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I am delighted to be here with you today to talk about my experiences as an organist at the
Tabernacle, and to describe my approach which accounts, | believe at least in part, for my
surviving so long on Temple Square.

Surely I have one of the best jobs in the world. | get to work with fabulous conductors and play
beautiful music on two of the finest instruments in the world. It is a dream come true. Itis not a
job I had aspired to. The job did not exist when | was an organ student. There was no hope of
my ever becoming a Tabernacle organist. Such a thing was not within the realm of possibility.
Yet | have been there almost 35 years.

I am not the first woman to have an official calling as an organist at the Tabernacle. That
happened in the early 1900’s when Katherine Romney Stewart (1875-1948) served as assistant
organist. I am not even the first to play for special women’s meetings. | am, however, the first
woman to play for a Tabernacle Choir broadcast, and since | have been around the longest, |
have had many opportunities. With John Longhurst’s retirement at the end of 2007, I have been
on the musical staff longer than anyone else. And | am the oldest.

I really enjoy performing, when it goes well. Not so much when it doesn’t go well. If I didn’t
enjoy performing, my job would be like purgatory. It is a wonderful job, but it is not stress free.

I have on my desk several favorite quotations. One reads, “Stress is the perception that you are
facing demands that exceed your ability to cope” (“Stress — Why It’s Making you Sick,” AARP
Bulletin, May 2009). | know from experience what that means.

| have been accompanying choirs since | was ten years old. But the choirs were so slow learning
that | never had to work very hard or do much except play in rehearsals. | would have the whole
thing memorized before the choir could sing it.

Not so with the Tabernacle Choir. It is expected that the organist’s part will be completely
prepared before the first rehearsal. And there may be only a few minutes TOTAL for any given
piece in rehearsal. And these conductors, Mack Wilberg and Ryan Murphy, are both fabulous
keyboard players. They also have very specific ideas about registration and may ask for changes
right up to performance. And besides, | am frequently playing their compositions, and they
know every note. Talk about pressure! This is stress on steroids. | must work very hard in order
to do an acceptable job.

The organists must also be very flexible. Here is an example. One time I was assigned to play
for a broadcast in early February. I felt very lucky to get the list of pieces by the middle of
January. However, of the six pieces, three were eventually changed, one with less than a week
before the broadcast.



On Thursday night, after all the pieces were taped and timed, the producer told the conductor that
the broadcast was two minutes short. This particular broadcast had a soprano solo, but there was
no hymn and no organ solo. The conductor turned to me and said, “Prepare a two-minute hymn
as an organ solo; choose something to fit the theme.”

So Friday I worked out a hymn arrangement which was exactly two minutes. It was to be played
near the end of the broadcast, so that it could be easily cut if the timings changed dramatically.

Sunday morning, when I arrived, the producer said to me, “Can you do a one-minute version
instead?” Fine. So I played a one-minute version for the performance run-through. I felt it was
a little rough and planned to change it a bit. But, afterwards, the producer said, “Go back to the
two-minute version.” So I didn’t refine it as planned.

Then, during the broadcast, as I was playing under the spoken word, the producer came out on
stage and told me to go back to the one-minute version, refined or not.

Now this may seem very unreasonable, but timings in a live broadcast are very critical. You
cannot just run over 30 seconds, or end 20 seconds early. And it is much easier for one person to
make changes (like the organist) than it is to instruct the choir to make some kind of change.
This is an extreme example, but this sort of thing happens all the time.

When | get assignments or agree to do a certain thing, | always think | will be able to be
successful. | try not to let myself take on unrealistic commitments. But at a certain point, doubt
sets in as well as fear and despair. I say to myself, “I cannot possibly do this. How did I get into
this predicament? What was I thinking?” I wake up in the middle of the night asking myself,
“Why did I agree to this?” But most often, I have no alternative. Unless I am in the hospital, I
must do what | have agreed to do. So the only choice I have is to work harder, to practice more
intelligently, to have greater discipline and determination.

And that is what | do. | work harder, practice smarter, and | put in more time. And all that
practice, all that repetition convinces me that 1 am capable of coping with the demands facing
me, because | believe in my preparation. How | prepare is within my control. Lots of things are
not in my control, but my personal preparation is.

Even so, it is unlikely that | will have a perfect performance, no matter how well | prepare. But
if I can’t get it perfect in private practice, I have no hope whatsoever of getting it perfect in
performance. | feel that I will lose 20% (a conservative estimate) in performance. | must be at
115% in private practice so that | will still be at 95% in live performance. Which is barely
adequate.

Alan Morrison, head of the organ department at the Curtis Institute of Music, has said, “The
more prepared you are, the less nervous you are. It doesn’t mean that you aren’t going to be
edgy. But if you’ve done your homework properly, you know it has to go well. Something may
happen, but you can get out of it” (Alan Morrison in Overtones, The Curtis Institute of Music
Magazine, Fall 2012, p. 20).

