
A conversation
with Ken Cowan Joyce Johnson Robinson

26 THE DIAPASON

Since the beginning of this century, 
the recital calendar of The Diapa-
son has included numerous listings 

for Ken Cowan. A native of Thorold, On-
tario, Canada, Cowan was fi rst taught or-
gan by his father, David Cowan; he sub-
sequently studied with James Bigham, 
with John Weaver at the Curtis Institute 
of Music, and with Thomas Murray at 
the Yale Institute of Sacred Music. He 
has held organist positions at St. Bar-
tholomew’s, St. James Episcopal Church, 
and the Church of St. Mary the Virgin in 
New York City, and St. Clement’s Church 
in Philadelphia; during his college years 
he was on the roster of associate organists 
for the Wanamaker Grand Court organ 
in Philadelphia. He presently serves as 
Assistant Professor of Organ at Westmin-
ster Choir College of Rider University in 
Princeton, New Jersey; Rider University 
has honored him with the 2008 Distin-
guished Teaching Award. 

A featured artist at the 2004 AGO 
convention in Los Angeles and during 
the 2008 AGO convention in Minne-
apolis (as one of several players during 
a concert recorded for Pipedreams), 
Ken Cowan has also performed at many 
AGO regional conventions, as well as at 
conventions of the Organ Historical So-
ciety and the Royal Canadian College of 
Organists. His discography comprises 
numerous recordings (for the JAV la-
bel) on Skinner instruments, including 
The Art of the Symphonic Organist, re-
corded on the 1921 Skinner organ at the 
Parish Church of St. Luke, Evanston, 
Illinois. (Note: John Speller’s review of 
this recording in The Diapason praised 
Cowan’s choice of repertoire, demon-
stration of the organ’s colors, and skill 
with buildup and decrescendo, calling 
the disc “one of the fi nest I have heard 
in some time.” See The Diapason, Au-
gust 2004, p. 14.) With Justin Bischof, he 
recorded Aaron David Miller’s Double 
Concerto for organ with the Zurich Sym-
phony Orchestra, on the Kleuker organ 
in the Tonhalle in Zurich (Ethereal Re-
cordings). Cowan’s repertoire is broad, 
but favors nineteenth- and twentieth-
century composers, from Bossi to Liszt, 
Wagner to Widor, Dupré to Roger-Du-
casse, and much in between. He is as-
sociated with transcriptions, yet these 
do not dominate either his recital pro-
grams or his recordings. As a performer 
he seems relaxed, taking any diffi culties 
in stride. Ken Cowan is represented by 
Karen McFarlane Artists.

JR: Let’s talk about your DNA! Your 
father is an organist, and other 
grandparents were too, correct?

KC: Yes, two grandmothers and great-
grandmother Cowan. Thurza Cowan was 
an organist, and I think she must have 
been pretty good too, because the reper-
toire that is still sitting around my house 
in Canada shows she played some really 
diffi cult things. 

JR: Were those the days when you 
had to have a pumper?

KC: A little bit after that, I think it 
was. She played a Woodstock organ. I 
saw a picture of the old console, and it 
looks like a theatre organ console. But it 
would have been electrifi ed, I think. 

JR: And your grandmothers?
KC: My father’s mother and my moth-

er’s mother both played, each as a local 
parish organist. 

JR: Did your grandmother teach 
your father?

KC: No, actually; that’s not our fam-
ily’s habit. My father studied with a lo-
cal organist named George Hannahson, 
actually a very good player; the brothers 
Hannahson did a lot of the church music 
in the area. Except for the things that my 
dad showed me to get me started at the 

organ, I think everybody in my family 
who learned an instrument always stud-
ied with somebody outside the family. 

JR: Were your fi rst lessons with your 
father?

KC: He got me started with the in-
strument. He didn’t teach me piano, so 
we always had it in mind that I would 
eventually fi nd an organ teacher outside 
of our house.

JR: Did you insist on organ lessons, 
or did he suggest you should take 
them?

KC: No, it was me. He insisted that 
I study the maximum amount of piano 
possible before I ever touched the or-
gan. Ever since I was three years old, I 
would hang around the organ bench, and 
I knew what all the stops were. I knew 
the difference between a Lieblich fl ute 
and a Rohr fl ute when I was little—be-
fore I could play anything. And I was the 
token key-holder in the family—if the 
reeds needed to be tuned, I would be 
carted down to the church. The arrange-
ment was that if I was well-behaved in 
church, he would play whatever my fa-
vorite organ tunes were before we would 
go home. I still remember that.

