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This presentation

• is for pianists exploring future service as 
church organists

• is for organists from any tradition who wish to 
explore, or refresh their knowledge of the basic 
concepts of hymn-playing in traditional forms

• draws resources from the internet, publications 
and original material. Hymn scores are from
https://hymnary.org/

https://hymnary.org/


Religious Hymn Religious Song

Religious text set to music Religious text set to music

Usually has set meter and stanzas, set to the same 
tune throughout; eg.
“Amazing Grace” (NEW BRITAIN) has 8.6.8.6 meter

No prescribed meter, rhythm or form

Melodies and lyrics usually interchangeable
Eg Hyfrydol (8.7.8.7) is sung to “Alleluia, Sing to 
Jesus” as well as “Love divine, all love’s excelling”

Melody and words are not easily interchangeable

Traditional hymns in set SATB or melody alone 
(chant)

Usually melody with accompaniment

Are Hymns and Songs the same?



Types of Hymns and Tunes

Hymns with long melodic lines (based on chant /modes etc)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vxd7rWLhCMc (PICARDY)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q_UvhmqtSGk (KINGSFOLD)

Metrical hymns, at times with irregular phrases (German Lutheran)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yIIcqwfVHLk&list=RDyIIcqwfVHLk&start_radio=1 WIE SCHOEN LEUCHTET
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V9uGNb8Zfic EIN FESTE BURG

Hymns which focus on Psalms and text, with less emphasis on melodic shape

Evangelical / Gospel / CCM hymns and songs from different cultural groups may sound “jazzy’ or “pop”. 
Hymns focus on personal Christian experience, End Times and the Word of God 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DVliiCVN3tI Precious Lord, Take my hand
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mc7EslrW2cs Standing on the Promises
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5g0c4YeABTs Christ be our light

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xv9QHWmIHkk TOULON
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TG8YSXqObn8 OLD 100th

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vxd7rWLhCMc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q_UvhmqtSGk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yIIcqwfVHLk&list=RDyIIcqwfVHLk&start_radio=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V9uGNb8Zfic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DVliiCVN3tI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mc7EslrW2cs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5g0c4YeABTs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xv9QHWmIHkk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TG8YSXqObn8


• Read and study the text so that you can project 
the spirit and meaning of the text. 

• Read the 4 parts (SATB) as a singer would—each 
voice part has its own line which carries all the 
way through the phrase. 

• Sing the hymn so that you are alerted to 
potential challenges such as breathing, large 
melodic leaps, and rhythm 

Beginning Hymn-Playing – YOU are the leader!

Preparation



• Articulation and playing: play legato unless the acoustics are very “live”
- more detached touch for grand or vibrant hymns, less for prayerful ones.     
- tie common notes in inner voices, according to the pulse and meter
- don’t tie melody notes unless it is indicated
- if using pedal, avoid doubling the bass part with the left hand

• Phrasing: melody should reflect the phrasing of the text and allow for breaths
- Lift totally for 1 beat at the end of phrases
- Lift partially (in 1 voice) for very long phrases which may need a “sneak” 

breath

• Registration: the choice of stops should reflect the mood of the text. 
- Avoid using tremulants (vibrato) during hymn singing
- The volume of the organ should support, not overpower the singing

• Tempo: Choose a tempo that enables singers to finish a phrase without feeling 
breathless, or the hymn seeming too “wordy”. 

• Introduction: play the whole tune, or a portion of it, but stick to the tempo. Don’t 
speed up or slow down “for expression” 

Beginning Hymn-Playing – YOU are the leader!



- Strong beats on 1 and 3

- May tie inner voices if they don’t go against strong beats

- Shorten a repeated note by half of its value

- Add at least 1 beat extra for breaths between stanzas



1. Play in octaves with two hands. This is the most simple version, useful if you find playing all the voices 
difficult. It is also useful in introducing any unfamiliar or complicated hymn to your congregation because 
the tune will be clearly audible and recognizable.

2. Play in two voices. If you are hesitant to use pedals in your hymn playing, you can always choose the two 
most important outer voices and play the hymn this way to create a bicinium. The melody will be clear in 
the right hand and the bass will give the harmonic foundation and support.

3. Play in three voices. This texture makes your playing sound transparent and clear. 

4. Play in four voices. This is the most widely used method. You can either play the harmonized version 
from the hymnal or create your own. It order to do this, you will need to know the basic rules of harmony.

