
Organ is not an instrument for masses only 

Interviewed by Anna Karpenko for “Russian Organ” review 

English translation by Anna Orlova 

One of the most remarkable organists who represent the young generation, has recitals all over the 

world, gives master-classes, in addition is the artistic director of the International organ Festival and 

summer academy in Mataro (Barcelona) and since September 2013 – the salaried organist and professor 

in the Ball State University Mancy (Indiana, US) – Raul Prieto Ramirez is always open for discussions 

and very benovent. On the 27
th
 of December 2012 he played a concert in Moscow International 

Performing Arts Center. The organist went on stage in a way he knew everyone in the hall personally and 

as he had been looking for this meeting for a very long time. The performer needed nor the scores nor the 

assistant, so the music, the instrument and he were the only to reign on stage. The first part of the concert 

was dedicated to Bach, the second to the romantic music. The audience heard the combination of the 

blaze temperament, Russian technique and German workmanship. The autograph session was announced 

after the concert and it was extremely hard to get to the performer. That’s why we had to put the 

interview aside till some spare time in the upcoming September, when the Third International Goedicke 

competition took place. The organist arrived to Moscow as one of the jury members 

 

- Let’s talk about an education in Spain. 

- This is a pretty difficult question. First because I got my education in Stuttgart and also with a piano 

teacher from St.Petersburg and second is that I am completely separated from Spanish organ school. 

- But nevertheless, you area Spanish organist and you live in Spain… 

- … part of the year. I spend five months in Spain and seven in the US because I work in there since 

September. That happened so that the vacancy of the salaried teacher in the University became free and 

according to the fact that my authorityhad significantly grown up for the last time- I was invited. In 

addition, the new concert instrument appeared in the university, so they reached me following both 

artistic and teaching concerns. 

- Why did the University invite you in particular? 

- Someone from the committee visited one of my three concerts in Indianapolis (which went with a 

great success) and I was invited to play on the new organ in there. In the following days, I leaded the 

master-classes; they liked it a lot and made an offer I couldn’t decline. 

- What is the situation with the organ in Spain nowadays? After all, you were born there, 

studied, and spent five months in a year. 

- I do not know how it has been changing for the last few years. As I have already told, I don’t have a 

narrow connection with the country. These five months that I spend outside the US I don’t spend only in 

Spain, but also in the other European countries playing recitals. I live in a small village, the nearest organ 

is situated in 45 minutes ride with the car and as long as I manage the festival, I have an opportunity to 

observe what is going on around me. I got an impression that for the last 30 years, or I would say 50, the 

Spanish organ world has been staying without an audience, and it has happened by itsown fault. I know 

that in the 40s in Barcelona you would have to stand an enormous queue to get to the concert. Robert be 

la Riba – the priest – he had been playing concerts on every Sunday and the church was crowded. In 

Barcelona on every Sunday was hold three concerts. The one was in the Palau Nacional de Monjuic on 

the Walcker organ with 6 manuals built in the 1929, the other concert was in Palau de BellasArtes and the 

third was in Palau de la Musica. Palau de la Musica was destroyed together with the AqullinoAmezua 

organ (1889, electric stops action) and now there is a square instead of it. The organ of the Palau Nacional 



de Monjuic was destroyed, the building was closed in 1978, so no one has been taking care of the 

instrument for the 50 years already. 

The Walcker organ (1911) of the Palau de la Musicawas restored in the 70s, but the work was done so 

unqualified that in two years the instrument went out of whack. Not long ago it was renovated once again, 

but now they do not have an audience. The organ concerts are organized two or three times a year and the 

tickets cost 1-2 euros. Lots of people come by the invitations. And in churches the situation actuallyis not 

better. The Cathedral – it is a touristic place, that is why it’s not in such a bad state as the other places are. 

These things happen because the connection between the performer and the audience is lost. Three years 

ago, I was invited to a symposium of teachers from Spain as a chairman. We had a big discussion and the 

subject was: why the students does not choose the organ as a specialty anymore. Every year there are less 

than the previous one. However,this discussiondid not lead to anything. It seems to me, that the problem 

is hidden in the organ world itself, and not in the church, or the culture, or the people, but no one thinks 

seriously about it. We should have a look to ourselves first. 

- It seems to me that we can compare this situation with the one that takes place in Holland, 

where the churches are closed because of the small amount of people visiting the services. Speaking 

truly, the organ concerts do not catch a lot of attention also. I suppose, the similar thing happens in 

Germany. 

- Yes, but it is connected with the religion in a better degree than with the organ music. 

- Those people who come to the services usually do not attend the organ concerts, because 

according to what they say, those people have an opportunity to listen to the organ every Sunday 

anyway. Is there a problem with advertisement?  Or with the proposal? What is your opinion? 