JR: So what were your favorite organ 
pieces when you were a wee lad?

KC: They were a little different from 
what they are now! (laughter) Probably 
mostly little songs that I knew how to 
sing at the time. Or wedding pieces and 
old campy hymns, I used to like those 
too—and I knew all the words. Some-
where I have a tape of myself singing 
along, I think—locked away! Anyway, 
I was fortunate that there was a really 
nice Casavant organ from the ’20s in the 
church where my father played, a three-
manual organ, so it was great just to get 
to know registration on a nice instrument 
fi rst. And we always had a lousy piano—
which is still there, actually! So to have 
this really nice organ—I couldn’t resist 
but to learn how to play it—or try.

JR: How old were you when you 
started playing the organ?

KC: I knew how to play a hymn on the 
organ, but I really started to learn pieces 
around eighth grade, so twelve or thir-
teen. I knew how to play the piano pretty 
well by then. In fact, I got a lot more 

interested in piano after I realized how 
much I really liked playing the organ. I 
learned about some organ pieces that 
had been arranged for piano—I remem-
ber one was the Liszt B-A-C-H—I guess 
if you don’t realize that it’s a hard piece 
. . . . So I improved a lot as a pianist after 
I decided I wanted to try to become as 
good an organist as I possibly could, and 
realized at that time, too, that piano was 
the key, at least for a lot of it. A couple 
years after that, studying some Bach and 
other things, I heard music of Dupré for 
the fi rst time. So I went along for a while 
just learning all the pieces that made me 
think “oh, that’s a really neat piece!” It 
wasn’t the most logical progression, but 
it worked out all right.

JR: What was your fi rst recital like? 
KC: First recitals on the organ—I 

was 13 or 14. At that time it was mostly 
playing the Widor Toccata, the Bach Toc-
cata and Fugue in D Minor, Fantasy and 
Fugue in G Minor—I used to work on 
lots of Bach pieces when I was in high 
school, so I always programmed that. I 
could practice the same pieces quite a 
lot, unlike now where there are piles and 
piles of things to get through in a short 
amount of time. But at least when I be-
gan performing I was confi dent that “I’ve 
been playing this Bach piece for a few 
months, it’ll probably be all right.” 

JR: What was your fi rst church posi-
tion?

KC: I was sort of the perpetual assistant 
organist! I worked that way alongside my 
dad for the last year or so of high school, 
so I guess outside of any kind of familial 
supervision was when I went to college. I 
was assistant at St. Clement’s Church—
and that was being thrown into the deep 
end of the pool, because Peter Conte was 
the organist at that time and of course ran 
a pretty tight ship, and still does there. I 
stayed at St. Clement’s the whole time I 
was in college in Philadelphia, and worked 
for a couple years at St. Mary the Virgin, 
and then at St. James Madison Avenue, 
and then at St. Bartholomew’s. 

JR: You had said that when you were 
fi rst studying, you weren’t sure about a 
career. At what point did you know that 
this was going to be your life’s work? 

KC: I think that when I went away to 
college I knew pretty well that music was 

going to be what I would do primarily. 
And I never had any doubt that certainly 
I’d always be involved in music in my 
life. But I guess I was brought up in a 
casual enough way that no one ever said 
“You must be a musician.” And there are 
plenty of other interesting things out 
there to do! So it was by the time I went 
away to Curtis for college. I was fortu-
nate that they were willing to take me in, 
and it was a great experience. I’ve been 
fortunate, in every place and with every-
one with whom I’ve studied—I really 
made some lucky choices.

JR: At this point, could you identify 
who your big infl uences are? 

KC: I think now it’s sort of a conglom-
eration. But there’s no one that I’ve ever 
studied with who hasn’t been an infl u-
ence, and recordings are very valuable 
too. I remember when I was in high 
school—even though it wasn’t a com-
plete immersion in music like college, I 
remember clearly what I learned from 
James Bigham, who was my teacher at 
that time—a major infl uence and a mas-
terful player and teacher. At Curtis, of 
course, I was studying with John Weaver, 
and he had a different approach to teach-
ing and was demanding about what was 
to be expected week to week. 