(see next slide—Ebenezer)

Adapted from: Secrets of Organ Practice https://www.organduo.lt/home/what-are-the-6-methods-in-playing-hymns-on-the-organ

Beginning Hymn-Playing – Choices to make

If playing the hymn score seems difficult, try one or more of these styles first. You could also combine them to 
make an introduction 

https://www.organduo.lt/home/what-are-the-6-methods-in-playing-hymns-on-the-organ


Example:
1st phrase  – melody doubled in octave 
2nd phrase – melody and bass line
3rd phrase – melody, alto and bass lines
4th phrase  – SATB all four parts

Beginning Hymn-Playing – Choices to make

EBENEZER
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jBgn0yBjOHk&feature=youtu.be

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jBgn0yBjOHk&feature=youtu.be


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=osOtuE2z0Ao

Example:
Todd Wilson playing Darwall’s 148th , the introduction 
played antiphonally- melody in octaves alone, 
answered with harmonization

Beginning Hymn-Playing – Choices to make

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=osOtuE2z0Ao


Understanding Registration – Stop Families

Stop Family Stop Names Tone Quality Use

Principal Open Diapason/ Prinzipal /Montre and 
their spelling variances.

The “voice” of the organ--clear 
and strong

Upon which most registrations are generally 
built. Best for congregational accompaniment

String Viola, Gamba, Salicional Thin and not very loud Used for gentler registration. May combine 
with flute to create a “pseudo-principal” if 
needed

Flute Bordun/Gedackt/Octavin/ Stoped
Diapason, stops with Flauta/Flöte/Flûte

Round or hollow Used to “sweeten” or round out the 
registration. Bass flutes “rumble” in bass 
tones

Reed Vox Humana/Hautbois/Oboe,
Krummhorn /Basson, Fagott
Trumpet/Tromba/ Clairon / Tuba

Nasal to brassy quality Chorus reeds may be combined with a set of 
stops to “clear” the tone. The more you add, 
the brassier or sharper. Reeds such as Vox
Humana (gentle) and Tuba (very loud) are for 
solo use.

Compound
Stops

Mixture III-IV/Scharf/Cymbale Shimmering, more than one 
pitch sounding

Used to “crown” the registration set. Use for 
bright and happy character, or added clarity

Mutations Nasard 2-2/3rd , Tierce 1-3/5th , Cornet Pitch is different from what 
you play

Combine with a regular stop to create new 
colours or to sharpen the Reed tones. Best 
not to use in low range unless specified



- Leading SATB hymns: 

- Play on the Great manual, using at least Principal 
8’ and 4’ for clarity. 

- Engage Great/Pedal coupler and Flute 16’ in the 
pedal

- Add higher pitches (2’ and Mixture) in the 
manuals for brighter sound; sparse use of Reeds 
(Hautbois/ Trumpet / Bassoon) for a broader, 
more nasal texture

- Avoid Tremulants (vibrato) and Celestes when
accompanying the congregation (unless you’re
playing a Negro Spiritual!)

Understanding Registration - Guidelines

When every line seems of equal importance as in SATB 
hymns, play on a single manual (with pedal) and use 
Chorus Registration



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ESeQs96rR9U

Certain hymn tunes may bring to mind the music 
played by instruments such as the brass.

Here is an example of a brass ensemble playing “O 
for a thousand tongues” (AZMON)

Understanding Registration – articulation matters

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ESeQs96rR9U


Illustration: AZMON
Stanza 1: Detached articulation  - Principal Chorus, Mixtures, Reed 8’
Stanza 2: More legato - reduced registration

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8MiiQEcgXo&feature=youtu.be

Understanding Registration – articulation matters

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8MiiQEcgXo&feature=youtu.be


Fl /Pr 2’

Pr 4’

Fl 8’

Basic chorus

Understanding Registration – Chorus Registration

For small congregations or small 
organs, a basic chorus (with pedal) 
suffices



Pr 4’ 

Pr 8’, (Fl 8’) Reed 8’ 

Principals with reed

Understanding Registration – Chorus Registration

Adding an 8’ Reed such as Hautbois 8’ makes the chorus 
sound broader

Sw: Flute 8’, 4’   (+ Haubois 8’ on 2nd stanza)
Great: Principal 8’, 4’
Ped: Flute 16’, Oct 8’
Sw/Ped, Gt/Ped

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QUI82jPX7WA&feature=youtu.be

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QUI82jPX7WA&feature=youtu.be


“Pyramid” style helps to add depth and brightness

(IV)

2’

4’  4’

8’  8’  8’

(16)

Foundation Chorus (Principals + Flutes) 
with Mixture

Understanding Registration – Chorus Registration



(IV)

2’

4’  

8’  8’  

16’

Pr 16’+ Fl 16’ +Pr 8’ +Fl 8’

“Pyramid” style large registration

Understanding Registration – Chorus Registration

IV

2’

4’  4’

8’  8’  Reed 8’

Reed 16’

St 1:  Large registration
St 2: reduce reeds 16’, 8’

Registering to reflect the text

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gOzBrXSWvN8&feature=youtu.be

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gOzBrXSWvN8&feature=youtu.be