- Yes, you have already said it. If you offer just to come and to listen to the beautiful instrument-  

people would come only once, because they would not have a reason to be back. If you offer the music 

that affects their hearts, they would come again and again. I do not have anything against the Church, 

hope you don’tget me wrong. The Catholics, the Protestants, the Anglicans they all use the organ during 

the services, and because ofthis we have a lot of instruments in a very good conditions. But it’s not 

necessary to draw a parallel between the future of the church and the future of the organ. The organ is not 

an instrument for services only. I’m not a church organist, I’m a musician and for me there is no 

connection between the fact that people don’t attend the concerts and that they don’t go to the church.The 

concerts of the festival that I organized in Barcelonaattend more than a thousand people. And at the same 

time at the same basilica come hardly more than twenty people on Sundays.  

- And what is the secret? 

- This is a very long process, it is impossible to tell about all this things that should be doneto reach 

this in one conversation. I did the same things in the concert hall in Madrid. The question is how to reach 

the effect. First of all you should come from the heaven back to the earth and be a little bit more humble. 

We do not have the audience in the halls not because people understand nothing in the music, do not 

know how to listen to it or do not have any cultural education at all, the problem is hidden within us.  The 

love for the music is naturally in the hearts of people, and the heart of every performer should beat in duo 

with the heart of the listener. Everyone can feel the music, irrespective of the cultural level. We should 

get down from the pulpit of the preacher and recall that far long forgotten feelings that the music arouses, 

to become closer to the audience. 

- What do you play on the concerts? 

- Everything. They like Bach, his trio-sonatas, I played Reger’s fantasia and fugue for a B-A-C-H, 

Dance Macabre by Saint-Saens, a lot of Scheidemann’s pieces. Hardly anyone else would choose pieces 

by Schiedemann to make the audience happy! It seems to me that the question is how you do it. You 

should carry audience with oneself, catch their attention and remember: less external effects and more 

attention tothe inner world. The people who came to the concert might be able to feel that here is going on 

something special. 



- This is a long enough process, not able to reach at a time. 

- Sometimes you might use some moves and receive the immediate outcome but then you should try to 

keep the «flame». It happenssoin Spain: the new instrument is built, the inauguration passed with the 

plenty of people in the hall and then (because of the wrong lead-up) less and less audience comes to this 

place in the future. Finally, all the concerts could be cancelled. 

- Do you have a constant audience? Do the same people come to your concerts? 

- Yes, and then they bring their friends. That happens in Madrid, in Barcelona; I always think that 

every man could feel miserable, happy, have his own problems but when he comes to a concert, he should 

forget everythingand turns out to be in a completely different world! The music makes people to explore 

and feel themselves with renewed vigour. I think that the audience just like the music and not any 

particular pieces. Two years ago after my concert in America where I played Reubke’s Sonata (for some 

reasons we are sure that they like popular, sugary musiconly), a few people came to me with tears in their 

eyes. One of themsaid:«I’m very grateful to you for everything that you’ve done for me». And I 

answered: «I haven’t done anything special, just played Reubke and the rest happened inside you». We 

arouse feelings with the music. And my aim is to prepare the space where they would thine themselves be 

true. It is like a mirror where they can see their reflections. I think about it when manage the festival. 

Maybe our audience would change for the better when realize that was living but was not alive. 

- Do you want to make the organ a popular instrument? 

- I do not care what kind of instrument it would be; I want the people to love music. This is the idea of 

the festival in Barcelona and that is why people come back repeatedly and bring their friends. I must take 

care of them to come back. Why should they do it? They should feel that everything was done 

exceptionally for them. You should forget about yourself, about the organ, and think only about those 

who will come to the concert. We are the artists and we work for the people. 

- How did you start to study music and organ music in particular? 

- My story began in a family that was very far from music. My parents lived in one of the poor areas in 

Spain and wished for their children a better life. In the village where I was bornthere were no musical 

instruments at all. Dad and Mom always wanted me to pursue art. I was painting, dancing, took part in the 

theatrical performances. Than they suggested me to think about maybe toopen up some musical 

instrument, my sister also took part in this. My brother started to study guitar in Madrid. He 

recommended me to turn on the broadcast of one concert on the radio and there I heard the organ for the 

first time. Since that time, I had been to every library in our village and collected all possible information 

about this instrument. At the age of 12 I got the vinyl with recordings and it seemed to me something 

empyrean. The period of self-education started. I would prefer to study with a good teacher, so I am not 

actually proud about this fact, for sure. Since 13 until16 I had been practicing on the keyboard, and before 

that had been practicing on the table… So I literally made myself to listen to the music until the time I 

started to understand it. Every time when I start to manage the festival I recall this situation, when you are 

12-13 years old and can understand nothing in this music. That is exactly the same what feel the people 

who come to the concert. 