My experience at Curtis was great. I 
still remember bringing in—I think it 
was my second year there—the Liszt 
Ad nos, and I was trying to be conser-
vative, in the sense of not using count-
less general pistons. At that time the 
organ at Curtis Hall had just twelve 
general pistons, so I learned it using 
only one level, and I thought, “well, 
that’s a bit of restraint here”—a mere 
twelve generals, with lots of division-
als. I finished playing through it, and 
we talked about the music, and John 
Weaver said, “Now, I just should tell 
you, that when you’re approaching the 
registration of a piece like this, you 
can’t always count on having a dozen 
general pistons. I just bet that through 
use of more divisional pistons, I could 
work out all the registrations for this 
piece with no compromise whatso-
ever, on six general pistons.” And the 
amazing thing is—that he could! He 
was really impressive in that way, be-
cause, having decades of touring expe-
rience, he’s mindful that there weren’t 
always multiple memory levels. So he 
was very encouraging about people 
not being a slave to a computer com-
bination action. For example, if you 
hit a piston for a chorale prelude reg-
istration that had a flute here and a 
cornet there, you’d be asked—“Can’t 
you remember these stops? Why do 
you have to hit a piston?”

Then of course, Thomas Murray is 
sort of a wonder in his own way. I en-
joy just watching him at an organ—how 
he approaches the instrument, how to 
choose registrations—musically and reg-
istrationally always doing the most with 
the least, and loving every minute of it. 
I think a lot of people associate him with 

As a student at the Curtis Institute, 1996

Working on piano technique, ca. 1981
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something radically, he is very sensi-
tive to the fi nest details. Even if you can 
row your own boat to start with, I’d say 
to study with Weaver is to learn his sys-
tem of managing a big instrument. He’s 
quite amazing in that he can register an 
entire recital in a couple of hours, and it 
will sound as though he’s played the or-
gan for a long time, just because he’s so 
clear about exactly what he’s going to do 
at every point in a piece. Tom Murray is 
known as this “orchestralist,” who gives 
each color in an instrument its best op-
portunity to shine, so just to watch him 
do what he does is really an education!

JR: At Curtis, you were required to 
play pieces from memory. How many 
pieces have you memorized? 

KC: Oh, probably hundreds. I think 
from year to year there are pieces—es-
pecially pieces that I learned when I was 
in high school—that I fi nd I can usu-
ally play without really thinking about it 
much at all. From year to year I’ll carry 
around a few recital programs’ worth 
of repertoire, at any given time, and I 
try to keep on expanding that. During 
school semester, for example, there’s 
just not time to practice the number 
of hours a day that I’d love to, so I’ll 
always practice technical things on the 
piano, even if I don’t touch an organ. 
I fi nd that to maintain a few hours of 
music is manageable, but it takes a lot 
more time to be constantly learning 
dozens of pieces. 

JR: Do you have some favorite piec-
es? Desert island pieces?

KC: I’ve always loved Bach, and I 
think as is the case with so many people 
I ended up playing the organ because of 
the music of Bach. As things have gone, 
I’ve gotten into a lot of repertoire that 
is far from Bach—I’ve always loved sym-
phonic organs, orchestral transcriptions 
and that sort of thing. But I think I could 
do just fi ne with some of the great works 
by Bach. 

Now as far as what’s fun to play in a 
concert, on, say, a particular type of or-
gan—for Skinner organs, they’re great at 
something English Romantic; the Willan 
Introduction, Passacaglia and Fugue is a 
fun piece to play because it relies quite 
a lot on the interpreter, as does Liszt, 
Reubke, Reger—if you hear three peo-
ple play the same piece by Liszt, or Re-

“oh, and he hits 500 Swell pistons.” Actu-
ally he doesn’t; he uses the fewest num-
ber to get the greatest effect. I didn’t 
realize that until really watching. 

Martin Jean began teaching at Yale the 
same year I began studying there, and he 
was a really interesting person to study 
with as well. I had lessons with him for a 
semester at Yale while Tom Murray was 
on sabbatical; in addition to a coaching 
here or there at other times, students in 
the Yale department were free to coach 
with faculty outside of their own studio. 
Martin was full of curiosity about com-
positions and their possible interpreta-
tions, so I would always leave lessons 
with him pondering many possibilities. 
And I remember along the way I had a 
few lessons with McNeil Robinson, and 
he, in terms of how to learn a piece of 
music in a really thorough way, is just 
masterful. But you don’t have to study 
with someone for fi ve years to get some-
thing immensely valuable, that you’ll 
never forget.

