.” (Russell Stinson, The Orgelbüchlein. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999). 
 
John Stanley (1712-1786) was a great composer and performer. His Voluntaries are great works 
for weddings and other ceremonies, and quite accessible. (English organs of the time had a very 
limited pedal division, if any.)  Stanley conducted Handel’s Oratorios from memory, though he 
was blind, and had success as a composer. His teacher, Maurice Greene, also has useful 
collections of works that aren’t too challenging. Contemporaries like William Boyce (especially 
the Symphonies) and Thomas Arne (Concerti) were also writing for organ and keyboard, and 
adapting their instrumental music to keyboard. 
 
Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) was the first composer to take up composing for the organ 
again seriously after Bach; he performed on organ, and his Six Sonatas, Opus 65, have beautiful 
slow movements that are approachable for a beginning organist. 
 
Alexandre Guilmant (1837-1911) was a French organist and composer; he was the organist of La 
Trinité from 1871 until 1901 and was known as a great improvisor, often taking Gregorian 
chants as source material. Some of that can be seen in his collection, The Practical Organist. He 
was the first French organist to tour America, and became a well-known virtuoso. At the 1904 
St. Louis Exposition, he performed a marathon forty recitals. (This organ became the nucleus of 
what is now the Wanamaker Grand Court Organ in Philadelphia, PA.) 
 
Marcel Dupré (1886-1971), Fifteen Antiphons. wrote the Eight Short Preludes on Gregorian 
Themes which are short, beautiful settings of popular chants. 
 
Jacques-Nicolas Lemmens (1823-1881), École d’Orgue (“School of Organ,” manuals only). 
 
Léon Boëllmann (1862-1897) composed Heures Mystiques (1895-6), a collection of 100 
liturgical pieces in various keys for the Mass; these would have been played on organ or 
harmonium. Often modal, they fit into a Mass with Gregorian chant.  Boëllmann studied at the 
École Niedermeyer and was titular organist at St-Vincent-de-Paul in Paris.  
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Max Reger (1873-1916) was a German composer, organist, pianist, and teacher. Though many 
of his works are challenging, his 52 Chorale Preludes for organ are great study pieces in the 
German Romantic style. 
 
Flor Peeters (1903-1986) was a renowned Belgian virtuoso and liturgical musician. His Little 
Organ Book (1957) is a standard for beginners.  Peeters was a teacher highly in demand, and he 
published an extensive organ method, Ars Organi (1952), in three volumes. He edited various 
volumes of Old Netherlands Masters for organ and useful collections that would be good study 
material,  including Alte Orgelmusik aus England und Frankreich (1958). 
 
Caleb Henry Trevor (1895-1976) wrote The Oxford Organ Method and The Progressive Organist, 
an eight-volume graded set of repertoire for the organ student. 
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