- But you had not being on self-education all the time? 

- Of course no. When I was 16 I started to study philosophy in the University of Salamanca, and 

decided to become a musician a little bit later, when I discovered for myself the ideas of the famous 

conductor Sergiu Celibidache. I was astonished that music can do much more than philosophy. I started 

my lessons with the organist Rosa Delgado, she took care of me as a second mother. My technic was 

horrible because I did not have a good piano school. And trying to find a teacher for myself I visited 

plenty of master-classes, had lessons with famous teachers in Spain, but every time something was 

wrong, I could not find no one who could be the ideal for me.  

- Explain, please. 



- I was looking for a teacher who could understand my level and might know how to improve it. Once 

I met Guy Bovet and he told me: «First you should find YOUR teacher, second – you must leave Spain». 

In these times the situation was totally plaintive, my teacher could say to me that Reger wrote in stylus 

fantasticus, or that I should play Correa de Arauxoin a special way because my teacher saw it in a dream. 

Unbelievable!  I was talking with Lorenzo Ghielmi and LudgerLohmann and they recommended me to 

leave the country too. The last one said that I was all right and I just needed to start move to the other 

direction. I met him on the master-class in Haarlem, I remembered that one Korean organist was playing 

Reger’s Toccata op. 59 and when the professor started to work with this piece, it made sense to me. In 

this moment, I realized that it was quite what I needed. Lohmann was very convincing. When you are on 

stage, you must be convinced in what you are doing even if tomorrow everything could change. We had a 

conversation and I went to Stuttgart for 5 years to study with Lohmann. 

- How old were you then? 

- I was 24. 

- That means that in the period from 16 until 24 you were looking for… 

- No, I was wasting time. Nowadays teachers in Spain are better than it used to be. It is very sad to talk 

about it. When the teacher cannot play a prelude and fugue by Bach without breaks and mistakes – what 

can he teach you? I would say that professional organ school in Spain was lost in the 19
th
 century. It was 

just forbidden. In the beginning of the 20
th
 century, the Roman Catholic Church permitted the organs, 

teaching, schools, so the revival started, but the civil war in 1936 destroyed everything. In 1962 the 

decision was taken by Vatican that the church should be closer to the public and in Spain it was 

interpreted as the service could be accompanied by the guitar and pop music. Mostly because of it, the 

churches are empty now. So the professional education had no chances to survive. The instruments in the 

concert halls were destroyed, in the churches the organ did not sound anymore; the country lived in 

misery after the war… How many organists nowadays can live from playing in the church? I can count 

those people easily with the fingers on one hand, which would be enough. All church organists must have 

the second job to be able to live from it. No professional structure, no professional teachers and no school 

in accordance. Everyone who can more or less play the organ profess to be a teacher. In our country the 

traditions existed from the Renaissance period, but we lost it a long while ago. No interest for this 

instrument and so there is no a quantity that possibly one day could become a quality. 

- Where is it possible to get an education in Spain nowadays? 

- I cannot answer this question. I used to know someone to whom I could relay, for example in San 

Sebastian, Pamplona, but probably they had already left it. The main problem is how the teachers get their 

working places. If you want to teach in Spain, the priority given not to your knowledge, but to how long 

you hasbeen working already in your specialty. The trade union and the local government created the 

rules for an acceptance for employment. For them it is important how long you have been working, and 

not how much you know.Consequently, a person who got education in Spain and did not want to develop 

any further, to go abroad and to upgrade would be given a workplace just because he had an experience in 

workingand would be preferred, and no matter that he had an opponent who had been studying abroad.So 

it’s no necessary to possess an education of high level to get a good working place. If you left the country 

you nearly won’t have any chance to get a job when you would come back in contrast to others who 

preferred to stay and started to teach, even though he did it horribly bad… 

- This means that they cannot offer you a job, right? 

- No, it would be illegal. Usually a specific open contest takes place that follows the specified rules. 

And the winner would be that person, who had been teaching in a music school for 4 years and not the 

one who had a doctor degree in US, for example. 

- So they are not interested in the level, are they? 



- Exactly. Nowadays the point at issue is that a crisis is not actually in the economics of Spain but in 

its morality, seeing that a little value is puttedupon professionality. Also the problem is that the musical 

traditions that we had were broken, in contrast with Russia, for example. 

- It happens sometimes that trying to make a career the organist starts to sell himself as an 

expert in the national music. Are there any real experts in Spanish music from your point if view? 

- I can mention several names: Daniel Oyarzabal – the organist who also plays jazz very good, Raul 

Del Toro (a teacher in Pamplona and an expert in Spanish music), Esteban Landart (teaches in San-

Sebastian). Nowadays in Spain people allowed to have their own opinions, but this is what they are not 

used to. In connexion with the fact that previously onlyone feasible opinion was possible, a lot of people 

just were afraid to say anything aloud. We are all different, we might have different opinions, but they 

just should have the professional basis. It is important not to start fighting each other trying to prove that 

only you solution is the right one. 