JR: Were you fairly confi dent with 
your registration ability before you 
studied with John Weaver and Tom 
Murray?

KC: I guess I was. Since I was a little 
kid I was fascinated with how stops were 
built, what the different ones did, the 
difference between the various colors, 
and so on. And there were enough nice 
instruments around that I pretty much 
understood how that worked—also, my 
dad was good at registration himself; 
that helped. If you’re around someone 
just an hour a week, that’s different 
than being around somebody all the 
time—as an aside, you can at any point 
say, “hey, how come you would do this, 
as opposed to something else?” And 
then Jim Bigham, with whom I stud-
ied in high school, just has an amazing 
imagination for registration and a huge 
instrument at Holy Trinity Lutheran; 
that was another great stroke of good 
fortune for me.

JR: When you studied with John 
Weaver and Tom Murray, did you 
work more on interpretation, or did 
they spend a lot of time with regis-
tration?

KC: A little of everything. Tom Mur-
ray in particular is very attentive to 
registration; even if he doesn’t change 
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We are pleased to announce
the completion of the first
phase of our organ project
with the Cathedral of Christ
the Light in time for the
Mass of Dedication held on
September 25, 2008.  The
remainder of the instrument
will be constructed in our

workshops over the
coming six months and
will be installed during
the late summer of
2009.  The completed
instrument will feature
four manuals, 75
independent stops
(excluding borrows), 90
ranks and 5,335 pipes.
The design of  the organ’s

twin façades was developed in collaboration with
the Cathedral’s architect, Craig Hartman of
Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, and will suggest a

natural forest with numerous wooden pipes.
We are honoured to have been selected by the Cathedral of  Christ the Light’s

Organ Committee to design and build this significant new pipe organ for
Oakland’s resonant new Cathedral.  For more information, visit our website at
the address below or the Cathedral’s website at www.ctlcathedral.org.
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David Cowan and Ken Cowan, March 1993

At the Wanamaker console, ca. 1998 (shortly after the console reassembly)

ger, or Reubke, it will sound completely 
different, as I think it should. 

Many people who play those pieces 
think that it couldn’t possibly be done 
any other way than their own, because 
they require a very strong interpretive 
perspective, but in reality there are of 
course many possible interpretations. 
I love playing transcriptions, because 
on an American symphonic organ, you 
really push the instrument to the edge 
of what it’s able to do, and that’s always 
kind of fun. And historically it’s been 
controversial because for much of the 
twentieth century the attitude of most 
organists was “why would you do such 
a thing? Go learn some more legitimate 
organ pieces!”

JR: It’s nice stuff!
KC: Yes, there are so many great piec-

es that weren’t originally composed for 
the organ. I think once you do learn most 
of the standard organ repertoire, it’s fun 
to look beyond it a little bit and see how 
an instrument can work at interpreting 
something else. I have to confess, too, 
that I started listening to records of tran-

scriptions when I was in high school. I 
have old recordings by George Thalben-
Ball, for example, and I still remember 
getting two recordings of transcriptions 
by Tom Murray and Thomas Trotter, 
I think both made in the ’80s, and so I 
thought, “Wow! That instrument sounds 
great—and very expressive. Wouldn’t it 
be fun to learn how to do that?” 

Anybody who gets into this kind of or-
chestral stuff might be pigeon-holed with 
“Oh, all he plays is Wagner,” or, “All he 
plays are transcriptions,” which of course 
I don’t think is true of anybody who does. 
One of the keys to having success with 
transcriptions, though, is to know when 
it’s a good idea not to play something, 
because one of the pitfalls about the or-
gan is you cannot bring exactly the same 
program to every instrument, or else 
you’ll win some and lose some. I fi nd as 
with some of the big Romantic works, a 
transcription can sound great on an ideal 
instrument and it can sound like a dismal 
failure on the wrong instrument. I hope 
to usually be a good judge of when’s the 
time, and when’s not the time, to play a 
particular part of the repertoire. 
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pieces, the philosophy being, “well, the 
Beethoven worked in Toronto, it’ll prob-
ably work in New York, too, so I’ll play 
it again!” And again, and again—and so 
on it goes. Trying something new, even 
if it means going out on a limb, is a good 
idea, I think.