Samuel Johnson once wrote, “What we hope ever to do with ease, we must learn first to do with
diligence” (The Life of Samuel Johnson, Volume 4, by James Boswell).




Remember that definition of stress — it is the perception that you are facing demands that exceed
your ability to cope. The goal of my preparation is to convince myself that I can do it. When |
prepare well, | demonstrate that my initial fear-filled perception was faulty. | prove to myself
that the demands are within my abilities.

It is not enough that | manage to get it right once in practice. Getting it right once was just a
fluke. 1 must be able to get it right consistently.

Golfer Johnny Miller once said of Jack Nicklaus. “When Jack Nicklaus plays well, he wins.
When he plays badly, he finishes second. When he plays terrible, he finishes third” (Column by
Dennis Lythgoe, Deseret News, May 2, 1995). Now that’s consistency. Consistency is everything!

Thorough preparation is probably one of my best skills. It has saved me on many occasions. Do
not rely on your emotions. Do not rely on inspiration. The Lord can magnify your abilities but
not if you have done nothing first. Remember that Nephi didn’t ask the Lord to drop a set of
ship building tools into his tent. He asked Him where to go to find ore.

| also believe that thorough preparation takes time. Ideally! 1 like this comment by the great
Itzhak Perlman. “If you learn something fast you often forget it just as fast. You need to give it
time; let yourself grow with it; let it become a part of you. I don’t like practicing under pressure.
| like to give a piece about a year, doing ten minutes here, twenty minutes there, letting the
whole thing mature organically” (“All Play is Work” [an interview with Itzhak Perlman] by Jeremy
Siepmann, BBC Music Magazine, May 1995, p. 22). How | wish that I ever had that kind of timeline.
For the broadcast, the average time for preparation is 10 days. But | can start the minute I get the
music list.

For every big event, | am on a countdown: 2 weeks, 1 week, 5 days until it’s over. At 4 days out,
I shift to hours: 90 hours, 72 hours, 50 hours, 36 hours, 18 hours until it’s over. It’s not so much
that [ want the event to be over. It’s one of the ways I evaluate my practice time and manage my
anxiety levels. It is very hard to stay on high alert for an extended period of time.

People ask me if I still get scared. Of course | do. It just takes more to scare me than it used to.
When | played my first solo recital at the Tabernacle in October of 1979, | was shaking so badly,
I thought I could not possibly play. Even as I did play, I thought to myself, “Where is that music
coming from? It can’t be me.” I didn’t think I was even touching the keys because my hands
were shaking so much.

For my first appearance on Music and the Spoken Word, | four-handed a single extraordinarily
difficult piece with John Longhurst. It was a contemporary work and had multiple meter
changes. In the middle of the piece, the conductor switched to the wrong meter. We somehow
recovered and kept going. Afterwards, the conductor said, with a laugh, “We almost had a train
wreck there, didn’t we?” I was really shaken. 1 said to John, “You must have nerves of steel.”
He said, “The important thing is that you never lose your concentration.” He also said to me
once after a broadcast, “If something goes wrong, don’t let it show on your face. You may be on
camera.” If I looked as scared as I felt, I’d lose my job.



For my first solo broadcast of Music and the Spoken Word, | sought advice from Robert Cundick
and John Longhurst. I asked Robert Cundick, “What are the greatest risks? What do I need to
watch out for?” He answered, “Being on the wrong memory, hitting the wrong piston, going to
the wrong manual, having the expression pedals set wrong, especially the crescendo pedal.”

The advice I got from John Longhurst was, “Put the music on the rack in order and play through
it beginning to end without stopping. Put the music back on the rack and play through it
beginning to end without stopping.” Over and over. Until you know every note, every piston,
every manual change, every shift in the placement of the musical scores. Without even looking.
Then maybe you can pay attention to the conductor.

John also said, “Make every possible mistake in practice. To alert yourself to the possibility,
and to try to avoid it in performance. And also to find a way to recover from that mistake.”

You may know that every big event has two organists assigned. Unless there is a piece requiring
both organists (that is, played by four hands) you may not ever see the second organist. But he
or she is there, usually just off stage. People who know this sometimes ask if we are there as
backup in case the main organist gets sick or some other disaster. | know of only one case where
that happened, before | was on the staff, where a second organist played the closing hymn and
postlude for the first organist who was not well enough to continue.

Most of the time, the backup organist listens for balance between choir and organ, tapes up
music when it gets torn, and generally serves as a gopher.