- I would like to come back to your teachers. I had read that you studied in St. Petersburg. 

- No-no, I was not studying in this city, I had a piano teacher who often came to work in Spain. I 

alluded it in my curriculum vitae, but this information was often distorted. His name was Leonid Sintsev. 

He had been spending half a month in Russia, half a month in Spain and that lasted for 15 years. Probably 

that flights affected his health and leaded to his untimely decease. He was my girlfriend’s piano teacher. 

When I met her, paid attention to how she was practicing, was playing and I thought: «That’s what I 

need!». So I started to go to his lessons together with her. Leonid thought an artist as a peak of social 

pyramid. The culture in his opinion «feeds» and educates the society. 

-How old were you? 

- 23 years old. 

- A year before you had met LudgerLohmann… 

-Yes! I was surprised by the relation of the Russian teacher to the artist, his role and place in the 

society. He believed that this work is very important. And that every day you practice you must remember 

this. You must practicing with the thoughts about the listeners, friend, family. The next moment – how to 

connect your brain and imagination with your physiology. You must imagine that every finger has an ear. 

Leonid Sintsev taught me how to control the body and to express yourself in the music. My other teacher 

– Lohmann – created an artist from me, an organist who is capable to manage the instrument, to pierce 

deep into every piece, toread between the lines Buxtehude, Frescobaldi or Reger, he taught me how to 

work with the musical text and the styleseriously, helped me to develop in different directions. 

- How long had you been studying with Syntsev? 

- About three years, so I had been studying at the same time with two teachers. It was a very 

interesting time: I was working in Barcelona, in the main Basilica La Merce, had lessons with Leonid in 

Madrid, with Lohmann in Stuttgart. I also would like to mention that Leonid was not just teaching, but he 

also explained why and how he was working with each student particularly. There was not only one 

method for everyone. After I had finished my studying with him, I had a clear presentation of what 

teaching was. 

- So these persons were your two main teachers. And how long have you been teaching yourself? 

- From this September officially, but I have given private lessons before. I like this job, because I do 

not have to spend all my time only in one place and I can play concerts freely and give master-classes. 

The organ class had not existed in this university (Ball State University Mansy, Indiana)before, there 

were invited teachers only. Even more, they even did not have the big concert instrument. The professor 

who had been working there before me succeeded in attainment of the new instrument and had told me 

that the scheme of the education process should be changed before he resigned. He was one of those 

persons who attended my concert and master-class; I was speaking about it previously. 



- You never took part in the organ competitions. Why? 

- Well, I do not believe in it. Sometimes to win a competition you must go against yourself, following 

the define plan and doing things, that probably would please the jury members and would lead you to a 

victory. But in this situation this entails only the competition, and after it you would have a completely 

different life. 

- Can you name the organists of a new generation in Spain? 

 - Raul Del Toro, Roberto Fresco, Daniel Oyarzabal, Esteban Landart, SaskyaRoures. 

- Did they get their education in Spain or abroad? 

- Abroad. 

- What is in your repertoire? What do you like to play? 

- Good, quality music, you know, life is short! 

- What kind of organ do you prefer to play, the electric one or the pipe organ? 

- I just try to make my job good, the least I care about the instrument. But, of course, the pipe organ 

attracts me more. 

- What is your favorite music? Bach, indeed? 

-I don’t have any priorities, I love Music, and sometimes even the music that was written not for 

organ. I really like Prokifiev! Next year I’m going to present the audience my transcriptions. I like 

Rachmaninov, Shostakovich, Tchaikovsky a lot. 

- Have you played Russian organ music already? 

- I’m going to do this for a long time. I have a feeling that French and German composing schools 

influenced it. And I’m really interested in Prokofiev’s music. You cannot say for sure is this music is sad 

or joyful, it has everything in complex.And it’s very difficult to express, but he did it fantastically!  And 

the same story with Schostakovich. It seems to me that the 20
th
 century organ repertory sounds too 

classical. 

- Does it mean that the Russian audience would have a chance to listen to some transcriptions of  

Russian music? 

- Yes, I was working for a very long time with Rachmaninov’s pieces: «The Isle of the Dead», several 

preludes and etude tableaux. I would like to make a transcription of Tchaikovsky’s «Romeo and Juliette» 

and some piano pieces. What is to Prokofiev – I am thinking about the 3d piano sonata, then 7
th
 and then 

– the 5
th
 symphony. 

-That is very interesting! Will look forward for the next meeting. 

 

 

Interviewed by Anna Karpenko  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