Watch “Lesson 8: Registrations for Contemplative 
& Jubilant Hymns”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AQZmn6YA_X8

Understanding Registration 
–

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AQZmn6YA_X8


More self-helps

Organ Tutor 101: Basic Organ skills for the Pianist
https://www.ardpublications.com/otrRegistration33.pdf

http://www.kyacda.org/uploads/1/0/6/3/10633161/basic_organ_and_hymn_registration.pdf

http://uvago.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/2014_04_26_mike_carson_handout.pdf

Lessons for the New Organist

Hymn Playing Checklist for Organists

https://www.agohq.org/lessons-for-the-new-organist/

Basic Organ Registration and Hymn Playing

The King of  Instruments 
https://www.amazon.com/King-Instruments-Joyce-Jones/dp/094452933X

The Art of  Organ Playing 
https://imslp.org/wiki/The_Art_of_Organ_Playing_(Thayer%2C_Eugene)

https://www.ardpublications.com/otrRegistration33.pdf
http://www.kyacda.org/uploads/1/0/6/3/10633161/basic_organ_and_hymn_registration.pdf
http://uvago.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/2014_04_26_mike_carson_handout.pdf
https://www.agohq.org/lessons-for-the-new-organist/
https://www.amazon.com/King-Instruments-Joyce-Jones/dp/094452933X
https://imslp.org/wiki/The_Art_of_Organ_Playing_(Thayer,_Eugene)


INTRODUCTION TO THE KING OF INSTRUMENTS  -- Evelyn Lim

https://tinyurl.com/The-King-of-Instruments

INTRODUCTION TO THE LITURGICAL YEAR – Evelyn Lim

https://tinyurl.com/The-Liturgical-Year

EASY ORGAN MUSIC FOR THE SUNDAY ACCOMPANIST (ADVENT TO EPIPHANY) – Isaac Lee

https://tinyurl.com/Easy-Organ-Music-Part-I-S

https://tinyurl.com/Easy-Organ-Music-Part-I-R

EASY ORGAN MUSIC FOR THE SUNDAY ACCOMPANIST(LENT TO PENTECOST) – Isaac Lee

https://tinyurl.com/Easy-Organ-Music-Part-II-S

https://tinyurl.com/Easy-Organ-Music-Part-II-R

INTRODUCTION TO ORGAN PLAYING (PT 1) – Angela Lim

Slides: https://tinyurl.com/Intro-to-Organ-Playing-S

Recording: https://tinyurl.com/Intro-to-Organ-Playing-R

HOW TO DO IMPROVISATION – Isaac Lee

https://www.facebook.com/MethodistSchoolOfMusicMSM/videos/244921293545241/

In case you missed it… Past Webinars and Online Teaching Videos 

https://tinyurl.com/The-King-of-Instruments
https://tinyurl.com/The-Liturgical-Year
https://tinyurl.com/Easy-Organ-Music-Part-I-S
https://tinyurl.com/Easy-Organ-Music-Part-I-R
https://tinyurl.com/Easy-Organ-Music-Part-II-S
https://tinyurl.com/Easy-Organ-Music-Part-II-R
https://tinyurl.com/Intro-to-Organ-Playing-S
https://tinyurl.com/Intro-to-Organ-Playing-R
https://www.facebook.com/MethodistSchoolOfMusicMSM/videos/244921293545241/


THANK YOU for joining us!

We are grateful for generous donors who make the work of  MSM possible.

If  you would like to contribute, please use your PayNow or PayLah app to 

Scan this QR code, or address it to our UEN: S88CC0564JMSM.

Please make payee name to

-METHODIST CHURCH IN SINGAPORE - GENERAL CONFERENCE

Under Ref. No. please type “Hymn-Playing”
UEN: S88CC0564JMSM

Music and church music classes at Methodist School of Music 
www.msmusic.edu.sg

Organists’ Community and Resources at the 

Singapore Chapter of  the American Guild of  Organists

www.singaporeago.org

www.facebook.com/AGOSingapore

Special thanks to 
Mr Eugene Yeo & Mr Ong Te-Min for 

their kind tech assistance 

http://www.msmusic.edu.sg/
http://www.singaporeago.org/
http://www.facebook.com/AGOSingapore


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tVfp9pyyCDk

Alleluia Sing to Jesus (HYFRYDOL)

Wishing you a fulfilling journey of exploration of hymn and service leading!  
Lets see what you can do with your hymns!  Thank you for your kind interest!

Coming up soon!
Hymn-Playing Part 2b: exploring different hymn  styles, crafting introductions 

by Evelyn Lim

Hymn-Playing Part 3:  Chant-based accompanying  
by Angela Lim

How to do Improvisation Pt 2
by Isaac Lee

(Part 1 is a pre-recorded video)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tVfp9pyyCDk