JR: You’ve long been an Organ His-
torical Society convention favorite. 
How did that get started?

KC: Good fortune, I guess! When I 
was working at St. Clement’s in Philadel-
phia, I think it was 1996 the OHS had 
their convention in Philadelphia; at that 
time we were doing an Evensong at St. 
Clement’s as part of the convention, and 
they wanted Peter to play something, 
and he was already going to play a recital 
at the Wanamaker Store, so he said, “I’ll 
play the prelude, and why don’t you have 
my assistant play a short program after 
the Evensong?” I think there was some 

JR: How about the future of this in-
strument with young people? 

KC: I’m always glad when I know 
someone is bringing kids to a recital. 
And in a way, it’s a good reason to think 
about programming very carefully. Ev-
ery once in a while I’ll play a program 
that might get a little too—mature for 
the newcomer.

If I were only playing for myself, I 
could go on for days listening to very 
intense-sounding organ music. But I’m 
not just playing for me; though I guess 
some people would say you should al-
ways be playing as though no one else 
is there—but someone else IS there. 
(laughter) So I am usually quite cogni-
zant of the fact that there may be some 
young person there who’s never heard 
an organ recital before. 

JR: Do you ever program a specifi c 
piece with children in mind?

KC: If I know they’re going to be 
there, yes. Things that are very effective 
with kids are pieces that are program-
matic and tell a story, or pieces that re-
ally are “visual” in how the instrument 
is used. Kids immediately get a kick out 
of the fact that there are all these dif-
ferent colors and that wow, the organ-
ist plays with his feet, and beyond that 
things like Saint-Saëns’ Danse Macabre 
are great for kids, because they under-
stand—they can tell what’s going on in 
the story as it’s going along. Of course, 
that’s a transcription, but there’s George 
Akerley’s A Sweet for Mother Goose 
nursery rhyme suite—that would be 
just the thing. I’ve heard some people 
do things like Carnival of the Animals 
and so on—that’s another work that’s 
not originally an organ piece, but can 
certainly get children’s interest in the 
instrument. And they all love the Toc-
cata and Fugue in D Minor!

JR: How do you plan a program? 
Fast–slow, or loud–soft, or keys?

KC: Having interesting key relation-
ships can be nice, particularly if you  
segue from one piece to the next. More 
importantly, just not fl ogging people 
with the same kind of piece over and 
over again is a good rule of thumb. For 
example, I wouldn’t play half a program 
of, say, a prelude and fugue by Bach, 
followed by a preludium by Buxtehude 
followed by Prelude and Fugue on the 
Name of BACH, and so on—but con-
trasting forms, contrasting styles. I’ve 
never been much into the philosophy 
that “we should always go in chrono-
logical order.” It’s more a question of 
how can you give a good psychologi-
cal fl ow to it? I guess that’s the right 
way to describe it. And it’s different on 
recordings, too. I think how you listen 
to a recording is a little different. In a 
concert, you can go from fast and furi-
ous to very intimate, to scherzo, back 
to this, back to that. On a record, if you 
do exactly the same thing, you end up 
with people constantly adjusting the 
volume control. 

Programming is a constant challenge. 
And then the trap is, when you fi nd a 
combination of things that you think 
works really well, to then be able to get 
out of it. I remember reading an article 
years ago about Glenn Gould’s thoughts 
on why he stopped playing concerts; he 
said he was feeling that sometimes he 
settled in on the same small number of 

trepidation at fi rst; “who is this guy?” I 
guess they liked it. And one thing led 
to another there; I’ve been back several 
times since. 

JR: Yes, including in 2007 with your 
wife! Tell me about her, and how you 
cooked up this scheme.