The most exciting experience | ever had as backup came in a General Conference (then still in
the Tabernacle) when the organ developed a cipher right at the end of a choir number. (A cipher
is when a pipe is stuck “on”, like a car horn that won’t turn off.) Linda Margetts was playing,
and she immediately turned the power off. | started running, first backstage and then down the
stairs, to find the organ technicians. They, of course, had also heard the cipher and were running
up the stairs, where we crashed into each other. They wanted me to give them as much
information as possible. What division was it? Could | remember any of the ranks being used
when it happened? Did | have any idea of the exact pitch?

Because Conference is quite carefully timed, we also knew exactly how much longer it would be
before the choir was to sing again, and the organ would have to be turned back on. So, armed
with all the information we could put together, the two technicians were standing right in the
pipe chambers, ready to pull out the offending pipe if it started to sound again when the organ
was turned on. We were lucky. The cipher did not return.

| have had many unusual experiences playing on Temple Square. Once, when an assignment in
the Tabernacle made it impossible for me to go to the airport to see a daughter off to return to
college after the Christmas holidays, | was sitting in the meeting, busy feeling sorry for myself,
when | heard myself announced as the next speaker!

Another time when Pres. Monson was conducting a meeting, he announced my name as organist,
and he turned toward me and said, “And I’ll bet you’re glad your mother made you practice!”
And | am genuinely glad she did, even though I was a most unappreciative and uncooperative
young music student.



Sometimes the job brings some really uncomfortable situations. On one occasion, | was playing
for a regional conference in the Conference Center. Usually the Tabernacle organist does not
rehearse with the performing local choir until it actually comes to Temple Square. So someone
else is playing for all the earlier rehearsals. On one such occasion, a woman approached me and
said, “I should be playing for this choir.” She was not pleasant about it either. At first I wasn’t
quite sure what she was talking about, but when I eventually figured it out, I said, “Oh, you must
have been the organist for all the local rehearsals.” “Yes,” she said, “and I should be playing for
this meeting too!”

I was a little taken aback by this. But then I asked, “If you sat down at this organ, would you
know what to do?” She answered, “Well, no. You would have to help me with that.” 1 told her
| was sorry that she was disappointed, but this was the standard protocol. Many people might
wish that they could get to play instead of me and perhaps they feel that they could do better.
But not many of them tell me that to my face.

| have had a few experiences actually singing with the choir. One time, the guest conductor on
the broadcast was Robert Page. He had been the conductor of the Cleveland Orchestra Chorus
which I had sung with in the years we lived in Cleveland. Craig Jessop asked if I would like to
sing that broadcast, which | did. We had a church time which started late enough that | could
still get to it after the broadcast had finished. As | sat in Relief Society, a sister in the ward (who
had just seen the broadcast on television that morning) turned to me and said, “You won’t
believe this, but there is somebody new in the choir that looks just like you!”

Another quotation on my desk comes from Pres. Gordon B. Hinckley. He wrote, “I ... believe
that God will always make a way where there is no way. | believe that if we will walk in
obedience to the commandments of God ... he will open a way even where there appears to be
no way (Ensign Magazine, July 1995, p. 2).

But, as | said earlier, it is my belief that you cannot ask for divine help unless you have paid the
price of your own preparation. The angels may attend you, but they do not practice for you.

And I believe that everything can be practiced. Practice till it’s easy. Practice every aspect of
performance. Beginning to end. No stopping. And not just when you’re fresh. Practice
wearing performance clothing, walking out, setting things up, bowing. If you have never
practiced it, what makes you think you can do it smoothly under pressure? Everything can be
practiced. Practice till it’s easy.

A high percentage is not enough. You must be reliable and show up 100% of the time. You
must have prepared well 100% of the time. You must perform at a top level 100% of the time.
Otherwise, you are a liability.

When you have done all that you can do to prepare, then you can say, “Help me find a way to do
this,” even when there appears to be no way.

My goal when | play for a sacrament meeting is to add to the spirit of the meeting. At a noon
recital it is to have a positive influence on the missionary effort on Temple Square. In General
Conference, it is to be a part of the Tabernacle Choir’s glorious contribution to the session.



These are lofty goals. There is also a subset of goals — always the same, regardless of the
occasion. The most important of these is to be able to walk off the stage, when it is all over, with
my head up. Not wishing for a sack to put over my head or hoping for a hole in the floor to drop
through.

And, to close, an experience that helps me remember to keep things in perspective, and not
attribute too much importance to myself and what | do. | took my organ shoes to a shoe repair
shop to have the suede soles glued back on. | explained to the young woman who was helping
me that | was an organist and the significance of the suede soles. She actually seemed rather
interested. Finally she said, “Have you ever played anyplace really big? Like — a baseball
game?” [ smiled and said, “No, I'm sorry. I guess I haven't.” Thinking of that experience always
brings me back to earth.

My best wishes to you in your practicing and preparation. Don’t take yourself too seriously.
Thank you for this opportunity to talk to you today.