KC: We met in graduate school; 
she went to Yale too. While we were 
students there, I had always liked an 
old recording I had of Jascha Heifetz 
and Richard Elsasser playing the Vi-
tali Chaconne, as arranged by Leopold 
Auer. So on one of JAV’s Skinner series 
recordings, Joe Vitacco asked me to go 
out to Jefferson Avenue Presbyterian 
in Detroit, and I checked out the organ 
and it’s a great instrument—huge sound, 
and very mellow sound. I thought this 
would be a good accompanying organ, 
and that it would be neat to try and do 
a violin piece. So I asked Lisa to come 
along then, and that was the beginning 
of playing together. In the last seven or 
eight years, we’ve been asked to play 
duo programs together, so we’ve always 
been on the lookout for good repertoire 
that has been written for violin and or-
gan, and things that transcribe well. 
We’ll often do an early piece, maybe 
something that’s contemporary written 
for those instruments; from the Roman-
tic period, Rheinberger wrote some vio-
lin and organ works. I’ll often transcribe 
a concerto accompaniment for the end, 
and do a violin concerto as a violin and 
organ piece. And then we’ll usually do a 
solo piece each, too. 

JR: The review of the OHS conven-
tion in the February 2008 issue of 
The Diapason mentions Lisa playing 
behind a screen.1

KC: We did the Karg-Elert Fugue, 
Canzona and Epilogue, for organ and 
violin, and a quartet of women’s voices 
is included at the end. I think Karg-Elert 
may have started this tradition himself, 
but there’s been a long practice of put-
ting the violinist and the singers either 
offstage or in the Swell box. And at this 
particular church it worked, because you 
could open the door behind the Swell 
box and there was a hallway in behind. 
So everyone crammed in behind the 
chamber and you could have this di-
minuendo to nothing at the end. It was 
very unexpected color coming out of the 
organ chambers suddenly! It was a lot of 
fun, and everyone was a very good sport 
about the whole thing. The instrument 
was a Kimball organ, and certainly played 
repertoire well, but maybe accompanied 
even better. So it was nice to show that 
side of things.

JR: At the AGO convention in Min-
neapolis you played some new 
works. Do you play new pieces from 
memory?

KC: Sometimes I do, sometimes I 
don’t. One of the things I’ve been work-
ing on this week is memorizing them. I 
fi nd if I have a deadline, it doesn’t take 
long to get things like that learned. I 
probably spent a week or so learning 
each of the preludes and fugues. But 
then the question is—what do you want 
to do with it? There’s no question that 
I play a piece better after a year than 
after a week. So the rest of the time is 
spent just trying to refi ne things and 
get a clear interpretation, especially 
with brand-new pieces. The composer 
Henry Martin is a pianist and is prob-
ably known for composing 24 Preludes 
and Fugues for piano, and he teaches 
jazz and music theory at Rutgers, New-
ark. The reason for the commission was 
that Michael Barone really liked his 
piano pieces, and so commissioned him 
to write a couple for organ. Not know-
ing what his musical taste is—of course, 
when you learn a piece like that, I found 
I was initially sort of cautious in an inter-
pretive sense—if it’s not written in the 
score, well, is it OK to do something? 
Well, he has a great imagination, and 
is a good sport about everything. That 
was actually nice to discover. Interpre-
tive freedom is good! So I really liked 
them—they’re diffi cult, but I think will 
make nice pieces. 

JR: Teaching versus performing—do 
you enjoy the balance that you have 
right now?

KC: Absolutely! I think it would prob-
ably be hard for me to only teach, be-
cause you end up living musically only 
through your students, instead of being 
able to do something yourself—so you 
need an outlet. On the other hand, it’s 
great to work with other people—it’s so 
satisfying and exciting when students 
work very hard and get a lot better, and 
you can help them along their way. This 
year, it was only the second time in recent 
memory that I didn’t play Easter Sunday 
some place. So before cooking dinner for 
family, I went to Trinity Church where 
two of my students play, and I had a bet-
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ter time listening to them accompany 
the Easter service than I would have if 
I’d done it myself! I’ve always been in-
terested in teaching, so I have no regrets 
there at all.

JR: Tell us about your position at 
Westminster. Do you teach service 
playing, or does your teaching con-
centrate just on recital literature?

KC: Mostly my colleagues Alan 
Morrison, Matthew Lewis, and I end 
up concentrating on creating some 
kind of structured program of study 
for each student. I do at times make 
students learn hymns and accompani-
ments as part of their lessons. I fi nd 
that you can teach somebody about as 
much about creative possibilities at the 
organ through hymns and accompani-
ments, at least from a registration point 
of view, as from anything else, because 
so often with a lot of the primary parts 
of the repertoire—Bach, Franck, Vi-
erne, and so forth—you frequently 
follow convention or instructions for 
registration; in service playing you 
have a blank slate, and can really get 
acquainted with the organ in a more 
individualistic way.

The school’s strong emphasis on cho-
ral training provides a great background 
for developing graduates who can be-
come very effective church musicians. 
There are classes in improvisation, 
courses in organ literature, there’s a class 
on accompanying at the organ, which is 
primarily a service playing course. Then 
the sacred music department offers 
courses on the history of church music, 
theology, choral pedagogy and manage-
ment of programs, worship planning, 
and congregational song. A broad range 
of guest lecturers in the organ and sa-
cred music departments address other 
specifi c topics. It could be a masterclass 
on organ playing or literature on some 
occasions, or frequently guest perspec-
tives on the general fi eld of church mu-
sic in America.

JR: Do you see any consistent pat-
terns of problems among your stu-
dents?

KC: Nothing that applies to every-
body. In fact, that’s one of the fun chal-
lenges of teaching—it’s all problem solv-
ing, but everybody’s a different case. For 
example, some students don’t learn ped-
al technique in a structured way, and I’m 
surprised that students coming in at the 
graduate level sometimes don’t under-
stand very much about registration—that 
can be a big project. But that’s certainly 

not unique to everybody; some of them 
are great at that. Nuanced registration is 
a hard thing to teach in a short time. And 
if you encounter people who are trained 
to do only one thing in a particular situ-
ation, it can be a real challenge to make 
them more curious and sensitive to the 
precise character of each stop or chorus 
on different instruments, and how they 
combine with others. Then comes the is-
sue of how to control the instrument in 
the context of a complex piece if they’ve 
never been trained to manage a console 
with a combination action. 

JR: Do you have responsibilities at 
Westminster besides teaching?

KC: I also am the coordinator of 
the organ and sacred music program. 
That involves plenty of meetings, plan-
ning, and discussions with other faculty 
about how to proceed with programs 
and curriculum. In the past year we 
have revised the entire curriculum in 
organ and in sacred music. This year 
began the implementation of those re-
visions, which is a big undertaking, but 
a necessary step to try to keep the pro-
gram from getting behind the times. Of 
course, I’m not doing that on my own, 
but I certainly have to stay involved with 
how things develop. And then another 
task for sacred music at Westminster will 
be to fi nd a faculty member to succeed 
Robin Leaver, who just retired. Hope-
fully we’ll soon be looking for the next 
teacher of sacred music there, but in the 
current economic climate, universities 
can be tentative about fi lling vacancies. 
Always something, you know! It’s the sort 
of place where I can stay there until ten 
o’clock every night and have plenty more 
to greet me the next morning.  

JR: Are you ever able to go hear oth-
er organists or other concerts?

KC: Here and there. There’s not as 
much time as I’d like there to be, be-
cause I’m often away weekends, when 
a lot of great concerts happen. Going to 
conventions and so forth, I can hear a lot 
of things in a short amount of time, just to 
keep track of who’s doing what. And then 
the nice thing living between New York 
and Philadelphia is oftentimes there will 
be good concerts on week nights. Plus, 
Princeton has some really good music se-
ries right in town. So whenever possible, 
I attend performances. 

JR: Do you have any big projects 
planned?

KC: For Westminster, keeping the de-
partment growing stronger is a priority. As 
far as playing goes, it’s asking myself, what 
do I want to play now that I haven’t played 
before? And I’ve got lined up some record-
ings that I’ve been promising to make and 
that I haven’t gotten around to yet, so I’ll 
just keep chipping away at them. A new 
CD on the big Schoenstein organ at First 
Plymouth Church in Lincoln, Nebraska, 
was just released this February on the Ra-
ven label. That disc has German Roman-
tic repertoire (Reger, Reubke, Karg-Elert) 
and a transcription of the Liszt Mephisto 
Waltz #1. But otherwise it’s a question of 
just balancing responsibilities out—and 
fi nding some time for fun, too.

JR: Thank you so much, Ken! ■

Notes
 1. Frank Rippl, “OHS 52nd National Con-
vention, July 11–17, 2007, Central Indiana,” 
The Diapason, February 2008, vol. 99, no. 
2, pp. 24–29.
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